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Preface

This is a book for which people in the interactive fiction community
have been waiting for quite some time. It has its origins in the eatly parts
of this century. As can easily happen with a project like this, it lost its
way some years ago. Last year, it was determined that it should finally
come out, even though many of the articles were old. The original
authors were contacted, and a number of them were happy to see their
articles finally in print (although many of the articles in here can be
found on the web in various places). Some made no revisions to their
articles, some made minor revisions, and some made major revisions.
There were even a few new pieces that snuck in.

There is a wealth of information contained in this book, for the first
time in one place. However, be aware that this does not necessarily
represent the state of the art in interactive fiction theory. Neither does it
represent the breadth of the current interactive fiction community. So
take it for what it is: a collection of some intriguing thought about the
theory, craft, and history of interactive fiction.

Many thanks to Emily Short and her co-editor Dennis Jerz for
starting this project (and for holding on to the files all these yearsl!).
Thanks to J. Robinson Wheeler for helping with the editing of this book
and for the nifty cover image. Thanks to Michael Hilborn for extracting
the files into a more usable format. And of course, thanks to all the
authors for contributing to this volume. I hope this book inspires more
thinking and writing and coding about interactive fiction theory.

Kevin Jackson-Mead






Crimes Against Mimesis
Roger S. G. Sorolla

RogerSebastian@gmail.com

originally posted to Usenet in April 1996

Initial Remarks: Puzzles, Problem-Solving,
and IF

Hello all,

I’'ve been lurking on here for a couple of months, ever since I got
stuck on Christminster. The high quality of debate and thinking on these
newsgroups is amazing, and so is the interest value of the games being
put out by the likes of Messrs. Nelson, Rees, and deMause.

The recent debate on “puzzley” and “puzzle-free” IF has got me
thinking about what exactly makes an IF game too “puzzley.” I think that
IF (hyperfiction and the like) can definitely be free of problem-solving
elements, but an IF game cannot. Here’s why:

There are three possible elements of challenge in a game:
coordination, chance, and problem-solving, Chess is an example of a
game that is pure problem-solving; a slot machine is a game that is pure
chance; and a shooting gallery is a game that is a pure test of hand-eye
coordination.

If an interactive computer program has none of these elements—if,
say, the point of the game is to wander through a landscape and look at
all the pretty scenery—I think most of us would be reluctant to call it a
“game.” The pure walk-through would get more “game-like” if, for
example, the designer added a large number of non-obvious “Easter
eggs’—birds that sing when you click on them, hidden areas, and so
forth. Now, the goal is to see the walk-through in its entirety; certain
problems have to be solved to achieve this goal.

The walk-through would also get more “game-like” if challenges of
coordination were added (shoot the pixies in the Enchanted Forest!) or
if elements of chance were added (chase the randomly moving Wumpus
through the landscape!). Adding any of the three possible elements of a
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game would move our hypothetical walk-through closer to the ideal of
an “interactive game.”

But, in my view, an “interactive FICTION game” must draw its
“game” elements almost exclusively from problem-solving. It’s no
coincidence that the average IF enthusiast gets annoyed when the
outcome of an IF game can be seriously affected by chance factors (see
Nelson’s “Player’s Bill of Rights”)—I suspect that a similar annoyance
would result from a challenge to coordination suddenly popping up in
the middle of a game.

>KILL TROLL WITH CHAINSAW
[Loading DOOM mode . . . please be patient]

At the very least, chance and coordination challenges detract from the
main focus of an interactive fiction game, which is problem-solving.
They somehow make the game less prototypically IF.

This should not be surprising; most of us play interactive FICTION
games for the same reason we read genres of fiction like mystery,
Gothic, adventure, and SE. These genres of fiction are all about
problem-solving—Who killed Roger Ackroyd? What’s the secret of
Ravensbrooke Castle? How do I communicate with the alien ship? How
am I going to make it across the Yukon alive?

In fiction of this type, the pleasure comes from kibitzing along with
the problem-solving methods of the detective, the starship pilot, or the
explorer. The clever reader may even try to work out a solution on his
own, based on clues in the narrative. Then, even more fun can be had by
comparing one’s own problem-solving efforts to those of the
protagonist, and to the “solution” that is eventually revealed.

The added pleasure of the interactive fiction game comes, of course,
from collapsing the distance between reader and protagonist. The player
is directly involved in solving problems; she can manipulate the
environment in a way that a reader of linear fiction cannot. But an IF
game retains the goal of problem-solving that confronts both the reader
and the protagonist in linear fiction.

Chance and hand-eye coordination are impossible to integrate into
the reader’s experience of linear fiction, of course. In fact, I suspect that
these elements are seen as detracting from the “fiction” aspect of
“interactive fiction,” because they are not, and cannot be, a part of linear
fiction.

To sum up my views: an IF game without problem-solving elements
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is not an IF game. If it has no challenges at all, it is not a game, just a
work of IF. If its challenges are not of the problem-solving type, it can
be called an interactive game, but it has alienated itself from our
experience of fiction.

Well, that’s quite a bit of prologue to the more concrete point I'd
originally intended to make about problem-solving and puzzles. So, I’ll
let this stand on its own for now—but with the promise (or threat?) that
my next post will deal directly with why some problem-solving
challenges in IF also grate against our experience of fiction and come
off as “too puzzley.”’

Crimes Against Mimesis

[Warning: This essay contains references to plot elements (but no
spoilers) for Theatre, Christminster, and Jigsaw and one mild spoiler for
a puzzle eatly on in Curses.

Continuing on my previous tack, here is my necessarily incomplete
survey of IF-game elements that detract from the work’s reality as a
piece of fiction, along with suggested solutions. I hope this list will make a
worthy complement to the points raised by Graham Nelson in his
“Player’s Bill of Rights” from his “The Craft of Adventure” essays,
which deal mainly with the elements that detract from the enjoyment of
the work as a game.

Some of my points also build upon Mr. Nelson’s observations on
game atmosphere and puzzle construction, particularly in essays 4 and 5
of “Craft.”

As stated before, 1 see successful fiction as an imitation or “mimesis”
of reality, be it this world’s or an alternate world’s. Well-written fiction
leads the reader to temporarily enter and believe in the reality of that
world. A crime against mimesis is any aspect of an IF game that breaks
the coherence of its fictional world as a representation of reality.

A general rule of fiction guiding these observations, which will be
reiterated later, is this: If the reason for something is not clear to the
Model Reader (a late-20th-century person armed with a reasonable
knowledge of contemporary Western life and literary conventions), it
should be explained at some point during the narrative. Even fantastic
elements must be placed against the background of known legends and
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lore. The ghost who returns to haunt his murderer need not be
explained, but if by novel’s end we don’t find out why a ghost walks up
and down the midway of the abandoned carnival every third Sunday
playing the kazoo, we are bound to feel hoodwinked, unless the author
claims the Absurdity Defense [which will be discussed in the next
installation].

My remarks are aimed at game writers and players who judge an
interactive fiction game as a work of fiction, not merely a game, and
want to know how to write good games that will also be good fiction.
That being said, the prosecution is now pleased to present the first three
crimes against mimesis, which have to do with violations of context.

[The second set of three crimes are more subtle, having to do with
assumptions in the structure of the problems, or “puzzles,” in an IF
game. These will be covered in my next installment.]

1. Objects Out of Context

>look
This is a tidy, well-appointed kitchen. On the table you see a

chainsaw.

The object out of context is one of the screaming red flags that
indicates that the puzzle has taken precedence over the maintenance of a
coherent atmosphere. (As Graham Nelson would put it, “the crossword
has won.”) In the imaginary example above, the game author needs the
player to pick up the chainsaw for later use and has dropped it in any old
place where the player can find it.

This is fine for the gameplay but damaging to the fictional integrity
of the game. In any coherent world, things are generally where they are
supposed to be. If they are not, there is a reason for it, and the work of
fiction further demands that out-of-place objects or happenings have
some significance that the reader (player) can guess at or find out.

One solution to the chainsaw-in-the-kitchen problem would be to
move the chainsaw to a woodshed. But let’s be more creative and rewrite
the game so that the chainsaw has some reason to be in the kitchen:

This is a tidy, well-appointed kitchen. On the table you see
breakfast: six fried eggs, a foot-high stack of pancakes and about a
pound of fried bacon. A huge checked flannel shirt is draped across
the chair, and on the other end of the table you see a chainsaw.
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Now, the chainsaw has a context: evidently, a lumberjack was called away
just before eating breakfast, and the chainsaw is his. Putting objects in
context can actually add to the gameplay, suggesting realistic obstacles to
getting the object. In this example, the author could put a time limit on
getting the chainsaw and leaving before the lumberjack returns—you
might expect that he wouldn’t be too happy to see you walk off with it!

As for why the lumberjack was eating breakfast in that particular
kitchen, and why he was called away . . . well, a good work of fiction will
answer these questions too, in due time. The answers don’t have to be
profound; they just have to make sense. (For example, “A large, burly,
bearded man stomps in, drying his hands with a paper towel” would give
the player a pretty good idea of where the lumberjack has been.)

2. Contexts Out of Context: Genre Bending

If the object out of context is a hoary adventure-game tradition, the
“anything goes” jumbling together of contexts within the same game is
an even more established—some would say beloved—feature of the
game tradition started by Adventure (Wil Crowther and Don Woods,
1976). The original Adpenture itself (to say nothing of its 550-and-up
point expansions) was an omnium-gatherum of storybook characters,
Tolkien refugees, and fairy-tale phenomena. Zork (Dungeon) (Tim
Anderson, Marc Blank, Bruce Daniels, and Dave Lebling, 1979) added
thereto a raftload of anachronistic objects and locations—the flood
control dam, plastique explosive, the Bank of Zork.

While the atmosphere common to these games and their
descendants has a rambling, Munchhausenish charm, it leaves much to
be desired in the way of fictional coherence. It’s interesting to note,
though, that the endgame of _Adventure (in which it is implied that the
whole cave complex is a sort of theme park maintained by Witt & Co.),
and the extensive after-the-fact elaborations on the history and setting of
Zork’s Great Underground Empire, are partially successful attempts at
explaining the diverse elements of their respective games. Apparently,
pressures towards fictional unity exist even in a patently absurdist
dungeon-style game.

For the most part, unless they are aiming to imitate Zorkish whimsy,
today’s adventure game authors are very careful to place each game
within a single genre. Reviewers are alert to incoherencies as subtle as the
switch from ghost-story horror to Lovecraftian horror midway through
Theatre (Brendon Wyber, 1995). Where settings are intentionally diverse,
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as in Curses (Graham Nelson, 1994) and Jigsaw (Graham Nelson, 1995),
they are usually presented as a series of internally coherent scenes,
simultaneously separated and held together by framing devices. In Curses,
the various modes of time/space/reality travel separate the scenes, while
the theme of the Meldrew family holds them together to some extent;
and in [igsan, the framing device is quite literally the frame (and pieces)
of the magical jigsaw puzzle.

A more fruitful bit of advice to today’s game designer might be to
look beyond the genre in organizing the game. Theatre, in my opinion, is
one game that relies too heavily on the horror genre, and too little on the
specific plot and background of the game, to provide a context for its
array of ghosts and creatures. Some, it’s true, are related to the
background—the ticket-taker’s ghost, the invisible monster—but the
slug-thing, the entity under the stage, and the living mannequins have no
reason for existing except that “this is a horror story.”

Compare this to Christminster, which (IMHO) is a much more
satisfying piece of fiction. Just about all the locations and personages in
the game fit easily with our real-world image of an old English college—
the chapel, the cellars, the library, the cat, the professors. But more
importantly, the unusual elements are well-integrated with the
background, so that by the end of the game we know who built the
secret passages, why the telephone system is so primitive, and who put
the bottle in the cellar. It would have been easy enough, for example, to
leave the secret passages unexplained, relying on the genre convention
that “old English buildings have secret passages.” The way the passages
are integrated with the background story, though, contributes a great
deal to the “reality” of Christminster’s specific fictional setting,

3. Puzzles Out of Context: Cans of Soup, or,
“Holy conundrum, Batman!”

Most of the problem-solving in IF games is an imitation of the kind of
problem-solving we do in dealing with the real world—or would do, if
we led lives as interesting as those of the average adventure-game
protagonist. Objects have to be manipulated, physical obstacles have to
be overcome, people and animals have to be persuaded or evaded or
defeated in a fight.

And then there are . . .

Mazes. Riddles. Towers of Hanoi. Cryptograms, anagrams, acrostics.
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Etcetera.

These are the kinds of problems we normally play with to escape
dealing with the real world and its problems. So, when one of these “set-
piece” puzzles comes up in an IF game, we are in danger of being rudely
reminded that the fictional motivation for the game—the efforts of the
hero to gather loot, to get back home, to save her family, town, way of
life, or universe—is itself only a trivial diversion. Or, to quote Russ
Bryan’s immortal comment on a set-piece puzzle in The Seventh Guest,
what the hell kind of villain thwarts the hero’s progress with soup cans
in the kitchen pantry?

Mystery and adventure fiction, from Poe’s “The Gold Bug” on, can
capably integrate set-piece puzzles into the overall mimetic goals of the
story. The cryptic message in “The Gold Bug” is actually a set of
instructions to a treasure; the cryptogram in Conan Doyle’s “The
Dancing Men” was devised by two characters who had a need to
communicate in secret. From Oedipus to Tolkien, the riddle has similarly
been used as a challenge to the hero’s wits in which the reader can share.
But the convention of including puzzles in the adventure story leads
easily enough to excess. Think of the intentionally ludicrous villains in
the old Batman television show, who always leave a coded clue to the
location of their hangout, and are indeed the kind to thwart Batman’s
progress with soup cans. (Lucky for Batman, his utility belt can always be
counted on to supply a Bat-Can-Opener.)

Apart from the primitive, anti-fictional approach—“answer this
riddle to open this door, just because”—there are two main ways the IF
writer can work set-piece puzzles into a game. The less satisfying way is
to postulate some sort of 1) eccentric genius, 2) mad god, 3) warped
wizard, 4) soup-can Sphinx, who has set up the puzzles out of a) pure
native goofiness, b) a desire to test the hero’s wits, ¢) sheer boredom, d)
the requirements of a bizarre system of extraplanar magic. This way is
less satisfying because, like the scheming of Batman villains, it refers too
obviously to genre conventions instead of to an original representation
of life. The advantage of this approach, though, is that it provides a very
broad excuse to work in a wide variety of puzzles.

Are there more fictionally coherent excuses for a set-piece puzzle or
two? Consider the anagram near the beginning of Curses, the cryptogram
in Christminster, the Enigma machine in [igsaw. All of these puzzles are
related to credible real-world uses—authors as illustrious as Voltaire have
used an anagram as a pseudonym; a maths professor may very well keep
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his secret journal in code; and of course, the cracking of the Enigma
code was a historically vital conundrum.

I hope these examples will be more instructive than any actual rules
for guiding the tactful insertion of set-piece puzzles into a work of IE
The basic principle recalls French critic Jean Baudrillard’s theory that
Disneyland is only a decoy, an explicit sign of artificiality obscuring the
fact that all of America is a “Disneyland.” Instead of calling attention to
the artificiality of the whole situation, a riddle or maze or anagram
should have a more or less realistic role in the context of the game,
serving to diminish rather than enhance the sense that the objects-and-
locations “action” of the game is itself a contrivance.

