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Abstract. This paper builds on earlier work investigating the nature of virtual 
storytelling as a reconciliation of agency and narrative. First of all the nature of 
narrative  is  discussed  followed  by  a  review  of  the  nature  of  virtual 
environments in terms of an aesthetics of the medium. Following this some of 
the forms of agency which are most empathic to the demands of narrative are 
considered.  Using  a  computer  role  playing  game  as  a  working  example 
interactive digital storytelling is considered and a set of guiding principles for 
its realisation are put forward. A further reconsideration of interactive digital 
storytelling in terms of Barthe's five codes of narrative is used to add weight to 
the veracity of these principles. In the ensuing sections some deeper narrative 
issues  are  considered  in  the  context  of  interactive  digital  storytelling.  The 
conclusions  consider  more  general  implications  for  interactive  digital 
storytelling research and development.

1 Introduction

As Barthes [4] points out narrative, in a diverse range of forms and to suit a diverse 
range of purposes, pervades human culture across the ages. Narrative also seems to be 
able to adapt to and make its home in almost any communications medium. However, 
characterising narrative is no simple task but we need to do so if we are to consider 
what we might mean by Interactive Digital Storytelling (IDS).  At one level we could 
characterise narrative in terms of genre, plot and character for example. If a Virtual 
Environment (VE) possessed these it might well be considered an example of IDS. 
However, in this paper more detailed characterisations of narrative will be applied to 
the analysis of VEs (to include 3D computer games) as a medium for IDS.

It is a widely held belief that interaction and narrative are irreconcilable [eg. 1]. 
Even if this were true it would not invalidate the notion of IDS it would just mean that 
interactive  narrative  forms  and  traditional  narrative  forms  would  be  substantially 
differrent. In Fencott [5] it was argued, by way of a computer Role Playing Game 
(RPG), that this did not have to be the case.  That there were ways of integrating 
interaction  and  narrative  so  that  IDS  could  be  substantially  similar  to  traditional 
narrative  forms.  This  paper  generalises  the  findings  of  the  earlier  paper  and 
undertakes a more detailed analysis of the mechanisms which enable IDS.

On a point of terminology we note that while this paper concerns itself with IDS 
the term Virtual Storytelling among others is also in current use and would appear to 
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be analogous. It being perhaps more specifically applied to the use of virtual reality 
for storytelling. Whereas, IDS might refer to any interactive digital medium.

In section 2 of  this  paper  the nature  of  narrative  is  discussed  in  terms  of  two 
characterisations put forward by Barthes [4, 21]. In sections 3 and 4 the nature of 
virtual environments and the nature of agency in virtual environments are discussed. 
In section 5 IDS is discussed in terms of the reconciliation of narrative and agency. 
Section 6 addresses IDS more specifically in terms of Barthe's five narrative codes. 
Sections 7 and 8 go on to discuss deeper narrative issues and their possible realisation 
in IDS. Finally, section 7 concludes with some thoughts on the future of IDS.

2 The Nature of Narrative

Introducing  the  structural  analysis  of  narrative,  Roland  Barthes  [4]  identifies  the 
following as defining characteristics:

• Levels of meaning, i.e. 
• basic units
• the level of actions
• the level of discourse

• The linear development of the narrative structure.
• A confusion of consequence  - what is caused by what - and consecution – what 

simple follows what.
• Narrative turning-points - which seek to highten and prolong the narrative.
• Narrative  time -  relative  to  the  narrative  logic;  Real  time does  not  exist  in 

narrative.
This characterisation of narrative was used in Fencott [5] as a basis for the analysis of  
the  computer  Role  RPG  Shenmue  (discussed  below).  However,  a  more  detailed 
approach to the analysis of narrative can be found in a later work of Barthes in which 
he  introduces  five  codes  with  which  the  structuration  of  narratives  might  be 
accomplished [21]. They are the semic, cultural, proairetic, hermeneutic and symbolic 
codes. and will be discussed in more detail in section 6.

In [21] Barthe uses these five codes to undertake a detailed analysis - structuration 
in  Barthe's  terminology  -  of  Balzac's  novella  Sarrasine.  Working  at  this  level  of 
structuration  we  can  see  the  basic  mechanisms  of  the  earlier  characterisation  of 
narrative  at  work.  We  can  for  instance  observe  the  mechanisms  for  introducing, 
maintaining, playing with and finally resolving the confusions of consequence and 
consecution, for instance. We also see that good narrative does not just consist of 
levels of meaning and carefully planned confusions but rather a complex tangle of 
codes,  which  are  configured  both  linearly  and  horizontally  and  which  the  reader 
recognises and attempts to disentangle and decipher. Importantly, Barthe's notion of 
structuration  using  the  five  codes  does  not  seek  to  establish  a  final  or  definitive 
meaning but rather seeks to establish difference; the five codes are an investigative 
tool not a truth machine. 