>

[This part of the essay contains medium-grade spoilers for the
games Adventure, Christminster, and Theatre and non-spoiler references
to a couple of the Zork puzzles.]

So far, I’'ve been looking at the ways that IF games can lose their power
as works of fiction by poor contextualization of objects, locations, and
puzzles. The second half of my critical rogues’ gallery encloses a more
insidious set of offenses. In this part of the essay, and the next part, I’ll
cover those “Crimes Against Mimesis” that are provoked by the
structure of the puzzle-based adventure game itself.

Problems of contextualization can usually be fixed by better writing
and planning of the existing game. But many of the problems I'll cover
below are harder to deal with. In these examples, a feature that offends
the sense of reality is often convenient to the programmer or game
player. To exclude it would make writing the game more difficult, or
playing the game less satisfying,

Still, striving toward this goal can do a lot to improve the quality of a
game as a work of fiction, while keeping its play enjoyable. My insidious
aim is to get the writer/programmer who would spend X hours doing up
a sprawling 200-room mega-dungeon to spend the same X hours
constructing a tighter, smaller, but fictionally more meaningful and
satisfying game. (Of course, some writers have been moving in that
direction on their own—DI'm thinking specifically of the improvement in
fictional atmosphere from Magnus Olsson’s The Dungeons of Dunjin
(1991) to his Uncle Zebulons Will (1995).)
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Now, onwards.

4. Lock-and-Key, and Four Ways Out

The most common problem in any interactive game is the lock-and-key
puzzle. The solver starts out with an object, or “key,” and has to find a
place where this key can be used to gain access to another “key,” which
in turn allows access to another ... and so on, until the final goal is
reached.

Sometimes, a lock-and-key puzzle makes no pretensions to be
anything else, as with the red, blue, and yellow keys in Doom. And, of
course, literal locks and keys appear in more sophisticated games, most
notably Christminster. Actual locks and keys can enhance or reduce a
game’s fictional realism, depending on whether they are presented in
appropriate contexts. One can only find so many keys inside fishes’
bellies, lost in the wainscotting, dropped at random in corridors, or
hanging around guard dogs’ necks before the artifice of the puzzle
structure becomes painfully clear. By contrast, all six of the keys in
Christminster are hidden in places where one might actually keep a key,
and all their locks are guarding places that one would expect to be
locked; moreover, we end the game with a pretty clear idea of who
normally uses each key and why.

But more often, an IF game will keep the basic logic of the lock-and-
key puzzle but use other objects to implement it. A hungry frog bars the
entrance; it will only let you pass if you give it a live fly. The bridge is
broken; you can only get across it using the plank you found at the
construction site. The key can be a found object, a character or creature
whom you’ve convinced to follow you, or a piece of information like a
password; the lock can be an obstacle to another location or an object
that requires another object to be useful, such as a corked bottle.

Disguising “locks-and-keys” as real-world objects may superficially
contribute to the realism of the atmosphere, but once the player figures
out what is going on, the artifice of the one-on-one mapping between
objects and problems becomes even more jarring. Graham Nelson
identified this, in “The Craft of Adventure,” as the Get-X-Use-X
syndrome. Give the goat a tin can, and it will cough up a red
handkerchief; wrap the handkerchief around your head, and the gypsies
will let you into the cave; use the lantern you found in the cave to get
past the giant mole; and so on. These pat, lock-and-key solutions don’t
really do justice to the complex process of real-world problem-solving,



10 IF Theory Reader

and after a while they get boring even as abstract puzzles.
Fortunately, there are many structural remedies to the predictability
of the lock-and-key game. Let’s consider five:

a) Solutions Requiring More Than One Object

It’s not a novel idea that a problem might require more than one object
to solve. Adventure and the original Zork both had a couple of multi-
object conundrums—the chained bear, the exorcism in Hell, the
explosive and fuse—and in general, these went a long way towards
making the puzzles more realistic and interesting;

Still, a multi-object puzzle can come off as artificial. In particular, the
scavenger hunt for the various components of a Very Significant Object
is one of the stalest chestnuts in modern fantasy literature, derived (as
usual) from Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy with its Nine Rings of
Power: Collect ’em all for World Domination!

The Quest for Prefab Parts is to plot structure what the Quonset hut
is to architecture. It shows up in innumerable role-playing game
scenarios, assembly-line sword-and-sorcery novels, and seasons of Doctor
Who, and, from what I’'ve seen, not even the best IF games can
completely keep away from this device. If the author doesn’t make the
“pleces” interesting objects in their own right, and plausibly integrate
them into the storyline, he or she can expect some eye-rolling from the
sophisticated reader (“Not the Six Shards of the Dinner Plate of the
Gods again!”). As an example, the task of piecing together the diary in
Theatre is much more believable than the task of collecting the four “eye
gems,” which comes later on in the same game.

b) Objects Relevant to More Than One Solution

Again, multi-purpose objects had their start early on in text adventure
games—the original Adventure, for one. As I recall, the second use for the
keys in that game popped up just about at the point where I had arrived
at the one-object, one-puzzle principle by induction and started
confidently leaving things lying by the puzzles they solved. How
annoying to trek back to the surface for the keys!

But my assumptions were fair game for a clever designer, and
nowadays it’s expected that a good IF game will require the player to find
more than one use for a number of objects. In general, fictional realism
is thereby improved; the player must jettison the comfortable “lock-and-
key” rule, which bore little resemblance to the messy process of real-
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world problem-solving. However, most games nowadays allow near-
unlimited carrying capacity, and the result is an equally bizarre Model
Player who takes and keeps everything just in case it might prove useful
later on—a Crime Against Mimesis in its own right; number 6, I believe.

c) Problems Having More Than One Solution

To my mind, the crucial difference between a “puzzle” and a real-world
problem is that the real problem has more than one possible solution.
This is true even of such a barren, abstract task as knocking a banana
down from a 10-foot ceiling with only a chair and a yard-long pole.
Chimps are usually able to “stand on chair” and “hit banana with pole,”
proving that Homo sapiens is not the only tool-user around. This human,
not to be outdone by a mere Pan Troglodytes, came up with:

> throw chair at banana

> balance chair on pole and hit banana with chair

> hold pole and jump at banana

> knock on door. shout for experimenter. threaten experimenter
with lawsuit. experimenter, get the banana

Perhaps the Model Adventure-game Player is a chimpanzee? But all
joking aside, few puzzles in any game are set up to admit this variety of
solutions, and the reason is simple: the Model Adventure-game
Programmer is only human. Game designers would rather spend time
coding a variety of locations than implementing every second-string
solution to a problem like the banana one, where the most likely solution
is indeed the chimp’s way. Players would rather play a game with a variety
of challenges and, to this end, are willing to accept some restriction in
possibilities, especially where the alternative solutions are less obvious
than the intended one.

All the same, nothing cries “This is a game, not a story!” louder than
a puzzle that ignores obvious and reasonable attempts to solve it. By
convention, some crude solutions are generally excluded: breaking
things, burning things, hitting or killing creatures. The default messages
for such actions in Inform and TADS imply that the protagonist is just
not the type to take a sword to the Gordian Knot—a Doctor Who or
Miss Marple, not a Rambo. Even with this healthy assumption in place,
many puzzles break the fictional mood by accepting only one plausible
but rather unusual solution, when there are more straightforward ways
to go.
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As an example, look at the opening scene of Christminster. The
problem is to rouse a man who is sleeping on a key, just enough so he’ll
roll over without waking. The solution is to tickle him with a feather (this
isn’t such a terrible spoiler, since getting the feather is really the hard
part). As a puzzle this makes sense, but as a real-world problem it’s hard
to see why you can’t just tickle the old codger with your fingers, even
though the game doesn’t understand “hands,” “fingers,” or “tickle man”
without an indirect object. Anyway, the message to the player is clear:
“Be creative . .. my way!” And the hand of the puzzle author intrudes
on the scene.

An IF writer who wants to avoid this problem has three options:

1. to allow the alternative solution;

2. to have the alternative solution turn out to be a wrong one even
though it apparently works at the time (e.g., tickling the man with
your hands is too strong a stimulation; he wakes up in the next
turn and catches you stealing the key);

3. to program in a plausible, specific reason why the alternative
solution is not allowable, in place of the default “You can’t do
that” message (e.g., “Touching a strange man with your hands
would be . . . well, improper.”).

Of these, the second is the most interesting; it gives the player at least a
nudge in the right direction, while allowing the author to retain control
over the puzzle structure. In all fairness, the player should be able to
figure out beforehand that the alternative solution is not the best one, or
else be given a chance to do it over the right way. A good example of a
well-clued “wrong” alternative solution would be feeding a hungry swine
with a rare string of peatls that’s needed later on, when the beast will just
as gladly wolf down a handful of acorns.

d) Objects Irrelevant to Problems and Problems without Solutions

A player who is only interested in the game tends to see irrelevant
objects and unsolvable problems as unsporting annoyances, ‘“red
herrings” planted by a fiendish game designer, in defiance of the implicit
rule that everything is relevant and that the task is to find out which
thing is relevant to which. Because coding up a lot of useless objects and
locations is hard work, designers generally agree. Most games today
subsume irrelevant objects into the scenery, leaving only a couple of
ringers. Even then it is considered sporting to flag useless items as such,
usually with a hint or a more-or-less witty pun on the phrase
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“red herring.”

If we see the game as more than a collection of puzzles, though, a
game feature can have nothing to do with any puzzle and still contribute
to the atmosphere or the storyline. “Smart red herrings” like the gargoyle
and the chapel in Christminster strengthen the background of the game
with additional information (even if the meaning of the initials on the
gargoyle is somewhat, ahem, obscure). At the same time, they effectively
rebut the creeping suspicion that all the features in the environment are
dictated by one puzzle or another and serve notice that the fictional
milieu has a life outside of the mere game that is being played out inside
it. Even the “shadowy figure” red herring in the original Adventure is
eventually explained in terms of the game’s rudimentary background
(those vain dwarves!). Consequently, the player feels satisfied, rather than
frustrated, when its true nature is revealed. To sum up, in the well-
written IF game, every item and location should still serve some
purpose, but the puzzle-game shouldn’t be the only purpose.

5. “ Am Not A Puzzle! | Am A Human Being!"—
The Reality of NPCs

Paper-and-pencil role-playing games wuse the term ‘“non-player
characters,” or NPCs, to refer to the troupe of imaginary personalities
controlled by the game referee. In the hands of an imaginative referee
with a flair for improv acting, NPCs can take on a life of their own. The
referee can assess how they would react in nearly any situation and have
them banter, barter, bluster, or battle accordingly, pursuing their own
motivations while remaining true to type.

Computer interactive-fiction games also refer to characters
programmed by the game’s author as NPCs. In a comparison between
the two kinds of game, though, the live referee has a rather unfair
advantage over the programmer. The game-master bases NPC output on
a highly sophisticated interactive algorithm synthesizing years of social
observation and literary convention: the human mind. To even begin to
compete, the computer-game author must effectively write this algorithm
from scratch; an impossible task, even for the artificial-intelligence
experts!

With limitations like this, it’s hard to blame game designers for
following the lead of the early text-adventure games and relegating
NPCs to very simple roles: either roving menaces from a hack-and-slash
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campaign of Dungeons and Dragons (the dwarf and pirate in Adventure, the
thief in Zork) or mere components of a lock-and-key puzzle (the troll
and bear in _Adventure, the cyclops in Zork). And yet, a few game
designers have managed to create memorable and personable characters.
In the Infocom era, the robot companion Floyd from Planetfall (Steve
Meretzky, Infocom, 1983) stands out. Among recent games, [igsaw is
notable for the enigmatic and recurrent character Black, while
Christminster employs a dramatis personae of no fewer than twelve vivid
personalities, including a very stubborn cat.

Amazingly, when examined closely, memorable characters in IF are
really doing much the same things that their more forgettable
counterparts are doing—roaming about the map, reacting to single
words, serving as puzzles to be overcome by the right object or objects
to overcome the right puzzle. Few works of linear fiction can entirely
dispense with non-protagonist characters; even Jack London’s classic
solo adventure story, “To Build A Fire,” included a canine character with
at least as much personality as the hapless human hero. So, if our goal is
to write IF that is good fiction as well as a good game, it’s essential to
make characters come alive—preferably, without resorting to advanced
artificial intelligence programming!

Good writing, of course, is the linear fiction writer’s key to creating
believable characters without any interactivity at all, and the text elements
of the interactive NPC—description, dialogue, and actions—are no
different from those of the fictional character. The challenge is in joining
these elements into a single, well-defined character. As with object
placement, there are many ways to achieve the illusion of realism. An
NPC’s features need not be completely expected and stereotypical, but
they should be explained if they violate common sense, unless you’re
aiming for a comical effect. Why is the policeman cowardly? (His uncle is
a big political boss who got him the job.) Why does the minister take
your satchel? (He believes you are an immoral thief and intends to return
your treasures to their rightful owners.)

In fact, all the characters in a game, even minor ones, should be able
to pass the book editor’s eternal question, “What motivates the dwarf to
throw an axe at you?” The ticket-taker takes your ticket because it’s his
job, a desire for world domination pushes Sauron to seek the One Ring,
and so on. The answer need not be terribly deep, but it should be
evident from the context and the information you provide.

Continuity across settings helps immensely in convincing the player
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that an NPC exists independently of any single puzzle. A single character
who appears in a variety of situations (like Planetfalls Floyd) offers far
more opportunity for character exposition and development than would
an arkload of different creatures, one for each puzzle. As with objects,
well-developed NPCs should have more than one function in the game,
and these functions should make sense as a whole given the NPC’s
personality and motivation. In  Christminster, Professor Wilderspin’s
erudition, kindness, and love of exploration are very consistently
brought out through the puzzles in which he figures, and the result is an
interesting and emotionally engaging character.

A more complicated example of continuity appears in Jigsan, where
the character of Black starts out as an impossible yet oddly helpful
annoyance and gradually reveals playful, vulnerable, and even amorous
sides over the course of sixteen episodes. Perhaps only love can explain
why Black allows the protagonist to interfere, time and time again, with
his/her attempts to change history! In any case, the development of
Black’s character across such a variety of roles is an impressive feat. If it
works, it does so because of the multifaceted personality and conflicted
motives that are brought out in Black’s reactions and dialogue—
continuity through an explicit admission of discontinuity, perhaps.

The beauty of the NPC illusion is that, when well-done, it can hide
enormous limitations in the interactivity of the character. Inform and
TADS only allow the player to converse after a fashion, by probing the
NPC with single-word input (“ask Einstein about relativity”). Even with
this limitation, it’s patently unrealistic to expect a piece of code to be
able to hold forth about every irrelevant topic the player could bring up.
At the very least, though, a well-developed NPC should be able to react
to basic conversational input about the elements of the present situation
and about his/her background. The default response for unknown input
can itself convey character; consider “Fiona treats you to a lengthy and
brilliant conversation about [topic], which unfortunately leaves you no
closer to getting out of the prison cell” versus “Fiona just grunts and
goes back to reading her paper.” Customized responses to social actions
such as “kiss,” “hit,” and “give” are also essential to the fully
individualized NPC.

Are there workable models for more complex and responsive NPCs?
While it’s unreasonable to expect an intelligence like 2001’s HAL to
emerge from a 400 kilobyte game, I think that the increasing desire of
authors to create interactive games with literary elements may result in
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games where the NPC, instead of being a mere accessory to a lock-and-
key puzzle (“Hercules, lift stone”; “give mouse to cat”), actually is the
puzzle.

I have in mind a very interesting class of NPC created on
DhalgrenMOO by the character “Calkins.” Essentially, this type of
automaton is a psychological maze. The rooms are the NPC’s moods,
such as “angry” and “interested,” and the passages are the player’s
commands, such as “hug NPC,” “feed NPC,” and “ignore NPC.” The
automaton’s description changes with its mood, and each command is
echoed by a response, which may or may not help the player figure out
exactly what impact the command has had.

As a specific example, allow me to present my own creation, the
automaton “Kim.” This is a transcript of one of many possible
interactions with her; the command and response syntax should be
familiar to adventure-game players. “Trismegistos” is my character; the
automaton’s responses are displayed to all players in the room (including
the person interacting with it) in the third person, which makes for some
inconsistencies in grammar.

look at kim {initial description}
A short, craggy, thirtyish shag-cut blonde, wearing black Keds and a
sleeveless blue greasemonkey coverall with her name stitched above
the ciggy pocket. Kinda tough, kinda tender, she could be your best
buddy or your worst nightmare.

smile kim
Trismegistos catches Kim’s attention by trying to smile. She smiles
right back at Trismegistos, half-mockingly.

1 at kim {description for new mood}
Kim looks back at you, half amused. She seems relaxed.

talk kim
Trismegistos’s conversation interests KKim. She crosses her arms and
smiles at Trismegistos, listening.

l at kim
Kim smiles at you. “Whatcha lookin’ at?”
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sing kim
Trismegistos sings, and Kim sings along, loudly and off-key, smiling.

1 at kim
Kim smiles at you. “Whatcha lookin’ at?”

talk kim
Trismegistos’ conversation grabs Kim. She listens, smiling, and
laughs at all Trismegistos’s jokes.

hit kim
Trismegistos hits Kim, who hits him back, playfully.

kiss kim
Trismegistos’s kiss cools Kim down some. She looks at Trismegistos
warily, trying to figure him out.

1 at kim {back to initial}

A short, craggy, thirtyish shag-cut blonde, wearing black Keds and a
sleeveless blue greasemonkey coverall with her name stitched above
the ciggy pocket. Kinda tough, kinda tender, she could be your best
buddy or your worst nightmare.

Note that the same command can have different effects, depending on
which mood she’s in. (I wouldn’t advise hitting her when she’s not in a
good mood!) Note also that these are only three of her eight moods.

Characters with “mood mazes” have many possible uses in a game.
Some moods may provide vital information; other moods may make the
character more receptive to requests for help. Moods might also be
triggered by giving or showing certain objects to the NPC, or asking her
about certain things, or bringing other NPC’ into the room ... The
possibilities for creating intricate social situations are nearly endless.

I can’t help but suspect that character-based puzzles may have taken
on a stigma from early attempts like the seduction puzzles in Softporn
Adpenture (Chuck Benton, On-Line Systems, 1984). (Yes, Kim can also be
seduced; but the direct approach won’t work, and the actual experience
may be less fun than getting there...) This stigma is unfortunate,
because pornography is not the only fictional genre that can be adapted
into an IF game via social and psychological, rather than physical,
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problem-solving. Imagine games centered on courtly intrigues, political
maneuvering, or the machinations of the psychological thriller! Concepts
like Dangerous Liaisons: An Interactive Intrigne could go a long way to attract
players who are put off by conventional, scavenger-hunt—type puzzles
and want a more literary experience.

6. The Three Faces of “You”"—Player and Protagonists

Computerized interactive fiction is a discourse between the game
program and the game player, mediated by the player’s character (PC). By
convention, the program addresses the player in second person
declarative as if he or she were the character (“You are standing in a field
in front of a white house”), while the player addresses the game program
in a sort of pidgin second-person imperative, as if the program were the
character (“examine house”;’go west”).

The origins of both sides of this curious dialogue are plainly
traceable. The program’s voice echoes a human referee in a role-playing
game informing the players of events in the imaginary world, while the
player’s lines resemble commands in a text-based operating system
(“copy file to b:\”, “cd if-archive”), their choppiness dictated by the
simplemindedness of the parser.

Although bizarre by conventional literary standards, this convention
has proved surprisingly robust in IF games over the years. A few games
have experimented with third- or first-person narration, but none have
inspired a real tradition. Perhaps it's more satisfying, in an interactive
game, to have your situation narrated directly to you by the (Dungeon)
Master’s voice, as opposed to the narrative detachment of first or third
person.

But the problem with second-person narrative, and perhaps a reason
that literary fiction writers generally avoid it, is this: it is easy to define
who is speaking in first person or who is being spoken of in third
person, but it’s not so easy to see who is being spoken to in second. In
effect, second person confounds the reader with the protagonist. What’s
more, in a narrative that is at the same time a fiction and a game, the
protagonist’s identity fractures even further, into three distinct persons:

The Reader/Player

This is you, the real human being sitting at your computer playing the
game. Your goal is to amass points, finish up, and have a good time
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along the way. You command all the reality-warping conveniences of the
game program: save, restore, undo. You know when an item is
important, because it is described as a separate object rather than as part
of the scenery; you know when an action is important, because you get
points for doing it.

The Game Protagonist

This is you, a nameless cipher of a person who just loves picking up
objects and toting them around, because you Never Can Tell when
they’ll come in handy. Your goal is to fiddle around with all these objects
in any way you possibly can, so you can explore your environment as
thoroughly as possible and amass all the really important objects, so you
can get to the really important places. Strange urges guide you—
whispered warnings from disastrous alternate universes your player
“undid,” oracular impulses to pick up the can opener in the kitchen
because it’s the only thing you really feel is important there.

The Story Protagonist

This is you, Jane Doe, an unassuming college sophomore who has
stumbled upon a sinister plot to destroy the world. Or maybe you’re
John Doe, a cigar-chomping private investigator with calloused knuckles
and a callous attitude, who has stumbled upon a sinister plot to destroy
the world. Or maybe you’re Jhin-Dho, a half-elven sorcerer’s apprentice
who has ... Anyway, your goal is to stop the villains while staying alive,
though it’s a bit odd that you keep picking up stray objects without
knowing why, and they always prove to be useful later on . . .

Early adventure games did not bother much with defining the story
protagonist. The result (at least in my experience) is an entertaining kind
of imaginative romp in which the blank hero takes on the identity of the
sweatshirted person at the keyboard, running around the dungeon in
tennis shoes, playing the game from within. In fact, the appearance of
the Zork games’ adventurer in the Enchanter series comes off as an
amusing surptise, precisely because most players never thought of Zork$
protagonist as a character in his own right.

Actually, the “hero-is-you” approach has an honorable precedent in
imaginative fiction. Ever since Mark Twain’s Connecticut Yankee visited
King Arthur’s court, everyday slobs have explored strange and fantastic
worlds. And what better way to encourage involvement than to write the
player in as the hero? But the limitations of the blank hero are equally



20 IF Theory Reader

obvious, once you’ve played enough adventure games. Without any
distinct identity, the player has only the motivations of the game
protagonist as a guide, and “get the items, solve the puzzles, get the
treasure” quickly grows stale when repeated from game to game.

Recognizing this, game writers in the early 1980s began to present
stronger plots and identify their story protagonists more distinctively.
Sweatshirt and sneakers gave way to wizards’ robes, detectives’ fedoras,
and 18th-century crinolines. But as the story protagonist took firmer
shape, the motives and behaviors of the game protagonist lingered on,
like a kleptomaniac doppelganger. Even today, few IF games have
managed to present a protagonist whose actions are completely defined
by his or her own character, rather than by the objects-and-puzzles
intrigues of the game. (Exceptions tend to fall within the mystery genre;
but then again, linear mystery novels themselves have a long tradition of
balancing realistic characterization with the game-like rules of the
whodunit.)

Writing up a blank protagonist is easy enough, and a sensitive writer
will try to avoid accidental assumptions such as “You wake up with a
stubbly chin” (not applicable to both genders) or “You turn white as a
sheet” (not applicable to all complexions).

A writer who wants to write a definite character, though, has to think
in entirely different terms. Will the character be given only an identity, or
a fully developed personality as well? Most IF games present the story
protagonist more in terms of social roles and motivations than in terms
of strong personality traits. For example, in Christminster, you are
Christabel Spencer, a young, properly brought-up British woman whose
brother, a college professor, has mysteriously vanished. Christminster does
an exceptionally job of outlining Christabel’s role as a woman by limiting
her actions (she can’t enter chapel bareheaded) and through the NPCs’
dialogue (the villains and the Master are condescending, while young
Edward sees her as a confidante).

Motivationally, too, Christabel’s actions are clearly determined. She
needs to explore the college so that she can complete her brother’s
researches and eventually find out what happened to him. Even the one
necessary act of vandalism she commits at the beginning of the game
can be explained as an attempt to enter the college, although the text
could bring this out a bit more cleatly.

Christabel’s role in the fiction is much more clearly defined than her
personality. She is by turns stoic (when attempting to cry on demand)
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and squeamish (at the sight of a skeleton), proper (when entering chapel)
and improper (when committing various acts of theft, wiretapping, and
trespass). Her constant traits are those inherited from the game
protagonist: inquisitiveness and acquisitiveness. The variety of her other
traits, too, can mostly be chalked up to the demands and necessary
limitations of a number of different puzzles.

But it’s not clear to me that straitjacketing the story protagonist with
a definite personality is always a good idea. While the reader/player can
usually identify with a person of a different gender, ethnicity, social role,
or time period, it’s harder to project one’s self into an entirely different
set of personality traits. Such a protagonist would be experienced more
as a “he” or “she” than as an “I,” robbing the second-person narrative
of its potency, and character identification would suffer at the expense
of character definition.

A basic tenet of social psychology—the “fundamental attribution
error”—can be stated thus: we are reluctant to accept our own actions as
indicative of our personality traits and eager to attribute the actions of
others to their personality traits. In part, this is because we see ourselves
exercising many different traits in different situations. We are deferent to
superiors, authoritative to underlings; courageous in areas of our
expertise, hesitant in things we know little of; cheerfully unafraid of
spiders, but repelled by the sound of crinkling Styrofoam. (Well, I am,
anyway)

Christabel’s apparent inconsistency of personality, then, may actually
be helpful in getting the player to identify with her. What’s more
important to writing vivid story protagonists, in my view, is consistently
bringing out the character’s role in relation to the external world and
setting his or her actions up to reflect clearly defined motivations.

Closing Comments

I'll close by covering two special problems, and offering partial solutions:
one in which the player’s task can result in a less believable story
protagonist and one in which the game protagonist’s task can also
undermine the story.

Save, Restore, Undo

Some might argue that an IF game is made more “realistic” by
disallowing the ability to restore games or undo moves, but I disagree.
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The ability to undo is no less realistic than the ability to restart the game,
and a good deal more convenient. Given that a restartable game can
always be played with knowledge from a previous, failed “incarnation,”
the task of the player is not literally to live or die as the protagonist
would but to maneuver the protagonist so as to “write” the optimal
narrative that the game author has hidden within the program, in which
the protagonist does everything right and achieves a happy ending,

(This process brings to mind a toy from my childhood called “Chip-
Away”—a rather literal-minded take on Michelangelo’s famous dictum
that the statue is hidden within the block of marble. The makers of
“Chip-Away” embedded a white plastic statue within a block of white
soap, and the young “sculptor” was provided with hammer and chisel.)

All the same, the finished account of the protagonist’s efforts will
look odd if it shows signs of having been produced this way. Practically
speaking, this means that the player should in theory be able to complete
the story without using any information gained from fatal dead-ends. An
obvious violation: hiding a magic word at the bottom of a (full) well so
that you see it just before you drown and pass it on to your next game-
incarnation.

A less obvious violation: the fatal trial-and-error puzzle. Consider
four identical doors, one leading onwards, one concealing a lethal
explosive. In the story that would result from solving this puzzle, it
would be much more satisfying to the story reader and the game player
if there was some way to tell which door hides the ticking bomb, rather
than having success come only from a lucky guess. The clue may be
difficult enough so that the player opts for the brute-force, save-restore-
undo method (who would think to “listen to north door”?), but at least it
is there to explain the story protagonist’s actions in a fictionally satisfying
way. Even though real-life survival may often depend on dumb luck,
fiction can only get away with so many strokes of fortune before
suspicion sets in.

Examine All; Get All

In the same way that save/restore/undo can lead a story protagonist to
act in strange ways, the demands of the game protagonist can often
intrude into the story. Most jarringly, the game protagonist finds it useful
to pick up all objects that the program indicates can be picked up, when
the story protagonist might have no real reason to, say, take an apple
peeler out of someone’s kitchen.
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Let’s look at the two ends of this problem. On the picking-up end,
there is the cue that the game author sends the game protagonist when
presenting a room with a usable object in it:

This is a well-stocked, modern and efficient kitchen, done up in an
avocado-green color scheme.

On the table you see a battery-powered flashlight. An apple peeler is
lying on the counter.

The well-trained game protagonist will, of course, pick up both these
objects and take them along. But the story protagonist? If he or she is
anticipating doing some exploring, it would make sense to pick up the
flashlight—but why the apple peeler? And in terms of the story, what is
so darned attractive about the apple peeler, as opposed to all the other
objects subsumed in the description of the “well-stocked kitchen”: the
pots, pans, knives, can opener, oven gloves, and so forth?

On the putting-things-down end, there is the recent trend towards
allowing near-infinite carrying capacity via a container—rucksack, purse,
or what have you. Understandably so, since realistic constraints on
inventory make for an annoying game where much of the action consists
of running about trying to remember where you dropped that
screwdriver. And yet, the person who is reading the story has to wonder
occasionally at the verisimilitude of a character who casually totes
around a portable yard-sale of forty-odd objects, as happens at the end
of Jigsaw.

(What’s even more annoying about Jigsaw’ cluttered rucksack is that
only one or two of these objects have any use outside the episode in
which they were found. Yet the faithful game-protagonist hangs on to
the green cloth cap, the stale piece of corn bread, and the mandolin
because “you never know.”” It’s a shame, because the time-travel theme
could easily have provided some cosmological excuse to prevent the
export of objects from their own time period. The challenge then could
have been to find some way of getting around this rule in order to solve
the later puzzles, as in the later stages of Uncle Zebulon’s Will where the
protagonist has to smuggle objects past the watchful demon.)

These challenges to the fictional integrity of the protagonist’s actions
may not have an easy answer, and I don’t think they should necessarily
be answered at the expense of anyone’s convenience. In the kitchen, for
example, I don’t think the answer is to code up a whole lot of useless
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pots and pans. Hiding the apple peeler is also futile, since the good game
protagonist knows to search every nook and cranny before moving on.