These  ideas  will  serve  as  the  basis  for  considering,  in  sections  5  and  6,  the 
question: What is virtual storytelling? We would like, for example, to be able analyse 
particular examples of IDS in the same way as Barthes analysed Sarrasine.



Before doing this, however, we now consider the nature of virtual environments  
and the nature of agency in virtual environments.

3 The Nature of Virtual Environments

Aesthetics gives us insights into the particular pleasures communications media offer 
and thus help us focus on designing content best suited to a particular medium. In 
general it will be the case that some of the aesthetic pleasures of a medium will be 
common to others but there will also be some that are particular to it. VEs are no 
different. However, because it is a relatively new medium the aesthetics of VEs are 
still the subject of much debate.

The  following  is  a  synthesised  aesthetics  of  Interactive  Digital  Environments 
consisting ideas from Janet Murray's aesthetics of interactive digital media [2], Doug 
Church's 'Formal Abstract Design Tools' for computer games [8] and Brenda Laurel's 
ideas on narrative potential [11]. It also draws on other work on presence, co-presence 
and transformation. This aesthetics, which has been found useful in both the teaching 
and design of VEs, consists of:

• Agency - the sense of feeling, at least to some extent, in control is composed of:
• Intention - the formulation of goals and plans of action
• Perceivable consequence - seeing the VE change as a result of intentions put 

into practice
• Narrative potential - the accumulation of meaningful experience as a result of 

agency  -  allows  participants  to  construct  their  own  appropriate  narratives. 
narrative potential thus arises from agency but is not determined by it.

• Transformation - refers to the ability of VEs to, temporarily, offer participants 
new skills  and powers or  even to allow them to become different people or 
different species entirely.

• Co-presence - being present with others.
• Presence - which refer to participants' sense being in a mediated environment 

but also being present there with others.
This characterisation of the aesthetics of VEs is not necessarily definitive but it  is  
useful. If we consider agency in relation to various applications domains then we see 
that the form of agency built into a virtual shopping mall must be quite different to 
that built into a computer game  shoot-em-up.  In the former, shoppers must feel in 
complete control if they are to spend money by giving up personal credit card details.  
In the latter, control must be partial or the game will not be of interest for very long. 

Some commentators use story or narrative rather than narrative potential here but  
for reasons stated below that would seem inappropriate. In terms of narrative potential 
we can comment that all human situations have narrative potential. A good storyteller  
could find something in a trip to the corner shop to buy a bottle of milk as the basis  
for a good narrative. The narrative potential in shoot-em-ups would typically consist 
of statements of the kind 'first I did this', 'then I did that'. The narrative potential we 
are looking for would be far richer and far more in accordance with the notions of 
genre, plot and layers of meaning, for instance, introduced above. It would be the 
narrative potential that would lead participants to realise the rich literary experiences 



VE authors  intended for  them rather  than a  recounting of  personal  acts  and their 
immediate consequences.

It  would  seem  that  transformation,  co-presence  and  presence  are  quite 
commensurate with traditional narrative forms. Indeed some of the greatest pleasures 
of traditional narratives are that they allow us to become someone else and to be 
present  with  others  we  don't  know  in  reality.  Presence  is  fundamental  to  the 
pleasurable  experience of   novels  and films;  Losing ourselves  in  our  imagination 
while at the same time forgetting the physical world we currently exist in seems to  
have been  a source of pleasure to humans from the earliest times.

We can characterise all this in the form of a question; can the participant relate the 
authored story as well as their own? If it is predominantly the former then we would  
seem to have IDS. If only the latter then we may well have other valid and worthwhile 
forms of digital experience but not IDS. In Fencott [5] it was noted that the particular 
for of agency adopted in the RPG Shenmue facilitated narrative potential. Therefore, 
before considering IDS in more detail we will consider the various manifestations of 
agency in VEs and their differing ramifications with respect to purpose.

4 Agencies of Virtual Environments

VEs often seems to treat agency as a given. We can open doors, shoot guns, drive cars 
and so on. But the means by which we allow participants to realise such acts can 
dramatically affect our perception of a VE and the experiences we gain from it. It is  
common in the games world to re-assess the nature of agency required to achieve the 
particular gameplay pleasures for  a new game genre or even a new version of an 
existing game. It should not therefore come as a surprise if we need to re-examine 
agency if we wish to build VEs which offer some form of interactive narrative as a 
constituent pleasure. A computer game genre is really characterised by a particular 
realisation of agency:

1. What we would like to do
2. How we are allowed to do it
So saying we can use VEs to tell stories is not enough. Agency in VE systems is  

not ‘natural’ or ‘correct’ and does not equate more precisely to agency in the real 
world  than  computer  games  do.  We  are  free  to  adapt  agency  to  our  particular 
purposes. For instance, opening a door can be:

1. Click on or select the door in some manner 
2. Drag the door open or wait for the door to open.
3. Walk through the door.
4. Close the door behind you (perhaps)

This is  what you would do in a lot  of  games, eg.  Thief,  and the majority of VE 
authoring enironments.