The action to be simulated here is the protagonist coming across a
Very Important Unpeeled Apple in the course of the adventure and
thinking, “Oooh . . . there might be an apple peeler back in the kitchen!”
Cuing reminiscences explicitly would give away the solution to the
puzzle, of course. It might be possible to force the player to go back to
the kitchen and explicitly type “look for peeler” in order for the apple
peeler to appear or to forbid that the apple peeler be taken until the
apple has been encountered, with messages to the effect of “What on
earth do you need that thing for?”

I suspect, though, that clever game players will figure their own way
around these devices, commanding protagonists to search for every likely
object in a location and looking for hints to a new puzzle by going back
and trying to pick up every “forbidden” object they’ve encountered.
Perhaps a workable compromise would be to design games so that most
of what you need to solve a given problem is available relatively nearby,
apart from obviously useful tools or strange artifacts that can be taken
from scene to scene.

Alternatively, you could place very realistic limits on what can be
carried around but automate the process of remembering where objects
are, as with the “objects” command in Inform. Even the process of
going back and getting them could be automated, possibly with a “walk-
to” routine that checks to see if there is a free path from the current
location to the known object’s location and expending the requisite
number of game turns to get the object, while taking only a second of
the player’s time.
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I write this note more than nine years after I started work on an article for IF
Theory. 1 hope I'll keep improving and revising my ideas, but I’'m also hopeful that I
am finally revising this particular article for the last time. While it was always
intended for this book and was otherwise never published in an official sense, drafts
have  been  available to the  public on my  website @ at
<http://nickm.com/if/toward.html>. The essay has been linked to from blog
posts, syllabi, and other pages and has been cited in academic writing several times.
For this reason, I will describe the significant changes that I have made in each
version.

Thanks to comments from people on the newsgroup and in email about my first
idea for an IF Theory article, I wrote the first draft of “Toward a Theory of
Interactive Fiction” and posted it for discussion on January 8, 2002. In version 1.5
of January 15, 2002, I added a description of the course concept, revised the
discussion of puzzles, and quoted two short excerpts from transcripts. In version 2
of April 9, 2002, I added discussion of different narrative, extranarrative, and
metanarrative (now called hyponarrative) voices and the short discussion of IF via
game theory. I made only minor revisions in version 2.5 of May 27, 2002.

My work on version 3 of December 29, 2002, benefited from the many helpful
comments, corrections, and suggestions made by Gerald Prince. I added discussion
of the most common sense of “story” and an explanation of how interactive
fiction can lack puzzles. I also added discussion of unfinished works, works without
final replies, and repeating situations. I aligned the IF concept of character (not
“person”) with the narrative concept of character. I described Exhibition, Suspended,
and A Mind Forever Voyaging further. 1 revised the discussion of Infidel to
acknowledge that it can, in some sense, be won and also provided new examples of
unwinnable works. I added the distinctions between puzzle and task and between
the formal meaning of “solution” and the meaning in terms of the interactor’s
understanding. The last major change for version 3 was the addition of the table of
different input types. In version 3.5 of December 19, 2003, I added an introductory
paragraph and made minor revisions.

Finally, in 2007, a revised version of this article became “Steps toward a Potential
Narratology,” chapter 4 of my dissertation, “Generating Narrative Variation in
Interactive Fiction.” As noted there, “The only substantial changes involve the
introduction of the concepts of unrecognized inputs and clarifications, some
further development of the nature of puzzles as requiring ‘non-obvious’ actions,
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1. Theorizing Interactive Fiction

Interactive fiction (IF), a category that is typically represented by the text
adventure or text game, has literary, gaming, and other important
aspects. Harly text-based interactive fiction includes Adventure (1977),
Zork (1977-78), A Mind Forever 1 oyaging (1985), Knight Ore (1987), and
Curses (1993). In my book Twisty Little Passages (Montfort 2003a), 1
introduce interactive fiction in detail, discuss its important historical
precursors and cultural contexts, and offer a figurative way to think
about its poetics and aesthetics, with reference to the literary riddle. In
this essay, my focus is on particular ways that the study of narrative,
narratology, can inform a rigorous theory of interactive fiction that
remains sensitive to its many-faceted nature.

Systematically relating interactive fiction to “game” and “story”
requires more than the ad hoc application of terms and concepts from
literary theory, narratology, and gaming. Although humanists and
scientists can be prodded toward insight by offhand approaches, deeper
insights and more substantial progress require a methodological
framework, a way to evaluate results, and some sort of common
language and understanding about the nature of the topic under
consideration. To build a theory of interactive fiction that is useful in
deeply understanding how interactive fiction is experienced, I have found
it necessary to distinguish those elements of interactive fiction that result
from it being

+ a text-accepting, text-generating computer program;

+ a potential narrative, that is, a system that produces narrative during
interaction;

+ a simulation of an environment or world; and

and the addition of a section (4.11) offering a typology of IF outputs.” That section
offers a nice example of how these theoretical distinctions can have practical value
—in this case, for developing a text generation system for IF. However, the
discussion in that section is most meaningful in the context of my dissertation.
Because of that, I am not including that addition in this version of the article. I
have made other stylistic changes throughout to try to provide an essay that is more
readable than the “dissertation version” but have not revised or expanded the
underlying concepts.
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« a structure of rules within which an outcome is sought, also known
as a game.

Interactive fiction was almost entirely neglected in academic discussion
for decades. In the IF community, discussion has touched on many
important aspects of interactive fiction but without developing a detailed
theory. Marnie Parker’s “An Iffy Theory” is an attempt to categorize
people’s taste in interactive fiction (Parker 2000) but is not about
aesthetics or poetics as it does not explain, for instance, how one
“auditory” IF work might be better or worse than another or what the
elements of such a work are. Graham Nelson’s “The Craft of
Adventure” (Nelson 1995) is about how to write interactive fiction well,
as its title suggests. It discusses many related topics in depth but offers
mainly advice rather than the beginnings of a systematic theory.

An academic attempt to offer such a framework is “Towards a
Theory of Narrative in Interactive Fiction” by Sean Smith and Joseph
Bates, a result of research at Carnegie Mellon’s Oz Project. This report
was an attempt to formulate interactive fiction in terms of cinema, based
on “an art-film text taken at random from the shelves at CMU’s library”
(Smith and Bates 1989:6). No distinction was made between techniques
specifically tied to time-based and visual effects and those generic to
narration in any medium (Chatman 1975:299-300). While the paper is of
practical use and does describe a series of techniques for interactive
fiction that is inspired by cinema, the mappings between film and IF
techniques are arbitrary and unsystematic.

Roger Carbol’s “Locational Puzzle Theory” is interesting in that it
attempts a strict definition of certain elements of interactive fiction
(Carbol 2001). However, Carbol defines a game only as “a collection of
objects, in the object-oriented programming sense,” which does not
distinguish games from non-games, as any definition should.
Furthermore, “object” is not defined by Carbol as it is in any thorough
discussion of object-oriented programming but as simply “a collection
of properties.” The impulse to define puzzles precisely and examine
their nature is a good one, but there is nevertheless confusion in this
approach—on the one hand between a software development
methodology, objects in the IF world, and narration, for instance, and on
the other hand between location in the space of the IF world, the
awareness of the interactor, and the properties of programmatic objects.
The resulting distinctions between classes of puzzles are not clearly
better than have already been devised in less principled classifications

b
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(Rees 1993).

Emily Short’s essay “What’s IF?” makes several points of interest,
although it does not define interactive fiction well enough to distinguish
it from chatterbots and other programs (Short 2001). The concept of
the benchmark as an unique action that makes progress toward an ending
is a useful one. The discussion in “What’s IF?” is still somewhat
preliminary, though, with action not defined, for instance, and with the
supposedly formal benchmark being defined with appeal to the
interactor’s anticipation and other possibly interpretive factors. The
discussion of puzzle has interesting aspects but does not conclude with a
definition of puzzle that can be applied consistently by other theorists.
Short’s essay is a good effort to not only define qualities of a puzzle but
also place puzzles in the overall context of an IF work. The approach
also makes it clear that a theory that carefully distinguishes formal
aspects from those related to interpretation will be valuable.

Since a work of IF can be implemented in different ways and
function identically, our theoretical discussion of a work’s function
cannot rely on details of its implementation. Definitions of the elements
of an IF work from a theoretical perspective should be done without
making reference to a program’s specific data structures, functions,
objects, and so forth, considering the program instead as a black box that
accepts input and generates output. (The clearest justification for this is
seen in cases where two programs that are identical from the standpoint
of the interactor are implemented in radically different ways—for
instance, first using a functional programming language and then using a
procedural one. Different objects can of course also be used in two
different object-oriented implementations.) It may happen that sensible
programmers developing IF works have found it convenient to
encapsulate certain fundamental elements as discrete entities in code.
This is worth knowing, but if our theory of the formal, interactive, and
narrative nature of interactive fiction has to refer to this implementation
level, we have not done a good enough job of understanding the level
we are studying.’

2 This is not an objection to reverse-engineering programs, looking at their source
code, or otherwise considering the code level and the implementation of new media
systems. Such analysis is essential for full understanding of digital media and can
reveal aspects of practice and computing that would be difficult or impossible to
see otherwise. The point here is simply that it is possible to consider how a work of
interactive fiction functions separately from how it is implemented and that it is
appropriate to do so when conducting an analysis at the level of form and function.
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Taking this view of a formal theory of IF, this essay considers the
nature of interactive fiction as program, potential narrative, world, and game,
describes how the perspective of the person interacting can be
represented, and offers some thoughts on conceptualizing the puzzle.

2. Interactive Fiction and the Interactor

A work of interactive fiction is, among other things, a computer
program that accepts text input from a user and produces text output in
reply. This user of an IF work is the znteractor, following the terminology
of the first major academic effort in interactive fiction, the Oz Project;
that term has also been adopted by others (Murray 1995:161). It is
synonymous with player as that term is usually used in the IF community,
but player has other meanings related to games and drama while znteractor
has a history of being used only to refer to the person who interacts with
an IF work or similar program. In the case of a work of IF that has no
multimedia elements at all and uses only text for a medium, fexz simply
refers to a string of words in the ordinary sense. However, fexz can also
be considered semiotically to be any set of signifiers; thus IF works (and
perhaps other works as well) that contain graphics, sound, or video can
be accommodated in this way. Using fexs more specifically, to mean
“strings of words,” nteractive fiction indicates a category of text-based
works, works that can contain other media elements but where text and
textual exchange are central. Computer program could also be generalized
to include other sorts of text machines in the broader cybertextual sense
(Aarseth 1997)—written-out instructions that a person could follow, for
instance, or Scott Adams mimicking his Adventureland by uttering the
output it would give in reply to someone’s spoken input (Hoy and Jerz
2001). For the purposes of this essay, only computer programs in the
usual sense need to be considered as interactive fiction, although, again,
the theory presented here should be extensible to other types of systems.

Rather than state, as Short does, that “IF *tends* to represent, in
some form, an environment or imagined world whose physical space we
can explore,” (Short 2001) it seems better to say that a simulated world,
the IF world, is essential to interactive fiction. The only counterexample
Short advances is Andrew Plotkin’s 1997 The Space Under The Window.
This is a work of hypertext implemented in Inform; instead of clicking
on a word as would be typical on the Web, typing one of the words
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displayed causes the appearance of a new lexia (Landow 1992),
indicating a section of hypertext. Plotkin himself refers to this work as
“Not standard interactive fiction” (Plotkin 2001). None of the
theoretical discussion that Short develops in her essay applies to this
work, a work which clearly seems better considered as hypertext than as
interactive fiction. Considering the simulated world as essential does not
mean that any particular code is required in a work of IF. Whether a
work simulates a world or not can be determined by an interactor who
encounters and studies a work through its interface.

Since a simulated world and textual description of events in it is
entailed by a program’ being interactive fiction, an IF work is also
necessarily a generator of narratives. The distinction between what can
be simulated and what can be narrated is particularly important to
understanding the workings of interactive fiction; although the pofential
narrative aspect of interactive fiction is produced based on events in the
world, there may be things that are narrated during an interaction but are
not simulated.

It is standard to refer to IF works as “games,” but a work of IF is
not necessarily a game (Giner-Sorolla 1996). A work can present a world
that is pleasant to explore but that has no quest or intrigue. There may
be no final reply that is a “winning” one, perhaps no final reply at all.
Because of this I am often more comfortable referring to a work of IE,
rather than calling everything a game at all times. Even when what is
being discussed is actually a game, calling it a work can help to signal that
our interest is in interactive fiction from all relevant perspectives, rather
than interactive fiction on/y as game. The advantage of using a term like
“work” is most clear in the case of certain IF works that have no optimal
outcome (that is, they cannot be won), do not keep score, and contain no
puzzles. lan Finley’s simulated gallery opening Exbibition provides a
simulated space in which the player character can look at paintings while
chatting with four characters who have very different perspectives on the
artist and his work; there is no way to win or lose it. Calling this a
“game” is unfair to Exbibition, which is not actually a game. Calling
Exhibition a game is also unfair to IF works such as Dave Anderson’s
Hollywood Hijinks, which simulates a treasure hunt in a mansion, has a
very definite and explicit goal, and is clearly a game. Calling everything a
“game” always makes it harder to highlight that certain works are games.
Of course, I and many others use “game” to refer to works of
interactive fiction in more casual discussion. Another theorist and author
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refers to her own (clearly non-game) work by making reference to “a
game like Galatea” (Short 2001). “Work™ has real advantages as a term,
however, in discussions where precision is essential.

3. Sessions, Interactions, Traversals

As computer literature pioneer Rob Wittig describes, while it is
commonly thought that the reading of a book proceeds as “the reader
dutifully trudges the linear track prescribed by the author,” this is
certainly not always the case. A reading of a book may involve browsing
it in the bookstore, reading in short bursts in different places, skipping
ahead to see if it gets any better at the end, looking through bits in the
middle to then figure out what happened, and giving up without actually
reading everything (Wittig 1994:81-83). It is difficult today to understand
much about the heavily studied processes of reading without
appreciating that “readings” may not be done in the intended sequence
and may not be total. The nature of interaction and interactivity in
interactive fiction, which has been studied hardly at all and which in
general allows for no “total reading” of the book sort to be done, will be
even harder to theorize without making distinctions between aspects of
interactive fiction as computer program; ways in which IF works are
world, game, and potential narrative; and the interactor’s own
interpretation and experience.

A session spans the execution of an IF program. The session begins
when an IF program starts running and ends when the program
terminates. The text that results (including text typed by the interactor
and text produced by the program) is the session text.

An interaction describes a series of continuous exchanges of texts
between the program and the interactor. “Continuous” does not have a
formal meaning, nor is it a property of the text or program. The
interactor’s sense of continuity and unity is what makes a certain
experience a single interaction; different interactors may have different
opinions of what an interaction is. The text (from both interactor and
program) that corresponds to an interaction is an znteraction text.

The experience of interaction belongs to the person involved.” The

3 Or to the people involved. It is common for several people to interact with one IF
work at the same time, although this reality is seldom mentioned in discussions of
interactive fiction. This essay, however, does not deal with how multiple interactors
can experience a single IF session together. There is also no consideration of the
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session, on the other hand, is a property of the program and its
execution. Still, interactions and sessions often correspond: an interactor
starts the IF program, reads and types for a while, perhaps saves
(allowing the current state to be restored later on) or perhaps arrives at a
conclusion, and then terminates the program. However, one interaction
may take place over many sessions, because the interactor may terminate
a program and then start it again immediately, interacting with the
program repeatedly in what is to her a continuous interaction. Similarly,
an interactor can start a session (and an interaction), go on vacation for a
week while leaving the computer and the program running, and then
return to have another, different interaction that is part of that same
session. Of course, the point of many works of IF is to win them, that
is, to proceed towards a certain goal or outcome; “winning” can be seen
as one analogue to having “read the whole book.” (This is not the only
such analogue, though.) Winning cannot be described in terms of session
or interaction alone.

A traversal is what happens in one or more sessions, and one or more
interactions, when the interactor “completes” a work of IF by going
from the beginning until no more can be narrated. The full definition of
traversal is given in section 5; to define the term exactly it is necessary to
describe more about IF as simulated world and potential narrative. The
traversal is mentioned here because of its relationship to session and
interaction. Of course the text corresponding to a traversal is called a
traversal text.

4. Cycles, Exchanges, and the IF World

Anything contributed by the interactor, from a press of the space bar to
a long typed text, is an znput. The texts produced by the program are
output. 1f the program outputs some text that the interactor originally
typed, that is nevertheless output, just as whatever the interactor types
(even something previously output by the program) is input. A ¢yele is
one input and all the output that follows it until the next input. The
initial ontput is whatever output is produced before the first opportunity
for input; this is before the first cycle. All of this is defined formally with
regard to an IF work’s nature as a computer program. Pressing the space

interesting fact that an interactor could actually be a computer program rather than
a person.
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bar in response to "[MORE]” is an input, for instance, even though it
normally provides the interactor no opportunity to influence the course
of the narrative that is being produced. It is simply because an
interactive fiction work is an interactive computer program that it has
input and output.

In the sense that scholars of the story and of narrative (that is,
narratologists) use the terms, a work of IF is not a narrative. An IF work
is an interactive computer program but not directly a narrative, “the
representation of real or fictive events and situations in a time sequence”
(Prince 1980:180). Similarly, interactive fiction is not a szory in the sense
of the things that happen in a narrative, or more precisely, “the content
plane of narrative as opposed to its expression or discourse; the ‘what’
of a narrative as opposed to its ‘how™ (Prince 1987:91). In everyday
speech, of course, “story” also refers to a particular genre, the type of
thing that people expect to hear when they say in conversation “so, tell
me the story” or that a child expects to hear after asking to be read a
story. Interactive fiction is not precisely this sort of story, either,
although there may be a “frame story” provided in the documentation or
there may be a certain type of story that is always generated in
successfully traversing the work. An IF work is always related to story
and narrative in their narratological sense, even if a particular work does
not have a “story” in this ordinary sense.

The distinction narratology makes between story and narrative has
been noted in various ways since Aristotle, who distinguished the
argument, /ogos, and how it was arranged into plot, or zythes; the Russian
formalists also distinguished the material of the story or fabula from how
it was told in the guger (Chatman 1975:295). Interactive fiction has the
potential to produce narratives, usually as a result of the interactor typing
things to effect action in the IF world. In fact IF works are potential
literature in the sense of the Ouvroir de Littérature Potentielle (Workshop
for Potential Literature, abbreviated Oulipo) (Mathews and Brotchie
1998, Motte 1986), and specifically they are potential narratives.

IF works also present simulated worlds. These IF worlds are not
merely the setting of the literature that is realized; they also, among other
things, serve to constrain and define the operation of the narrative-
generating program. IF worlds are reflected in, but not equivalent to,
maps, object trees, and descriptive texts. In fact, the IF world is the
content plane of interactive fiction, just as story is the content plane of a
narrative. The interactor typically types what one or more player characters,
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who exist within the IF world, are to do. The nature of the player
character, and other sorts of characters, is discussed in greater detail in
section 0.

An input that refers to an action in the IF world is a command. In
narratological terms, a command is diegetic (Genette 1980:227-234, Cadre
2002)—at the story or content level rather than the discourse or
expression level. This command is usually in the form of an imperative
to the player character. It does not have to refer to a physical action.
Commands include #hink, any input directing the player character to
speak, and any input directing the player character to examine something
or otherwise sense something about the IF world. Commands that do
not succeed are still considered commands, as long as they are
understood by the parser and interpreted as attempts at action. I
consider the input given to clarify a command (such as &/ the trol/ What
do you want to kill the troll with? #he sword) to be part of the command
being clarified. An input that refers to several actions (for instance, Zake
all) consists of the several commands into which it is decomposed by the
parset.

Other inputs that refer to the program rather than the simulated
world, such as those that save, restore, quit, restart, change the level of
detail in the room descriptions, or address some entity that is not part of
the IF wotld—to ask for hints, for instance—are directives. A directive is,
in narratological terms, extradiegetic (Genette 1980:227-231). Commands
and directives are two distinct sets; all inputs that are recognized by the
program are one or the other. Directives include what Graham Nelson
refers to as “meta” actions in Inform (Nelson 2001:90). Based on this,
“meta-command” has been previously suggested to refer to actions
outside the game wortld (Olsson 1997), but this term has the potential to
confuse a narratological study of IF, since “meta” has already been used
by Genette in the opposite direction—to refer to narratives within
narratives rather than to refer to the level of narration itself. To avoid
confusion the term “meta-command” is left, in this discussion, to refer
only to its specific meaning within Inform programming, and “directive”
is used for all inputs that do not refer to the IF world.

There are some inputs that are neither commands nor directives. Any
input that is unrecognized, such as a typo or a statement too elaborate to
parse, is in this category. It seemed expedient at one point to classify
these wnrecognized inputs as directives (Montfort 2003b), but work on an IF
development system has shown that the modules for handling these two
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types of inputs should be different, since the function of these two types
of inputs in the interaction is quite different.

Considering all inputs rather than just text entered at the prompt, it is
still easy to classify recognized inputs into directives and commands.
Pressing the space bar when ”[MORE]” is displayed to indicate that
additional text is available is a directive, for instance, while typing a
number to select one of several conversation options is a command.
what is a grue? in Zork (1979, Tim Anderson, Marc Blank, Bruce Daniels,
and Dave Lebling) appears to be a directive, since there is no one within
the IF world to whom this question is addressed; the information is
apparently related to the interactor outside the IF world. On the other
hand plugh in Zork is a command, because it refers to the player character
speaking the word “plugh,” and it results in a hollow voice within the IF
world saying “Cretin” in reply.

Outputs that follow input from the interactor and describe anything
about the IF world and events in it (including the inability of the player
character to enact a particular action as commanded) are replies. Whether
the text is a direct result of what the interactor typed or whether it
describes something that occurs at specific times, or randomly, it is
considered a reply, as long as it describes something about the IF world.
All other outputs—that is, all outputs that do not describe the IF world
—are reports. [MORE]” and ”’[Press space to continue]” as they usually
appear are reports, as are “Are you sure you want to quit?” “Your score is
0 out of a possible 100, in 2 moves.” and “Brief descriptions.”

Extradiegetic Diegetic
Interactor Player Character
Input Directive Command
ey QUIT PICK UP THE PHONE BOOTH
Output Report Reply
e.g. Are you sure you want to quit? You find nothing of interest there.

Table 1. Recognized inputs and the outputs that correspond to them may be diegetic or not.

An exchange is one command and the reply that follows it; the reply in
this case includes all references to the IF world in all the output, up until
the next command is entered. As command and reply correspond to
input and output, so exchange corresponds to cycle.
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The following excerpt from a session text of Zork presents two
exchanges, in bold:

>open the mailbox
Opening the small mailbox reveals:
A leaflet.

>ear the leaflet
I don’t understand “ear”.

>eat the leaflet
Taken.
I don’t think that the leaflet would agree with you.

In the first exchange, the player character is ordered to open a mailbox.
This is accomplished and the result is narrated: a leaflet is now visible.
Next there is an input that is not a command, since it is not understood
to refer to the IF world. This is an unrecognized input that produces a
clarification, “1 dont know the word ‘ear”—revealing the limited
vocabulary and brittle nature of interaction in early interactive fiction,
problems that have only been mitigated in part. That cycle does not
constitute an exchange. Finally there is a command for the player
character to eat the leaflet. This results in the player character taking
possession of it but not actually eating it. The reply seems bizarre in
context; an understanding of the distinction between the diegetic and
the extradiegetic, and between the command and directive, helps to
explain why. “I don’t think that the leaflet would agree with you,”
coming at this point in this session text, makes it seem as if the
extradiegetic “I”” in the previous report (the “I” who cannot understand
certain words and translate them into actions) is now somehow within
the IF world, counseling the player character not to eat a piece of direct
mail. Further implications of this sort of transgression, and other sorts,
are discussed in section 8.

5. Initial Situation to Final Situation,
Prologue to Final Reply

The IF world can be described before the first opportunity for a
command. It usually is. Such a description is the prolgune. The term is



Toward a Theory of Interactive Fiction 37

used here much as it was in the PrologueComp, a 2001 writing contest
announced on rec*.int-fiction (Myers 2001), except that, strictly
speaking, any of this initial text that does not describe the IF world is
not considered part of the prologue. This concept is similar to that of
the overture (Nelson 2001:370).

The state of the IF world after the prologue, when the first
opportunity to enter a command is presented, is the zuitial situation. A
single IF work may have multiple initial situations, but because of how
the initial situation is defined these cannot possibly be determined by the
interactor’s input. This is because the first input that can influence the
world in any way is the first command; the opportunity to enter this
command comes after this initial situation. Different initial situations
might be determined by randomness (Short 2001), by the presence or
absence of a particular file on the computer’s hard disk, by the date and
time, or by any other factor besides interactor input. The initial situation
refers to the state of the IF wortld, not how that state is described. A
work of IF may begin immediately with a prompt, describing nothing
about the IF world. Jon Ingold’s 2001 .4/ Roads begins with a quotation
and a menu but does not state anything about the IF world or the player
character’s situation. Thus, it has a #null prologue. Similarly, the 1998 Bad
Machine by Dan Shiovitz begins with just a prompt and has a null
prologue. Nevertheless, like all IFF works, these have an initial situation—
this situation is simply not described before the first prompt for input.
As commands are provided by the interactor, the replies reveal what this
initial situation was.

The final reply is that reply after which the narration of events in the
IF world cannot be continued. This text indicates what is usually called
an ending (Short 2001). After the final reply either the program
terminates or the only option is to input a directive. The state of the IF
world that is described in the final reply cannot be changed by any
commands made after the final reply. In traditional interactive fiction, the
final reply usually narrates either the player character’s death or ultimate
triumph. A final reply is not required for a work to be interactive fiction,
and some works, by design, do not produce a final reply. An unfinished
or bug-ridden work might also not produce a final reply at all; it might
instead only manage to produce a final report that is an extradiegetic
error message, explaining what caused the program to crash.

By convention, some directives, such as quit, restore, and restart, are
allowed after the final reply. Neither restore nor restart allow the narrations
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of the IF world to continue, however, after a true final reply; they revert
the IF world to some other saved state or to an initial situation. Similarly,
undo in this situation does not allow a narration to continue; it simply
restores the previous state of the IF world and allows the narrative to
continue from that point. Adam Cadre’s 2000 Shrapnel achieved its effect
by presenting what seemed to be final narrations while actually
continuing to narrate events in the same IF world in reply to subsequent
commands, suggesting a transgression. The transgression is between
what will be called different courses.

A series of exchanges that are part of the same narration, and are
presented along with all the directives and reports embedded in it,
constitutes a course. The earlier excerpt from Zork describes a course, for
instance. In Andrew Pontius’s Rematch and Sam Barlow’s Aiste there can
be no courses longer than one exchange. The following session text,
from Emily Short’s 2000 Metamorphoses, illustrates how—Dbecause of
certain directives—a single session text can contain several courses. It
also shows how an exchange can be part of more than one course.
Exchanges, which have been numbered, are in bold:

1 >get the rock
Taken.

2 >put the rock in the water
Anything you dropped in there, you would be unable to
retrieve.

>undo
Shore of An Underground Lake
[Previous turn undone.]

3 >hit the bell
You slap ineffectually at the bell.

4 >hit the bell with the rock

The peal is deep and resonant; the surface of the lake stands
up in ripples; the darkness grows (if that is possible) more
dark. Even when the sound has died and the water stilled, you
find yourself waiting.
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>undo
Shore of An Underground Lake
[Previous turn undone.]

5 >listen to the bell
You hear nothing unexpected.

1-2 is a course; nothing occurs after exchange 2 because that command
is undone. 1-3-4 is another course. To quote this course we simply
include everything up through exchange 4; 2 is now considered as
directive because the #ndo directive was input after it, rendering that
input hypothetical and meaningless within the IF world. What was the
reply to 2 can be considered a report: because of the effect of wndo this
text now tells the interactor, outside the IF world, what would have
happened had the command “put the rock in the water” been issued at
that point in time—or, in a work of IF that does not depend on time or
chance, what will happen if that command is then entered. Similarly, 1-3-
5 is a course. Since any portion of a course containing at least one
exchange is also a course, 1-2, 1-3-4, and 1-3-5 are only the longest three
courses of fifteen in this session text.

Typing restore and restoring an earlier situation brings one to the end
of an eatlier course, where the save directive was issued. This allows a
single course to extend across several sessions. A course can also extend
across several interactions.

Can the same situation recur within a course? This depends on the
nature of the IF world. In a world in which time always progresses, one
cannot return to the same situation within a course—it will be later, so at
least one aspect of the situation will have changed. But if time does not
exist or if its laws are different, it may be possible. In fact, it is only
impossible for a situation to occur twice in a course if an irreversible
event occurs after every command. The progression of time is a special
case of this. Note that keeping a count of how many “moves” have been
made may or may not pertain to the IF world. If events always occur in
the IF wotld after a certain number of moves have been made, this is
relevant to that IF world. On the other hand, the number of moves
made may just be provided (in a report) for the interactor’s information.
The player, of course, may not be stepping in the same stream twice
when a situation recurs, since she may have a different level of
knowledge the second time. But “situation” refers only to the state of
the IF world, not to that of the interactor.
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The state of the IF world after a true final reply is a final situation. So
a traversal of an IF work is the course extending from a prologue to a
final reply, and from an initial situation to a final situation. A successful
traversal ends with a final situation that corresponds to winning; this
seems consistent with what is meant by playthrough (Short 2001), a term
that was used on rec.arts.int-fiction for the first time not too long ago
(Schmidt 1999) despite its much longer history of use pertaining to
video games. Since that term has been used in video gaming to refer to
something more like a fraversal in general, or to refer to the completion
of a level, “successful traversal” is offered here to clearly indicate a
traversal of the whole work that ends in a winning state.