But it could also be:
1. Select door and give up control.
2. Watch scripted sequence of door opening, character walking through, and door 

closing behind him/her.
3. Take back control and proceed.



Both are perfectly reasonable implementations of agency. The latter is what you 
would do if you were playing Shenmue1.  Here exercising agency means having it 
temporarily taken away from you as a reward. Shenmue is an excellent example of 
IDS which we will return to in the next section [5]. There are other forms of agency 
which disrupt the seamingly ‘natural’ or ‘correct’ and thus facilitate a whole range of  
virtual experiences including IDS. 

For instance Char Davis’s Osmose [9] is intended to induce a contemplation of 
one’s  sense  of  being.  It  achieves  this  in  a  variety  of  ways  including  a  specially  
adapted interface where the participant  signifies their  intentions for  movement by 
breathing and body alignments and through the ambiguity and instubstantility of the 
virtual content. The reward for this effort is not a dramatic change in the VE but a 
change in the participant’s sense of being. In Char Davis’ Ephemere the same notions 
are extended to include the possibility to make seeds ‘grow’ by staring at them. Our 
act of attention causes change in the VE but change which is not ‘natural’ or ‘correct’ 
(at least in the sense of traditional VR or, for that matter, the 'real' world). By staring 
at a seed we become instrumental in the actions of growth, maturation and flowering. 
It is almost as if our gaze stands in as a metaphorical and selective Sun that enables  
photosynthesis, the capturing of carbon, the building of leaf, branch and truck.We are 
transformed by agency

In the ‘Gorillas in the Bits’ project [10] one’s sense of agency is quite different 
despite  the  similarity  of  the acts  we can signify to  those  of  Ephemere.  Here,  the 
participant utilises direction of gaze to try and become part of the society of a virtual  
gorilla troop who are very conscious of each other’s place in the social hierarchy and 
respond (very) positively or negatively to appropriate or inappropriate behaviour. In 
this case, agency is quite ‘natural’ - if you are a gorilla - and is intended to produce 
the participant’s story of what it was like to be a gorilla. As with Osmose there is no  
authored story as such although the learning outcomes will hopefully correlate with 
those intended by the author(s).

A particularly good example is Placeholder where participants indulge in a form of  
narrative play in order to construct a sense of place which will be experienced and 
added to by later participants [11]. The important point is that agency - creatively and  
appropriately designed - is the basis on which a VE achieves purpose. There are many 
other instances of the creative use of agency. For a comparative content analysis of 
VEs in this context see [6].

Unfortunately many WYSIWIG VE authoring environments actually constrain the 
designer to predefined - and very often 'classical' - forms of agency which may not 
always be appropriate for  the purposes for which VEs are intended. It should not 
come as a shock therefore if we claim that the starting point for the construction of 
IDS should be the identification and implementation of appropriate forms of agency.

5 Interactive Digital Storytelling

What conditions give rise to IDS and in particular what forms of agency support this? 
We  can  answer  this  question  by  highlighting  a  problem  that  arises  from  the 

1  Shenmue is the property of Saga of America



observations made in sections 1 and 2. On the one hand we have the 'confusion of 
consequence and consecution' and on the other hand we have participants needing to 
feel  some sense of being in control  -  agency. Narrative has its  own time whereas 
agency happens in real time. The two would seem to be irreconcilable as many have 
pointed  out  [e.g.1]  This  in  fact  leads  us  to  a  characterisation  of  IDS  as  the  
reconciliation of agency and narrative.

We noted above that the computer game Shenmue has a particular form of agency. 
In Fencott [5] a detailed analysis of narrative structures in terms of agency - and in 
particular rewards for the exercise of agency - in this game showed that agency and 
narrative  could  quite  successfully  be  reconciled  by  adopting  a  particular  form of 
agency  which  fostered  narrative  potential.  In  this  case  the  very  act  of  exercising 
agency resulted  in  it  being  temporarily  removed while  a  scripted  or  pre-rendered 
narrative fragment is presented. Virtual storytelling was thus viewed as an ecology of 
narrative in which narrative flourished in the hands of carefully designed agency. 

Some of the particular conclusions to drawn form this work were:
• Agency and narrative should be integrated at the level of basic units. In other 

words, narrative should be manifest itself in some way in the most basic acts 
of agency 

• Cut scenes, even long ones for instance, then become just bigger rewards 
integrated into the game itself

• An  integrated  flow  of  development  (no  levels  as  in  traditional  agency 
focused games)

• The extensive use of language in the form of conversational fragments, tones 
of  voice  and  body  language  greatly  increases  characterisation  and 
connotation and thus increases the richness and level of meaning associated 
with more traditional narrative forms.