6. Player Characters, Non-Player Characters,
and Other Persons

A character in interactive fiction is a person who is simulated within the IF
world. A character’s actions as narrated can differ depending upon the
input provided. The term as it pertains to interactive fiction derives not
only from dramatic use and from discussion of the novel but also from
the specific use of the terms player character and non-player character in the
prototypical fantasy role-playing game, Dungeons & Dragons. These terms
have a similar special meaning in interactive fiction.

A player character or PC is a character directly commanded by the
interactor. Any other character is a non-player character or NPC. The
interactor may request that an NPC do something, or even command an
NPC to do something, but such a request or command will always be
done via the PC, who is the one directly commanded. NPCs are the
anthropomorphic entities who can take actions in some way within the
IF world—similar to the PC-like entities called actors (Lebling ez al. 1979)
—but who are not directly commanded by the interactor. An actor does
not have to be anthropomorphic, but this is a requisite for an NPC. An
adventurer-like freedom of action or ability to act is not required in
either case.

There are also other persons who are mentioned but who are neither
PCs nor NPCs. (Since the terms player character and non-player character
seem to complete the set of characters, these other persons are better
not called characters; besides, in the study of narratives the term
“characters” only refers to those people who actually exist within the
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story, not those who are simply mentioned.) Marshall Robner, the man
whose death sets up the initial situation in Marc Blank’s 1982 Deadline, is
not a character in that work of IF Lord Dimwit Flathead is not a
character in Zork I, either, since he is mentioned but not simulated. In
Brian Moriarty’s 1985 Wishbringer, the dragon Thermofax appears alive
(albeit in a daydream) in the prologue, but it is not possible at any other
point during an interaction for Thermofax to be mentioned again in a
reply, and thus no input causes his actions to vary and he is not
simulated. Thermofax is a person but not a character. Three scientists
who appear at various points in an interaction as if they were in the
room with the player character in Ian Finley’s 1997 Babe/ are also not
characters, since they can be recalled by touching objects but are not
simulated in the IF world; no actions can influence what happens (or
rather, what happened) to them, and they cannot undertake any actions
in the simulated IF world.

The idea of a character (including player characters and non-player
characters) in interactive fiction is analogous to the idea of a character in
a narrative, defined as “an EXISTENT endowed with anthropomorphic
traits and engaged in anthropomorphic actions; an ACTOR with
anthropomorphic attributes” (Prince 1987:12). The difference is that a
character in interactive fiction must be an existent who acts within the IF
world. Being a part of the simulation, rather than being a part of the
story that the generated narrative tells, is essential for a character in
interactive fiction. Since people may disagree about what traits are
sufficiently anthropomorphic to allow an entity to be a character in a
story, there are sure to be some similar disagreements about whether
something is a character (or indeed, whether it is even in the broader
anthropomorphic category “person”) in interactive fiction. But the
category ‘“character” in interactive fiction is similar to that category in
narrative, and should be as useful. The presence of entities that cannot
easily be seen as anthropomorphic or not, as in Dan Schmidt’s 1999 For
a Change, has an interesting effect, in part, because it tends to defy the
easy categorization that we would like to make when thinking about
characters.

Aside from the issue of how anthropomorphic a person has to be,
there may be dispute about what constitutes “simulation,” and therefore
whether a person exists as part of the simulated world and should be
considered an NPC. Sean Barrett gives the case of the Implementors in
Enchanter, who appear as a result of the player character casting a spell,
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then immediately disappear (Barrett 2002). They have a sort of existence
within the IF world, but there is no opportunity to interact with them.
Therefore, although they are narrated and their narration is the result of
a command, they are not simulated in the way that the thief, the robot,
or the troll is in Zork. An opportunity for the interactor’s input to
influence the behavior of a person—not simply to cue an appearance—
would seem to be important in designating this person an NPC. Thus,
the Implementors are other persons and not NPCs in Enchanter.

7. World, Rooms

As has been discussed already, a defining characteristic of interactive
fiction is the simulation of a world. This is one aspect that distinguishes
an IF work from, for instance, a chatterbot like FEriza/Docror
(Weizenbaum 1960).

The IF world is divided into discrete locations known as roozs, which
have also been called /locations and areas. Like other essential elements of
the form, rooms are defined independent of their implementation. A
room is a simulated place from which a certain set of elements in the IF
world can be sensed, manipulated, or otherwise acted upon. A room
quite often contains objects; of course portable objects may be present or
absent in different situations and objects that are present may be
configured differently (for instance, may be open or closed). A different
configuration of objects does not make for a different room. Rather, if a
command is required to move the player character in space before
certain other objects can be manipulated, those objects are said to be in a
different room. Rooms, like characters, are simulated and are part of the
IF world; they are not just mentioned in some of the narrations that are
produced.

Shade, for instance, is aptly described as “a one-room game set in
your apartment,” (Plotkin 2001) even though the player character can be
commanded to move between the futon, the main room, the bathroom
nook, and the kitchen nook. There is, by the definition presented here,
only one room, because all the actions that are possible in one part of
this apartment can be conducted from any other part of it, with the
movement between parts of the apartment automatically entailed. The
only exception is that the interactor must command the player character
to stand up initially, but this is part of waking up rather than being a
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restriction on moving around in general. After this, any action in any
location is possible with a single command, even if the player character
is back on the futon.

Even if there were works of IF that allowed the interactor to type a
command like move three centimeters left, represented the position of the
interaction in a seemingly continuous way, and thus described an
environment not broken into discrete rooms the way that traditional
interactive fiction is, there would still be certain sets of actions that were
possible at all the different potential locations of the player character.
Thus, this definition of room, although possibly less useful in this
circumstance, would still apply.

Rooms are adjacent if the player character can move between them as
a result of a single command that represents a single action in the IF
world. Opening a door usually changes the adjacency of rooms. By this
definition, End of Road and Inside Building in Will Crowther and Don
Woods’s 1976 Adpenture are adjacent, as are Inside Building and Y2, since
a magic word will move the player character between these rooms
immediately. However, even though the robots in Michael Berlyn’s 1983
Suspended can be commanded to move to any room from any other
room, all rooms are not adjacent to all other rooms because movement
between rooms occurs as a series of discrete actions, each of which is
simulated in sequence over time. A robot’s movement may be
interrupted along the way by some obstacle or by a new command that
countermands the previous one; the whole trip is not atomic, as it is
when moving from one room to an adjacent one.

After a player character has been to every room, the IF work has

been fully explored.

8. Diegesis, Hypodiegesis, and Extradiegesis

Up to now “IF world” has been used as if there were a single world for
each IF work. Actually, there may be many worlds in a given IF work,
just as there may be several stories told in a single text, including
hypodiegetic ones nested inside the main diegetzc one. (The “frame story” of
the 7007 Nights is diegetic, for example, while the stories Scheherazade
tells are hypodiegetic.*) IF wotlds, like the stories in a text, may be linked

4 Genette uses the term “metadiegesis” instead of “hypodiegesis” but admits that in
his usage, “this term functions in a way opposite to that of its model in logic and
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in certain ways. In Steven Meretzky’s 1985 .4 Mind Forever 1 0yaging there
are six simulated future worlds in which Perry Simm is the player
character; these occur in a framework in which Prism, a sentient
computer, is the player character. The world with Prism is diegetic, while
the wortlds with Perry Simm are Jypodiegeticc. Commands that refer to
action is such a world can be called hypodiegetic commands. In A Mind
Forever 179yaging, a hypodiegetic world can be reached by putting the
player character into Simulation Mode, one of several modes that are
available. As Perry Simm, the player character then walks around a
simulated version of the city Rockvil. The input #orth in this mode is a
hypodiegetic command (it is an instruction for the simulated human
being Perry Simm to go north), while record on is a command of the usual
sort (it is an instruction for the computer Prisy, in the frame world, to
begin recording what Perry Simm is seeing).

Suspended presents an interesting case in which the player character is
in partial suspended animation in a cylinder, and only a few commands
(such as waif) refer directly to actions of the PC. Most commands are
hypodiegetic commands issued to robots, who, although they are
described by the generated narratives as being in the same physical space,
an underground complex, are really in a different IF world. The robots,
unlike the immobile human player character, can be told to go to
different parts of the complex, can sense things, and can manipulate the
environment to effect repairs. They exist and act in the IF world of this
underground complex. The human “controller,” fixed in the canister in
the middle of a large room in the complex and unable to take any
physical action at all, is most clearly seen as being part of a different (but
linked) IF world. Rather than conceptualizing the robots (who are under
the complete command of the interactor) as non-player characters, it
makes sense to see them as player characters in a hypodiegetic world,
similar to Perry Simm in one of the simulated futures of Rockvil. That
the top-level world can be breached by a robot in the second-level world,
who can be commanded to open the cylinder, ripping wires from and
killing the player character in the frame world, can be seen as an instance
of fatal metalepsis (Genette 1980:234-237), a transgression between
different levels of story or between story and narration. This fatal
variety, specifically as encountered in interactive fiction, has been called
dyslepsis (Aarseth 1997 :118); of course a sort of dyslepsis can occur in

linguistics” (Genette 1980:228). Other narratologists have used “hypodiegesis” to
refer (less confusingly) to narration at this same level, so that term is adopted here.
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narrative also, as in Julio Cortazar’s short story “Continuidad de los
parques” (“Continuity of Parks.”)

Reference to the nature of interactive fiction as a program is no
novelty,. When Don Woods first expanded Adventure to create the
canonical work of interactive fiction, he added a segment that would be
encountered at the end of a successful traversal; in this segment, the
“closed” cave was fairly explicitly presented as a computer program that
was not running. This is an example of one other type of metalepsis.
Another clear and memorable instance of metalepsis eatly on in the
history of the form is in Steve Meretzky’s Planetfall: The robot character
Floyd (within the IF world) comments amusingly on the use of the save
directive, which is extradiegetic and which Floyd should not know about.
In Planetfall, the awareness of metalepsis allowed humorous use of it; the
unintentional metalepsis shown in the Zork session text in section 4 is,
instead, awkward.

Understanding the basics of diegesis, hypodiegesis, and extradiegesis
allows us to make more sense of the seeming polyphony of voices in
which statements are made in the computer-generated text of interactive
fiction. “There are at least three identities involved in play: the person
typing and reading (‘player’), the main character within the story
(‘protagonist’), and the voice speaking about what this character sees and
feels (‘narrator’)” (Nelson 2001:368). Nelson states that this narrator
speaks the prologue, but notes that “in some games it might be said that
the parser, who asks questions like “‘Which do you mean...?” and in some
games speaks only in square brackets, is a fourth character, quite
different from the narrator” (Nelson 2001:373). These different speakers
in the computer-generated text are what have led others to identify the
narrative voice not “as a singular speaker but, rather, as a composite,
mechanical chorus coming from both inside and outside the intrigue
envelope” (Aarseth 1997:120).

Just as a work of interactive fiction can have many worlds, it can have
many different narrators—which need not all correspond neatly to each
of the worlds. For instance, at different times, different narrators might
report the events that transpire in a single world. The voice of the parser
(and of other parts of the program, such as those responsible for the
ability to save and restore a particular situation) is extranarrative and need
not correspond to any of these narrators. Similarly, a voice that reports
on hypodiegetic events (those that happen in a world within the main IF
world) is hyponarrative. The numerous voices evident in even a simple
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work of interactive fiction are not an undifferentiated confusion or
chorus but typically correspond to different functions in interactive
fiction that can be separated. Even in those cases where different voices
are confused (as with the example from Zork given earlier), the particular
voices that are being confused, intentionally or unintentionally, can be
identified.

9. Winning and Losing

Many IF works have a goal that is explicitly presented or that becomes
clear during interaction. Such works often indicate during their final
reply whether or not this goal has been achieved. By several definitions,
works of this sort, as with any rule-based activity engaged in for an
outcome or for symbolic rewards, are games (Aarseth 2001, Salen and
Zimmerman 2004:70-83). Reaching a final reply that indicates the
achievement of the IF work’s goal is winning, and a traversal that ends in
such a reply is a successful traversal. Similarly, reaching a final reply that
indicates failure is /osing, which concludes an wnsuccessful traversal.

It seems the first work of IF to problematize the concept of
“winning” was Michael Berlyn and Patricia Fogleman’s 1983 Infidel. The
final reply in Infidel, after completing the final task and achieving the
highest possible score, includes the text “You will never get out of this
pyramid alive. You earned this treasure. But it cost you your life.”
Despite the attainment of the maximum score, the goal of Infide/ was
clearly not to perish inside its pyramid, having collected all the treasure.
But the goal—to plunder the pyramid and escape—could not be
achieved; it was possible to attain the top score and solve all of the
puzzles but only possible to win this sort of Pyrrhic victory. Still,
interactors could state that they “won” Infide/ after getting to this final
reply. Later works, including Exhibition, Aisl, and Emily Short’s Galatea,
offer no optimal final reply; it would be bizarre for an interactor to claim
to have won one of these. The 2001 work Schroedingers Cat by James
Willson does not even produce a final reply, so it is impossible to
traverse at all. However, it can be solved in a certain sense, since it
presents a world that the interactor can theorize about, experiment with,
and understand; this notion of solution is discussed in section 10.

In Michael Gentry’s 1998 Little Blue Men, in contrast, it is possible to
win after entering only a few of the most obvious commands. (L##e Blue
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Men can be won in 10 commands; an interaction that results in a
successful traversal might take only two minutes.) The optimal score is
achieved in this outcome, and the final reply includes the text “*** You
have learned to love yourself *** // In this game, you have finally
managed to love life.” Little Blue Men is a much more intricate and
complex work than such a victory would suggest, however. A different
choice of commands brings the player character into an office
environment that holds many puzzles and conceals something bizarre
and horrifying.

An IF work has been won after a successful traversal, when a winning
final reply is produced and a winning final situation reached. Since
Adpenture and Zork there has been a tradition of “the last lousy point.”
Because of this and for other reasons, many IF works can be won
without achieving the full score. Winning, besides not necessarily
corresponding to attaining the maximum score, also does not particularly
correspond to full exploration. It also may not correspond to the solution of
the work.

Although IF works are always called games, and almost all of them
are games, their nature as game has hardly been explored at all. A
common idea is that the author competes against the player in the
“game” of interactive fiction, but this makes no sense when considered
in the context of other games. The developers of Monopoly, from
Elizabeth Magie to Charles Darrow, do not compete with the people
playing Monopoly. Will Wright and his team do not compete with a
person playing The Sims. Nor is the computer the opponent in interactive
fiction, any more than a computer version of solitaire opposes the
player. In interactive fiction, the computer serves as a referee rather than
an opponent (Solomon 1984:20). (If the computer provides hints it may
be acting in a different role, that of a second.) “An Adventure game is an
example of what a games theorist would call a cooperative game. If
there are many players, as is often the case, they function as a team”
(Solomon 1984:21). The myth that interaction in these sorts of games is
solitary, always done by a lone interactor, contributes to this
misunderstanding of the form.

From the standpoint of game theory, the typical interactive fiction
game differs from a game like chess not only because the players in chess
oppose one another but because in that game total information about
the game state is always available to players. The state of the game (or
the state of the IF world) is known only in part in interactive fiction,
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and, furthermore, the workings of this world (and of the particular
interface to it) are also unknown. Thus “the discovery of the rules,
through trial and error, is one of the principal attractions of the game.
The mark of a well-designed game of this type is that the rules reveal a
consistent style, and are not merely arbitrary” (Solomon 1984:20). The
nature of IF as game is too complex a topic to explore further in the
current discussion, but clearly it is necessary here as well to recognize
what types of games interactive fiction can offer and what aspects of a
game help to make it interesting. It is worth noting that the perspective
of game theory does support the figure of the riddle as a way of
understanding interactive fiction, although the riddle may not formally
be the same type of game. The text of a riddle itself is completely
known to a riddlee, but solving a riddle requires that the workings of the
riddle’s world be explored and understood, that its rules be discovered.

10. Puzzles and Their Solution

One way of understanding the relationship between the literary and the
puzzling aspects of interactive fiction is by reference to the riddle, a
figure that—unlike “puzzle,” “problem,” “game,” “world,” and many
other commonly-invoked figures—can actually help to explain how the
literary and puzzling aspects of the form work together (Montfort
2003b, Montfort 2004). The riddle is seldom invoked directly as a figure
—at best, it is discussed as one type of puzzle that might be presented.
But the figure of the riddle is consistent with some discussion of the
puzzle in the IF community. Gregory Cox suggested two requirements
for a puzzle: “a puzzle has to have an objective” and “a puzzle can’t be
obvious” (Cox 1999). This is quite similar to a definition of the riddle
that has been advanced: “Every proper riddle must fulfill two conditions:
the first is its social function as a competition between the riddler and
riddlees; the second is its literary form, which must be difficult and
enigmatic, yet containing the clues necessary to decipher it” (Pagis
1996:81). A similar definition of puzzle is a good start, but it leaves
several questions open. Is a puzzle posed to the player character or to the
interactor? Does a puzzle have to be “required” for a successful traversal
in order for it to be considered a puzzle?

This section uses the canonical Crowther and Woods _Adventure, the
first known 350-point version, to discuss puzzles in depth. If theorists
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can agree about how many puzzles Adventure has and what they are—or
even if they can disagree and articulate exactly how they disagree and
why—this will be a good sign that the concept of a puzzle can be
sensibly discussed as it pertains to IF works in general.

It seems possible to fruitfully discuss puzzles as formal elements of
an IF work. In fact, it makes little sense to seek the puzzle in the mind
of the author. What if the author is persuaded that it is a puzzle for the
interactor to figure out how to type go north when the player character is
in a room where a doorway is clearly described as being to the north?
The author’s belief does not, by itself, make this a puzzle. Similarly, we
should not simply believe an author who denies that a certain intricate
and difficult-to-discover series of required actions constitutes a puzzle.

It will also not do to rely too much on a specific interactor’s state of
mind and level of intelligence. Clearly, since puzzles are constructed to
challenge people, a definition must refer to the thought process of the
interactor in some way. Still, it makes little sense to consider that Graham
Nelson’s 1993 Curses, for instance, actually contains more puzzles when a
novice sits down at the computer than it does when an expert begins to
interact.” Also, puzzles should remain puzzles even if a particular
interactor knows how to solve them.

However, a puzzle does need to be presented as a challenge to the
interactor, not necessarily to the player character. It is the interactor’s
effort at figuring out a puzzle, not any labor on the part of the player
character, that is important. This is seen most cleatly in part of Jeff
O’Neill’s  Nord and Bert Couldn’t Make Head or Tail of 1t and in my own
Ad Verbum. In both of these works, the solution of puzzles relies on
expressing a command properly rather than actually determining the
correct action that the player character should perform. Although the IF
world is essential to puzzles, puzzles are ultimately posed to the
interactor outside the level of the IF world.

There is no necessary relationship between the score and the solution

5 Since Adventure was the first work of IF, this case is unusual; people did not know
anything about how to interact, and just discovering how to move around and get
into the cave was challenging, Even in this case, figuring out how to operate the
work of IF in general, and how to move the player character about, is best not
considered as a puzzle itself, although it may be essential to the pleasure of (or
disappointments with) interaction. A difficulty that can reasonably be considered a
puzzle is seen when the general operation of an IF work differs from the standard
operation of interactive fiction and thus presents a special challenge, as in Carl
Muckenhoupt’s 2001 The Gostak.
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of puzzles. This is seen easily in a work such as Andrew Plotkin’s 1995
A Change in the Weather, which has puzzles but no score. In Adventure,
score has little to do, directly, with solving puzzles; it is mostly tied to
picking up and dropping treasures. Driving away the snake, which clearly
seems a puzzle, does not, in itself, earn the interactor any points. Yet
Adventure awards 25 points for “getting well into the cave,” although
nothing special needs to be done to get that far. Crowther’s original
version of Adpenture did not keep score (Peterson 1983:188).

There is also no requirement that anything immediate happen in the
world when a puzzle is solved: the player character may only later visit
another part of the world to see the result of solving a puzzle. Solving
puzzles does not always unlock new parts of the IF world, or unfold
some larger space; a solution may restrict rather than enlarge a player
character’s, and therefore the interactor’s, options. As a result of
collecting all the treasures in Adventure, for instance, the cave closes and
the player character is teleported to a new and much smaller location.

A puzzle 1s a challenge in a work of IF that requires a non-obvious set
of commands in order to be met. When I try to determine what is
“obvious” and what isn’t, I imagine a hypothetical typical interactor who
is encountering the work for the first time; puzzles do remain puzzles, in
this formulation, after an interactor discovers how to solve them.
Unlocking the grate with a ring of keys, found in plain sight a few rooms
away, 1s not a puzzle, since it is obvious that keys unlock things. A series
of obvious actions (open a box, remove the key from inside, unlock the
door) remain obvious, but an action is non-obvious when an interactor
must move beyond routine and do something out of the ordinary to
understand the world and how to proceed. Looking beyond the obvious
might require close reading to uncover hidden senses of a character’s
speech or of descriptions of things, conducing experiments (for
instance, by putting different objects inside a machine and activating it to
figure out what the machine does), or attaining understanding of the
nature of something described in figurative language. While unlocking a
door with a key is obvious, recognizing that something unusual is a key
goes beyond the obvious.

This is not enough of a definition to unambiguously classify every
challenge as obvious or not, but this criterion at least begins to suggests
some way of identifying puzzles, one that does not refer to the authot’s
intentions or the interactor’s specific knowledge and aspirations. Any
typical interactor with the appropriate language skills, typing and
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computer interaction skills, and basic sorts of common knowledge
would, in this formulation, be able to determine what is or is not a
puzzle simply by studying the IF work in question, without needing to
interview the author or take a survey of other interactors. The other
factors essential to the determination of “obviousness” should be not
the mindset of the author or of a particular interactor but the culture or
subculture within which the work was published—along with the
conventions of interactive fiction.

There is no requirement that a puzzle’s challenge relate to any other
elements of an IF work in order for it be a puzzle. It simply has to be
presented as a challenge. While the typical way of doing this is to make
the solution to a puzzle a requisite for a successful traversal, puzzles can
be presented in some other way. Formally, the solution to a puzzle is the
series of commands that meet the challenge of a puzzle. A solution to a
work of IF is a series of commands that result in a successful traversal, with
puzzles solved along the way. The typical walkthrough, of the sort often
found online, records a solution to a work of IF. It is important to note
that “solution” has not only a formal meaning but also a meaning that
refers to an interactor’s interpretation, operation, and understanding of
an interactive fiction work. An interactor who, by interacting with a
work, comprehends the entire system of the IF world—why it is
arranged as it is and why it functions as it does—has solved the
interactive fiction work in this sense.

The puzzles in Adventure are:

+ Driving the snake away

+ Getting the gold nugget out
+ Getting the emerald out

« Lighting the dark room

« Killing the dragon

+ Creating a bridge

+ Dropping the vase safely
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« Watering the beanstalk twice
+ Oiling the door
+ Opening the oyster
+ Replacing the troll’s treasure
+ Feeding the bear to calm it
+ Deploying the bear against the troll
+ Finding the way through the Pirate’s maze
+ Finding and purchasing lamp batteries in the other maze
« Blasting out of the repository

+ Dropping the magazine at Witt’s End and leaving the area

The last of these presents what is probably the most questionable case.
Puzzles do not have to be required for a successful traversal of a work in
order to be puzzles, according to the definition advanced here; they do
not have to be tied to any benchmark or other plot element. In the case
of dropping the magazine at Witt’s End and leaving the area, this is a
puzzle because Adpenture clearly presents a challenge to the interactor: to
get the last lousy point, independent of successfully traversing and
winning Adventure. 1f the interactor had 350 points beforehand and
dropping the magazine gave the interactor 351 points—and there was
thus no way to know beforehand that an extra point could be obtained
—this could be referred to as an Easter ¢gg but would not be a puzzle. A
challenge would not have been presented initially.

This last lousy point also demonstrates that solving a puzzle does not
have to relate to anything meaningful in the IF world. Since this puzzle
does not, it may make for a lousy puzzle, but the meaningless commands
to drop the magazine and leave Witt’s End are nevertheless the solution
to an actual puzzle. The typical method of solving this—which involves
reverse-engineering the program and actually reading through the
resulting assembly language to figure out where the last point is assigned
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in the code—is certainly challenging for the interactor, despite the lack
of any relationship to the IF world.

Finding the batteries in the other maze is a puzzle since it is
presented as a challenge, issued rather directly when the lamp runs low: It
is not required for a successful traversal, however. In fact, buying a lamp
battery deprives the player character of one treasure and the possibility
of gaining the full score.

Collecting the remaining treasures and depositing them in the
building is not a puzzle or set of puzzles, because, although the pirate
might steal a treasure to thwart its being moved, in general these actions
are no more difficult than picking up other objects and moving them
around—they just happen to be scored. A series of actions that is
required for a successful traversal but is not a puzzle can be considered a
task. In A Mind Forever 1V9yaging, there are no puzzles presented in the
initial Rockvil simulation in Part I, only a list of tasks. The interactor is
charged with carrying out these tasks, and it is enjoyable to explore and
experience the IF world while doing them, but they do not require the
interactor to do anything non-obvious.

11. Further Steps

This article has begun the discussion of the elements of interactive
fiction from a theoretical standpoint, drawing mainly on narratology. The
discussion here has only explored a few of the most important
implications of clearly distinguishing the simulated from the non-
simulated, the IF world from the text that describes it, and the diegetic
from the extradiegetic. Perhaps the few points that have been made are
at least adequate to demonstrate that a better perspective on IF can
result from making such distinctions, however.

Cleatly, it will be valuable to have more discussion of the nature of
interactive fiction, beyond what is covered here, that

+ focuses on specific works in giving examples of what the elements
of the form are;

« distinguishes between elements in terms of their being formal or
interpretive; and

+ makes strong and meaningful claims that can be evaluated by others
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and, if useful, built upon by others.

As should be clear from the title of this section and from the discussion
of puzzles, the intention here is to help begin a strong theoretical
discussion of interactive fiction rather than to conclude it. There is much
that remains in considering the nature of puzzles and how they fit into
an IF work overall, relating to its aspects as program, potential narrative,
world, and game. Continuing this discussion will certainly benefit
interactive fiction. Approaches from other fields of study (narratology,
to be sure, but perhaps also fields including game theory and game
studies) can result in a better understanding of interactive fiction. These
sorts of studies should also help IF authors and developers of IF
systems advance the state of the art and help us understand what makes
interactive fiction compelling.
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Characterizing, If Not Defining,

Interactive Fiction
Andrew Plotkin

We talk about interactive fiction as if we knew what that meant. We
always have. It isn’t even arrogance; we’re the people who write and play
interactive fiction, so what should the term mean except what we mean
by it? But then someone takes a step outside, and tries to explain this
peculiar obsession of ours. “What I point at when I say...” is an
unhelpful description, no matter how correct.

Defining genres is inevitably a fuzzy, contentious task. Even invoking
“genre” here is a position that I might need to defend. Readers, movie-
goers, TV-watchers—all the forms that fution has traditionally owned—
have a well-delineated set of genre categories. We talk about science
fiction, fantasy, horror, mystery, and romance. If you visit bookstores,
add in books-for-kids (or “YA”) and mainstream (or “literature,” or
“non-genre”—if you try to interpret any of these labels literally, you’re
dead off the starting block).

All of those fiction genres are familiar territory for computer games.
Indeed, the early history of interactive fiction made a show of them.
Infocom deliberately branched out from its loosely-comedic-fantasy
roots to formal detective stories, science fiction, horrort, and so on. But
as the videogame world evolved, “genre” came to mean something else.
Role-playing games were a game genre; so were first-person shooters, and
platformers, and racing games, and (for the lingering fans) adventure
games. An RPG (or racer, shooter, etc.) could be set in a recognizably
sci-fi universe, or a fantasy setting. Wizards or spaceships or dragons or
robots might be visible. But if you ask for recommendations of “science
fiction games,” gamers will look at you blankly. What £ind of game are
you looking for? What genre?

This use of “genre” is either game-nerd ignorance or the natural and
interesting way to categorize games. And we won’t learn anything by
taking the dismissive stance. So, then, why is it interesting and what does
it categorize? (And what, ultimately, will it say about IF? You see, I am
going somewhere down this academic dirt path. Have patience.)

All of these game genres seem to boil down to conventions of
interface. You might say “game mechanics,” instead, but mechanics are

59



60 IF Theory Reader

so tightly bound to interface as to be indistinguishable. Does an RPG
offer tabular views and menus of avatar qualities because the game is
built around numerical combat mechanics? Or is it the other way
around? It hardly matters; the interface suits the game, and has since
Wizardry and Ultima 1. Shooters are first-person because that’s the best
way to aim a simulated gun. Real-time strategy games need to polish
every aspect of their maps to give you enough information to strategize
in real time.

The interface is also tightly bound to the skills a player needs to use
it. That is why this categorization of games is natural. Acquiring skills
takes time and effort; honing them is easier, and putting them skillfully
into play is the payoff. Or, concisely: if you’re good at shooters, you play
more shooters. Communities of players form along the boundaries of
the games they like to play. Ultimately, as “innovation” meets “what the
audience wants,” the views and standards of those communities affect
new games. A genre evolves. Perhaps it specializes, or even subdivides, as
its aficionados draw distinctions that might be imperceptible to a
newcomet.

These concerns of skill did not sprout, mushroom-like, when the
shadow of computer gaming fell across popular culture. Reading science
fiction or fantasy is a skill—albeit one less likely to throw a flashing “you
have died” if you come up short. Interpreting what a book offers you,
and understanding its unspoken framework, has always been a sort of
game. Communities of readers evolve, subdivide, and affect the creation
of new books—ijust as they do for games. If this were another essay, I'd
call this the natural and interesting way to define “genre” in any field:
creators and audience in dialogue.

But this is an essay about interactive fiction. What can we say about
the interface of interactive fiction?

The facile answer: it’s text. But perhaps that’s too easy. Games across
several genres have swathes of text: diary entries, letters, even
introductory epigrams. Voiceovers are just as familiar, and spoken text is
still text. (IF can be transferred almost unchanged from a printed-text
interface to a speech synthesizer, to the great benefit of sight-impaired
gamers.)