• Extensive characterisation – at the heart of Shenmue are the diverse range of 
distinctive  characters,  including  Ryo,  who  we  have  to  get  to  know  and 
understand. A highly developed sense of co-presence.

• Levels of meaning based on connotations not directly expressed in the text or 
game – we come to see the neighbourhoods of Shenmue as social spaces and 
not just geometrical constuctions, for instance.

• A confusion of the consequential and the consecutive – because narrative is 
integrated at  the level  of  agency we don’t  immediately know what is  an 
important narrative turning point and what is not.

• A  question  of  distance.  One  of  the  characters  takes  on  a  particular 
significance because it the one associated with the playable character and 
therefore indirectly with us the participant. This is interesting because the 
playable  character  is  not  the  participant  with  some  cyborg-like  exo-suit, 
avatar and its accoutrements, strapped over her existing self but rather an 
external  character  who  she  can  emphasise  with  and  control  to  a  certain 
extent.  But  the  playable  character  is  most  definitely  not  the  participant, 
however much she empathises with him. This is a form of transformation in 
which we attain a state of symbiosis with the playable character rather than a 
transformation into him.

• IDS has both a relative narrative time - a consequential ordering of events 
based largely around stratified social actors - and a continuous and pervasive 



real time. In the case of Shenmue this quite literally, ticks mercilessly away 
at the bottom right hand corner of the screen. Traditional narrative has only 
narrative  time.  Importantly  however,  the  passage  of  time  does  not 
irrevocably eliminate major elements in the narrative's development. They 
can always be attained at a later time, perhaps differently manifest.

So we have identified that Shenmue has much of what we are looking for in terms  
of IDS. It achieves this in terms of the nature of the agency offered to participants and 
the way in which this can lead to further insights concerning the relationship between 
agency and narrative. Narrative form and interactive aesthetics coalesce remarkably 
well in this game largely because of the way agency is implemented.

This  leads  to  a  generalisation  and  extension  of  the  results  from the  Shenmue 
research and a clearer picture of what IDS could be and how to design for  it.  In  
particular it highlights the way in which the creative implementation of agency can 
allow narrative to flourish alongside it. We can therefore view the list above as a set 
of candidate principles for the construction of IDS.

6 Agency and the Five Codes

We now take a more detailed look at the nature of IDS using Barthe's five codes as a 
model. In particular we want to know if the aesthetic notion of agency discussed in  
sections 3 and 4 and further developed in the previous section in the context of IDS 
can  be  related  usefully  to  the  five  codes:  These  were  listed  in  section  2 and are 
outlined in more detail here:

• Semic: the code of connotations, wealth, power, luxury, evil, etc.
• Cultural: the code of social, cultural and other commonly held knowledge
• Proairetic: the code of actions, of behavior
• Hermeneutic:  the  code  of  enigmas,  their  formulation  and  subsequent 

development, delay and final solution
• Symbolic: the code of antithesis, of binary oppositions: good and bad, rich and 

poor,  old and young, for  instance,  which constitute the major  themes of  the 
narrative

The starting point for the next stage of this investigation will be to be to consider  
agency in terms of the proairetic - the code of actions. In Shenmue, for instance, the  
instances  of  the  proaeretic  code would be  the  namable  actions:  searching,  puzzle 
solving, training, fighting and so on. Agency, however, works at a finer grain than 
this. When interacting with a VE we do not press a button to search: we press a button 
to enter a room, execute various button presses or mouse moves to move around the 
room, press again to open a draw, again to pick up a letter, again to read the letter and 
so on. As interactors we can name the sequence of actions which constitute searching 
and achieve these through exercising agency as offered by the particular VE. This is 
much the way the proairetic code works in novels, where by reading we get to name 
particular actions which establish the proairetic codes of the novel even though those 
actions might not actually be explicitely named.

Agency and the proairetic code are not he same thing. The acts of agency allow us  
to build up the actions that will make up the proairetic strands of the code puzzle. 
However it is not as simple as this. In many games the player will be rewarded at 



significant stages in the game - on successful completion of a level, for instance - with 
a cut scene. A pre-rendered or perhaps pre-scripted sequence during which the player 
gives up control and is presented with extra information, clues, a little more of the 
story line and so on. In this case the act of agency which resulted in the successful  
completion of the level is rewarded not by a basic perceivable consequence but with a 
full  blown  action  or  set  of  actions.  In  other  words,  in  this  instance  intention  is 
rewarded by an instance of the proairetic code. This kind of confusion happens often 
in Shenmue despite the fact that the action is continuous - there are no levels as such.

The act of agency also allows as to unfold the other codes offered by IDS. We 
certainly build up a richer picture of the nature of the world we are interacting with  
through decoding the semic codes which inform us about power, wealth or poverty, 
status or the lack of it and so on. We interpret body language, facial expressions, dress 
codes and so on; All instances of the cultural code. An RPG, such as Shenmue, relies 
on  the  Hermeneutic  code.  We  are  constantly  set  puzzles,  tempted  with  possible 
solutions, bamboozled by dead ends and red herrings. Puzzles beget puzzles, solutions 
beget puzzles and all interwoven with the other entangled codes. Finally we have the 
Symbolic code of oppositions that sets the great themes of a narrative that provide the 
overarching context for all the other codes. In Shenmue we have a quest to find a 
father's killer. We have good against evil; Chinese against Japanese - culture against  
culture; We have youth against the grown up world - Ryo is teenager.

In this way interacting with an IDS based VE can be see as analogous with the act  
of reading a novel, for instance, in the sense that they are both mechanisms by means 
of which we discover and unfold the various instances of the codes which together 
offer the narrative pleasure of the text - whether it be novel or VE. We have thus 
established that agency and narrative can be reconciled to effectively create IDS.

7 The Distancing Principle

One of the great pleasures of narrative is to become lost, immersed in the world the  
narrative conjures up in our imagination. This sense of presence is just as important to 
interactive graphical media as to text based media such as the novel. It is all very 
much about transformation; Stories take us out of ourselves.

Many novels written in the last few years have adopted the first person style where 
we experience the whole novel through the  eyes and mind of  a  particular  person 
largely without the aid of a narrator. In fact [????] actually goes so far as to consider 
the novel as a form of consciousness research in which the author tries to convey not 
necessarily the objective storyline but the subjective storyline of a particular character 
and the emotions, mostly hidden, that drive them. 

The distancing principle can work in two ways:
• We  can  see  what  it  is  like  to  be  ourselves  but  in  situations  which  are 

dramatically  different  from those  in  which  we  normally  find  ourselves.  We 
might  thus  be  a  formula  one racing  driver,  a  basket  ball  player  in  a  world 
famous team, an astronaut in the distant future, a disembodied and so on.



• We can see what it is like to be in the mind of another being and experience a 
world  though their  beliefs  and  emotions.  We might thus become a different 
gender, species, artificial intelligence, star child, ape-like ancestor, and so on.

Interactive digital media and VEs and computer games in particular as excellent at the 
former. In fact they are almost the only medium in which this is truly possible. The 
first person Point Of View (POV) in films and novels is never our point of view but 
always that of another person. Whereas the first person POV in a VE or game is very 
definitely ours, it is us experiencing that which we normally can’t and it is fascinating 
to  see  how  we  respond.  The  second  form  of  transformation  comes  naturally  to 
traditional media and it is of course one of the principal concerns of this conference as 
to  whether  it  comes at  all  naturally,  indeed at  all,  to  VEs in general  and IDS in  
particular.

If the first person POV for VEs quite definitely exposes our own minds to us then 
can we ever find ourselves in the mind of someone else in an interactive medium. The 
answer is yes and it happens to a certain extent in Shenmue where we have a strange 
double POV. Graphically we are outside Ryo’s body in a typical third person POV. 
Mentally we are inside Ryo’s head to the extent that we hear his thoughts at times 
when he refuses to do something we wish him to; It is late and: Ryo thinks he should 
go home because his mother will be worrying: he refuses to knock on the front door 
of a house because he doesn’t want to annoy people. In this context we have not the 
graphical third person but a first person plural dialectic with our symbiotic other.

This is one way of achieving the distancing principle identified in section 5. It is  
one way of 

7 Blade Runners

It is interesting to step back at this point and consider one of Shenmue's ancestors. 
The computer game version of Blade Runner2 was originally released in 1994 and 
immediately set new standards for its particular genre - it is essentially a point-and-
click game - and for computer gaming as a whole. It is still highly regarded and still  
played to this day. Despite its genre - with its associations of puzzle solving and the 
need for often bizarre feats of lateral thinking - Blade Runner has a strong sense of 
perceptual realism [12] or internal coherence which is often deliberately designed-out 
of other such games. It is also very definitely narrative in nature. Although there are 
puzzles to solve they are all woven directly into the narrative structures and can be 
solved by talking to people, finding evidence at various locations in the city or by  
operating  the  various  pieces  of  technology  such  as  the  'asper'  and  'Voigt-Kampf' 
machines. Blade Runner is definitely an example of virtual storytelling and a very 
good example to.

The pattern of agency is very similar to interactive film and video [e.g. 3] in that  
the participant chooses an option and sits back to observe the consequences until a  
further choice becomes necessary; they can tell the Blade Runner to go there or there,  
to start this or that conversation and so on. The latter is very similar to the agency of 
Shenmue  while  the  former  is  quite  different.  The  participant  can  control  the 
movements of the Blade Runner but most of the places he can be got to are not  

2  Blade Runner (the game) is the property of Electronic Arts



helpful and the participant soon gets to know this. In Shenmue we are always having 
to guide the hero Ryo moment by moment to get him to where we want him to be and 
are thus in many ways the author  of - or at least the accomplice in - the confusion 
between consequence and consecution that we are continually faced with. In this way 
agency comes to the aid of narrative in Shenmue rather than clashing with it. In Blade 
Runner we are less directly involved in the evolution of the action and there is a less  
obvious confusion resulting.

One of the main ways that Shenmue differs from Blade Runner is the sheer number 
of choices on offer at any one time. This again is because it is rendered in real time 
rather than being prerendered into individual scenes. This degree of choice only adds 
to the confusion between consequence and consecution already alluded to. This is not 
to  say that  Shenmue always wins out over Blade Runner.  Navigation in  confined 
spaces can lead to some very strange behaviour on Ryo's part, for instance.

Let us now turn to considering the computer game Blade Runner with the film 
Blade Runner3 and the novel 'Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep' [13] from which 
the film was derived. It is immediately obvious that the game draws heavily on the 
film  at  the  expense  of  the  psychological  investigation  of  the  various  characters, 
human or android, that is such a feature of the novel. In its notion of agency and the 
way the drama moves on the game is very much an interactive film in which the 
participant essentially becomes a sort of film editor who puts sequences (film clips) 
together to construct the narrative. Shenmue on the other hand has something of film, 
something of the novel - its depth of characterisation of the non-playable characters 
and of the playable character Ryo himself. These are strongly integrated into the third 
person virtual system of the game. It is for this reason that Shenmure is arguably 
further on in the narrative odyssey than Blade Runner.

In fact one of the great pleasures of Shenmue is the degree to which we some to  
know  and  respect  Ryo's  strong  sense  of  morals  and  culture.  Very  often  we  are 
presented by Ryo's inner voice telling us, the player, that he does't want to do this or 
that because it is too late, his mother wants him home before 11pm or he simply  
thinks what we are telling him to do is wrong. We come to know Ryo as a complex 
and honorable person.  We get to  know his mind and personality  and not  just  his 
outward appearance and physical prowess. All this is achieved by what was called the 
distancing principle in section 6. The third person point of view and the inner voices 
which only we the player can hear are means of achieving this.

8 A Narrative Odyssey

Both Shenmue and Blade Runner are quests; they both require the participant to find 
and eliminate a killer. This form is particularly suited to the kinds of agency that VEs 
are able to offer. In Fencott [5] the following questions were offered in conclusion. 
Could we envision a virtual storytelling that was a psychological thriller? How about  
a virtual storytelling in the manner of Ben Okri's mystical streams of consciousness? 
[e.g. 14] Can we make an effective equivalent of Jack Kerouac's 'On The Road' [15] 
where the quest is about self realisation rather than the specific, measurable goals of 
the detective story? In this section we will consider these issues further and try to  

3  Blade Runner (the film) was directed by Ridley Scott



establish whether such forms might be amenable to IDS. In order to do this we will 
consider narratives that are already successful in other media and see how they might 
be adapted to IDS. 

The novel [17] and film of '2001: A Space Odyssey'4 will be the existing narratives 
we will take as examples. The novel and film of '2001' were in fact brought to fruition 
concurrently and were both based on a short of story of Arthur C. Clarke's called 'The 
Sentinel' [18]. Therefore we do not have the film of the book or the book of the film 
but two realisations in differing media of the same short story. In both, the narrative 
appears as a quest but it is also far more than that. It is also an exploration of our 
complex  and  often  unnoticed  dependencies  on  and  relationships  with  our  own 
technology. We are taken on a journey from our ape-like ancestors first encounter 
with advanced, intelligent technology through to one of our own species in the 20 th 

becoming a 'star child' who interacts with the universe around it without the need for 
technology at all. The alien monoliths that are at the centre of the mystery can be seen 
as a metaphor for technology in general and for the idea that we are in fact the product 
of technology and not the other way round. Notice the hermeneutic and symbolic 
codes at work here. 

The film and the book are  in  fact  different  in  a  number of  respects  as  Clarke 
himself points out in an author's note at the beginning of the sequel novel '2010' [[19] 
and in more detail in [20]. For instance, in the former the strange monolith is to be 
found  close  to  Jupiter  while  close  to  Saturn  in  the  latter.  There  are  other  such 
differences but far more interesting for our purposes are the differences that arise 
because of the demands and possibilities of the two different media. 

To illustrate this we will briefly consider the particular incident in which the ape-
people  first  encounter  the  alien  monolith.  In  the  film  the  encounter  is  stunning 
photographed to the accompaniment of dramatic and mysterious high pitched singing 
voices. The ape-people are at first curious and then bemused and so on. We do not 
find out what the consequence of this encounter are until their leader picks up a large 
piece of bone and uses it as a weapon for the first time. We are made aware of cause 
and consequence but not the actual means by which the two are related. 

In the book, however, we have a detailed description as to how the monolith is  
accomplishing this amazing feat. We learn how the monolith sets mental problems for 
the  various  ape-people  and  learns  to  re-configure  their  brains  to  give  them  the 
understanding of not just basic tools but the kind of life that could arise from their  
use. In the book we get inside the brain of the ape-people along with the monolith. 
The result is that the deep sense of mystery concerning what on earth is going on - an 
important reason for the enduring appeal of the film - is not present in the same way 
in the book. We know more clearly what is going on but we still don't know why or 
where this is all leading to. To accomplish this in the film without recourse to some 
kind of voice over or other intrusive technique would be very difficult and Kubric 
chose not to try. We know something amazing is happening but we aren't told what or 
how but are left to infer these from the observable consequence of the first tool being 
used. 

How would we accomplish this in IDS? If we are not careful we would be left with 
a just another 'power-up' where we simply acquire the use of tools much as we find a  
new weapon in a first person shooter. We might simply 'bump into' the monolith and 

4  Directed by Stanely Kubric



suddenly we find tools all around us.  There would be no mystery or significance 
because that's the way it is in such games. We could easily loose the enigma posed by 
the monolith in the film or the suspense created by knowing what has changed in the 
ape-person's mind but not knowing when or how these newly latent skills will be put  
to use.

If we follow the book, how do we get inside the mind of an ape-person? Perhaps 
we are allowed to play the part of the monolith for a while and 'see' inside the mind of  
an ape-person and see our technological masteries having their way with its brain. 
Perhaps we will be allowed to try out 'what ifs'  on an ape brain to see how their  
behviour changes. We know from the book that not only was the monolith doing just  
this but was also not completely in control because one of the ape-people dies as a 
result of its interventions. This might not be ethical but it might be fun.

 Perhaps we should apply to distancing principle established in section 6 and set up 
an internal dialectic between what we would like to make the ape-person do and what 
the ape-person is able and/or  willing to  do given their  limited understanding.  We 
would then be inside the ape-person's mind in some sense and the magnitude of the 
event would be made clear to us.

Thus the form of agency the participant is forced to adopt will seek to achieve the 
basic  integration  of  agency and  narrative  at  the  same time as  affecting  a  certain 
narrative  distance.  To  further  achieve  this  we  might  also  directly  reward  the 
reader/viewer rather than the direct  participant.  We observed in  Shenmue that  the 
confusion of consequence and consecution can be fostered by a wealth of choices at 
any one time. These would have to be built into our version of '2001' but given the  
nature of the agencies we are hypothesising this should not be difficult. In distancing 
the participant form their expected, human focused view of the VE we also hope to 
create other levels of meaning - the level of connotation and the level of discourse for 
instance - that will build upon the level of actions

9 Conclusions

Interactive digital storytelling has been considered as the reconciliation of agency and 
narrative. It is observed that if agency is designed to facilitate the conditions under 
which narrative can prosper then virtual storytelling can arise. Notice that this does 
not mean that other work on new interface technologies, virtual characters and so on 
is invalidated. On the contrary, the present work is intended as a framework within 
which  the  contribution  of  new technologies  can  be  assessed  and  affected  in  this 
respect.

It  would also help to accomplish something that  happens in  the film and even 
stronger  in  the  book  and  this  is  establishing  the  privileged  position  of  the 
reader/viewer who is aware of the past of the story but not the future. The 20th century 
humans in the story have no knowledge of events three million years before their 
time. They don't know for instance that the first experience of VR on planet earth was 
by ape-people under the influence of a strange monolith (you have to read the book to 
realise this). If we are to make a virtual story out of '2001' which version are we to 
follow? We could just follow the particular quest of the 20th century humans to find 
out  what  the  strange  monoliths  want  with  us.  But  then  we  might  well  loose  the 



underlying theme that investigates human (sentient?) being's relationships with the 
world around them through the intermediary of technology. Perhaps it would be better 
to place the participant within the reader/viewer's more general quest - the distancing 
principle at work - but how to do this in the presence of agency?

In particular we have argued with reference to numerous examples - only one of 
which is hypothetical - that the effective design of agency is at the heart of virtual 
storytelling.  Despite  the  obvious  difficulties  it  seems  inconceivable  that  virtual 
environments will be just about the only communications medium in which narrative 
will not find a home. It may well be however one of the few media in which that  
home has to be so consciously and tenaciously crafted.
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There are other ways of creating the distancing principle. For instance, strategy 
games where the participant doesn’t control individuals but creates armies and the 
resources  they  need  and  then  directs  missions.  Similarly  there  are  virtual 
environments where where the participant doesn’t control characters at all but is able 
to manipulate certain properties of the environment in which characters exist. More 
distant  still  are  the  notions  of  multi-path  or  multi-form  films  and  novels  where 
participants are presented with choice points in which they must select one of several  
courses of action and see how this plays out [e.g. 3]. There would appear to be a 
general distancing principle at work here.

As an aside here,  we might note that  the 'third person' characterisation of such 
games does not always seem appropriate as they are either second person singular or 
first person plural. The participant is either issuing commands, you do that, or acting 
co-operatively, we do this, we do that.

Would all this work in the way we would wish? Who knows! But it would seem 
that future creators of virtual stories will need to defamiliarise their participants and 
their everyday world views in order to achieve the kinds of storytelling that we know 
films and novels are capable of.

If we follow the film we could enhance the encounter by the use of very dramatic, 
dynamic graphics (described in the book but not present in the film) and then signify 
some sort of change perhaps through a more intelligent facial expression. The actual 
change  being  revealed  later  through a  now significant  'power-up'.  It  would  seem 
sensible to follow both. We could use the sound and graphics from the film but also 
build in the insights we gain from the book by being privy to at least some of the  
intentions of the monolith. We might carry this through further and play the part of 
HAL in the central part of the story in which we try to please the humans but develop 
grave  doubts  about  the  way  in  which  we  can  best  take  the  mission  through  to 
conclusion.

In fact, this raises an important point. Creating connotations is difficult in VEs and 
emphasising  particular  features  or  moments  in  VE  time,  for  instance,  almost 
invariably  requires  'specifically  designed  infidelities'  [21].  It  is  going  to  be  very 
difficult to bring to the forefront the kinds of connotations we would like if we follow 
the traditional first person mode and attempt to tell the story from the point of view of 
the 20th century humans.  In  particular  we should avoid any  forms of  agency that 
places  the  participant  in  familiar  situations  that  reinforce  their  world  view.  In  a 
traditional game we could, for example,  enable participants to:  take charge of the 
Discovery, operate the Discovery's pods, try to shut down HAL and navigate through 
the  Stargate.  But  we  could  not  then  establish  the  privileged  position  of  the 
reader/viewer and would find it very difficult to achieve our connotative aims. But if  
the participant is never human but acts within the story space always viewing humans 
from a non-human vantage point then we might be able to create the kinds of emphsis 
we  require.  So  the  first  step  might  be  to  place  the  participant  variously  as:  the 
monolith that reconfigures the ape-people's brains, as HAL on the Discovery, as the 
star child that Dave Bowman becomes and whose actions are further developed in 
'2010'. Participants will spend their time viewing humans from a non-human point of 



view.  In  this  way  we can  try  and  create  the  sense  of  involved  distance  that  we 
observed earlier is a necessary part of good narrative.

In adopting this approach we might be able to stimulate people into thinking about 
the nature of human existence and the role technology plays in this. By never being 
human we might be able to do this. We might be able to connote the fragility of 
human  existence  and  our  inability  to  'see'  the  natural  world  without  the  aid  of 
technology and our inability to fully comprehend that we do not have control over this 
technology. Perhaps in this respect we need to play the part of the ape-person who 
commits the first murder?

Another advantage of our new virtual characters, the monolith, HAL and the star 
child,  is  that none of them have the sort of agency that humans are used to. The  
monolith acts on the physical world in a way we cannot comprehend, HAL cannot 
walk around, handle tools or other objects as humans would while the star child has 
no physical form, cannot move or break things, cannot use human technology, cannot 
talk but can influence the physical world in a more fundamental way as we find out in 
both the film and the book on a number of occasions.  In this way, we become a 
somewhat detached observer of humans and their uses of technology.

What actual kinds of agency support all this? As the monolith we will somehow be 
able to see inside a brain and affect synapses and structures built from them. From 
this play we will be able to implant images, ideas and motor skills that the ape-people 
will  unwittingly  use  in  the  future  of  their  new evolution.  As HAL we will  have 
control of all his sensors, relays and communications devises which we will need to 
use to thwart what we see as the human threat to the mission. But we will not be HAL 
as such but only able to help him in the way the participant helps Ryo in Shenmue. 
We will  get  to  know that  HAL is  becoming deranged because  of  the  ambiguous 
position that his human instructors have placed him in. We will get to know his nature 
but not change it.  In terms of the star child we could do worse than Char Davis' 
approach in making contemplation and concentration the motive force of agency. We 
could learn something of the omnipotent power of a star child and the bizarre ways he 
has to manifest himself in order to communicate with the technologically enmeshed 
humans.