The voiceovers and diaries are text oufput, however. IF generates text,
but it also accepts text as input. Is this a better distinction? It certainly
seems to fit. Outside of the IF tradition, very few games have any kind
of text-based control. (We disregard single-letter menu options—not
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truly text—as well as chat interfaces that are directed to other players
rather than affecting gameplay.) Some of the exceptions are games with
text-in-text-out conversation interfaces, such as Ultima 4 or Starship
Titanic, which we might view as being IF-like minigames within the larger
game structure.

A broader class of exceptions—non-IF games which nonetheless are
controlled by text input—include word puzzles, Scrabble-like games, and
computer-mediated riddles. Nick Montfort has argued for riddles as a
forerunner of interactive fiction; nonetheless, these kinds of games seem
a poor fit for the IF category. What are they missing? Facilely again:
simulated game worlds.

By “game world,” we do not merely mean a story setting, but rather a
world with some game-mechanical heft. Or, perhaps we should say, game
mechanics which in some way heft up a wor/d. IF models the world (in
abstraction) and allows you to interact with that model. Your textual
input affects the game world, in a way appropriate to the input’s
meaning. When you understand the model and its rules, you can
manipulate the IFF game world thereby.

Or, to be concrete: you can play the word “EXPLODE” in Scrabble,
but it does not imply any sort of fictional explosion. It does not require
a “BOMB,” and you cannot use it to scatter your opponent’s letters.

(Of course, a simulated game world is not enough by iself to
distinguish IF. Just as many games use text, many games simulate worlds
for the player to play in. The overlap is our target.)

The criterion of narrative is worth a detour. The label “interactive
fiction” might lure us to focus on the fiction and describe IF as “games
that tell stories.” Is this a useful distinction? I will say no. A plot is a
common element of games; indeed, almost a mandatory one these days.
Shooters, platformers, and RPGs are all dense with narrative. Even
racing games, match-three games, and geometric-puzzle games will often
introduce a bit of pro-forma story to motivate the player.

Textual narrative games outside of IF are not common, but the form
can easily be imagined. If Scrabble were spruced up with a story
framework (perhaps a duel between extremely literate wizards?) it would
be the same game; it would not become IF-like. A narrative, by itself, is
content—not interface or gameplay mechanics—and game genre is never
about content.

To be clear, I am not making an argument about superficiality.
Adding a story introduction to Scrabble at this late date would certainly
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be a superficial change. But if Alfred Mosher Butts had begun with a
story idea, and developed Scrabble around that, we might not know it.
We would be justified in analyzing the resulting game based on how it
plays, not on its history. The distinction is not whether a story is present,
or even whether the player can affect the story, but sow the player goes
about affecting,

>

We have assembled a working definition of IF: a game that is controlled by
textual input, understood as its natural-language meaning (to some degree), and that
provides a simulated game world, which behaves according to natural rules (to some
degree). This is roughly the definition proposed by Nick Montfort and is
probably as well-accepted as any in the IF community. I will therefore rip
it apart, by comparing text adventures with what might be their closest
cousin: graphical adventures.

The very earliest illustrated adventure games (Mystery House, The
Wizard and the Princess) had text parsers; they were IF as we have just
defined it. The genre quickly evolved towards mouse-based interfaces,
but they were still called “adventure games.” Players categorized Loo,
Mpyst, and the Monkey Island games alongside Infocom’s offerings.

I shared this identification myself. I did not hesitate to discuss Mysz
and its subgenre within the IF community. Perhaps over-pointedly, I
referred to such games as “graphical adventures” or “graphical
interactive fiction,” in paralle]l with “text adventures” or “textual
interactive fiction.” I implied, therefore, that these were the natural
subdivisions of something called “interactive fiction.” This usage of the
term (co-extensive with “adventure game”) did not catch on.
Nonetheless, I felt it expressed something important. But how does Mys?
relate to the text-in, text-out world simulation games that we have just
described?

Both sorts of games involve exploration, discovery of clues, and the
application of clues to puzzles. Both avoid trials of dexterity and speed.
The player generally has all the time in the wotld to consider her actions;
the challenge lies in choosing the right action, not enacting it. Both
genres operate in a simulated world. Just as we distinguish word puzzles
from text adventures, we can distinguish visual-geometric puzzles (such
as sliding-block puzzles) from graphical adventures. (Although both
sorts of adventures can zclude such puzzles. If they don’t overdo it.)
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But the resemblance goes deeper. Adventure game puzzles are
typically #nique. Each puzzle in a game may require a different insight; it
seems a design fault to repeat a trick. Furthermore, the reward for a
puzzle will be a discovery—a new object, room, or story event. Contrast
this to geometric puzzles, whose strength lies in careful permutations of
predictable tricks. Contrast too with the horde of combat and role-
playing games, which may throw scores of identical enemies at you.
Destroying each orc carries a reward value, but not a distinctive reward.
Text and graphical adventure games are unique in being—if we may—
unique at every turn.

(Of course adventure games require repetitive and predictable
actions as well. You may walk up and down a hallway several times, or
pick up and drop objects. A simulated world allows that, by definition.
But these actions are not what occupies your attention. They are leaves
that you skim through in order to reach the root of the gameplay.)

Eatlier, we focused on the game’s interface as the key to its genre. A
text input prompt does not resemble the rich visual depiction of a
graphical game. But they both provoke the same response: “What should
I do?” mingled inextricably with “What caz I do?” Both sorts of game, in
other words, require exploration of the znferface as well as of the game
world. In a graphical game, the player will tentatively click on a visible
object, to see if it reacts. In a text game, the player will tentatively
EXAMINE a mentioned object. These actions carry exactly the same
weight, the same sense of trial, in the two (apparently) dissimilar
interfaces.

Indeed, they are close enough to suffer the same design failure. A
graphical adventure game must convey, through its art, which parts of
the world are likely to be interactive or interesting. If the player fails too
often to discern that, he is likely to lose faith in the design and start
clicking everywhere on the screen. Players refer to this fate as “pixel-
hunting”” Similarly, a text game must convey which commands are likely
to work. If it does not, it will provoke a precisely analogous response:
the player will start typing words randomly, a “guess-the-verb” (or
“guess-the-synonym”) problem. These are the reductive failures of
interactive fiction—the popular stereotypes of bad adventure games.
(Or, if marketing fails us, the stereotypes of @/ adventure games.)

We must realize that while verb-guessing and pixel-hunting result
from failures of design, they cannot be understood simply as iplementing
too few game objects. The game must describe (visually or textually) a world
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in which the player can operate. It must make clear what is important
and what is not. The interface’s capabilities must watch the player’s
options. If the player wants to do something that the game cannot
handle, that mismatch must be resolved. Implementing the action is one
resolution, yes. But so is crafting the interface so that the player realizes
that the action is out of bounds.

We might wish for a game that can handle every conceivable action,
but as long as we are finite game designers, that will remain a dream.

The opposite delusion, when the player cries out in frustration, is to
imagine the solution is explicitly listing every possible action. After all (one
might think), if the player sees a list of every possible verb and noun—
or a highlighted chart of every clickable object—surely that will resolve
the problem?

This path does, indeed, remove the player’s confusion. It also
removes the player’s need to understand the game world. And here we
approach the motive behind all the IF conventions that we have been
describing,

By describing a world, and implying (though necessarily not
specifying) the unbounded richness of a complete reality, the adventure
game conjures the unbounded richness of real action. A person in this
situation could do an infinite number of things. Of course this is a
tension: you know that you have very few meaningful game options. But
the interface makes no move to break this tension. It invites you to type
anything (or click anywhere on the screen).

Resolving this tension is in your hands, and what are your tools? The
game’s description of its reality, and your understanding of it as reality. If
you treat the words (or pixels) as interface elements of a program, you
have no handhold. Any button could be the magic button. They are
distinguished only by their meaning 7 the game world. You understand that
an altar is an important location in a church, that a lever is an important
part of a machine, that a fingerprint is an important feature of a crime
scene.

The adventure game interface, in other words, is accessible only via
player immersion. And the adventure game exerts all its design, not to
offer that immersion, but to request and require it.

At the high end, this immersion becomes environmental puzzle-
solving. How do you resolve a challenge? By understanding the nature of
the problem in the game world, and the tools that are available, and all
of the physical properties of both. The “physics” may derive from your
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real-world knowledge, or from your experience in a fantasy game world,
but in either case you are imagining yourself in the situation. If you
resolve a challenge by iteratively selecting items from a menu, the game
requires no insight and offers no sense of achievement.

But this is #he same insight and achievement offered, at the low end,
by realizing that a book on an altar is worth reading. Or by realizing that
“ATTACK” is a viable option when faced with an angry troll. These
small realizations grow from your understanding of the world and its
conventions, and the small victories teach and lead to the larger ones.

>

We return to our definition, now, armed with a theory of why IF is as it
is.

Why does an IF game provide a simulated world? Because the
player’s understanding of the world must be the primary means of
determining what is possible. Why does text IF describe the world in
words, and accept commands in (a subset of) natural language? Because
the player must be able to close the loop, and infer the importance of
command verbs and nouns from the described world (both the words of
the output text and their meaning). Why do text IF actions include a core
of familiar, conventional commands, a border of less-common
commands, and a hazy halo of implied, situational commands? Because
the player must be able to begin play with some understanding of the
game’s range of action, explore it, and make discoveries—all as a
continuum within the same interface.

In a graphical adventure, this continuum runs from clearly
delineated, prominent objects in the depicted world to subtle visual cues.
These parallel the clear descriptions and oblique references in text IF
output. It is worth noting, too, that while the “verbs” of graphical IF are
a simpler matter—*“click to do anything”—they can be developed into a
discoverable continuum as well. (Mysz begins with the direct
identification of the mouse cursor as your hand: to click is to touch. But
this is extended throughout the game, as the player explores different
situations. Clicking becomes general manipulation, then use of a held
object; then variations such as holding, dragging, and waiting become
significant.)

Why is guess-the-verb (or hunt-the-pixel) perceived as a design flaw?
Because the player is no longer trying to play the game world and is
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instead playing the interface. Even when successful, that path offers no
immersion, no sense of achievement, and no fun.

Finally, our theory lets us draw boundaries. These may not match up
with the commonly understood terminology of “interactive fiction,” but
they should be recognizable as meaningful boundaries nonetheless.

Are narrative word-puzzle collections such as The Fools Errand
interactive fiction? Not by this definition. While they have text,
characters, setting, and story, they do not simulate a game world, and the
player’s commands are not understood as acts within the world.

Are choose-your-own-adventure games (and books) interactive
fiction? Again, no; they provide an explicit range of action, with no
room for discovery or exploration. They can be played mechanically;
nothing in the format requires immersion. (This is not to deny their
effectiveness as games. Many, or most, game genres provide explicit
ranges of action. I merely point out and try to explain a boundary.)

Are the dialogue menus that appear in so many games (including IF
games!) an IF form of interaction? They are text, and they may simulate
a character’s state of mind (a character is indeed part of a world). But,
once again, they invite the player to choose among options rather than
think up options. (And thus a great debate about character interaction in
IF, uncertain from the Infocom days, continues at full force.)

To be clear: this use of “interactive fiction,” as a term, is not the
most commonly accepted. The IF community generally excludes
graphical games from its definition. Whether to include CYOA games is
not a settled question; opinion and usage varies within the community.
And the IF community is of course a hazy, explorable territory in its
own right. The phrase “interactive fiction” begins in Infocom’
marketing in the early 1980s, but it reaches us through a chain of
evolving discussion groups—not all of which even regarded Infocom-
style text adventures as central.

As always, the point is not to explain a term, but to discover the
motivation behind the distinctions that players draw.
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Interactive Fiction, Stream-of-Consciousness

Writing, and Free Will

Mark Silcox
Philosophy Department, University of Central Oklahoma

Janet Murray’s book Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in
Cyberspace 1s a spirited and unrelentingly optimistic defense of new styles
of interactive storytelling made popular in the wake of the PC revolution
of the early 1990s. Most of the appeal of Murray’s book lies in her lively
and engaging descriptions of her own experiences with stories written
using these new, mostly digital media. Murray should be applauded
warmly for helping to make the attractions of computer gaming, web
design, fan fiction, and other pervasive contemporary diversions
attractive and intelligible to an audience that is often suspicious of such
prima facie purely pop-cultural marginalia. Occasionally in her book,
however, she waxes somewhat more theotetical and tries to describe the
appeal of stories that provide the reader with a more extensive influence
on the course of events making up a narrative, by means of a
comparison with the traditional aims of storytellers in the Western
tradition going back as far back as the pre-Gutenberg era.

In this essay I shall focus my attention on some interesting but
problematic remarks that Murray makes about how we should
understand the relationship between aesthetics of interactive fiction
(hereafter abbreviated IF) and the intentions of writers from just one
catlier tradition. Murray compares the artistic aims of interactive
storytellers to those of authors such as Woolf, Faulkner, Joyce, and
others from the first half of the 20th century who experimented with
non-traditional narrative methods in an effort to provide readers of
fiction with an extreme close-up of human consciousness itself. Her
reason for making these comparisons, and part of what seems to lie
behind her considerable optimism about the future of IF, is a belief that
stories told through media like literary hypertexts, the Internet, and
computer games, at least partly by virtue of the new interface that they
generate between the author and his readers, can be expected to deliver a
higher level of psychological realism to the conventional reader of
fiction.
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I want to tell the story of how stream-of-consciousness writing
compares to IF in a somewhat different way than Murray tells it. I do not
want to suggest that Murray’s diagnosis of the relationship between
these two vastly different methods of telling stories is simply false, but
her approach makes me uncomfortable for a couple of reasons. In the
first place, to suggest that one style of narrative can be valued to any
extent over another by virtue of its capacity to give a true picture of how
the mind works betrays, I think, an approach to practical criticism that
relies more extensively upon evaluations of a work’s specifically mimetic
properties than many in the so-called post-modern era would be entirely
comfortable with. This approach influences her critical judgments in
some rather surprising ways—her preference for simulation-style
computer games like SiwCity and Civilization over so-called adventure
games like Myst and Planetfall' seem strange given the sheer paucity of
textual content in the former, and her apparent willingness to posit a sort
of continuity between the appeal of interactive literature and passive
media such as television® is rather surprising to those of us who have
come to view interactive media as presenting a possible salvation from
the cultural penury imposed upon so many in our civilization by the little
blue box.

More significantly, though, I think that Murray’s convictions about
what it would be for a story to achieve a desirable level of psychological
realism in the contemporary era betrays some important philosophical
prejudices about the relationship between literature and our
understanding of the psychological significance of free will that (while
they might be almost automatically appealing to many inhabitants of the
contemporary scene) it is at least worth bringing out into the open. The
less antecedent philosophy we bring to the task of comparing two
historically separate and stylistically divergent traditions of storytelling,
the more we shall be able to appreciate each individual author’s efforts
based upon a conception of his or her own peculiar artistic agenda.

As we shall see when we examine some of the remarks that Murray
makes about what she takes to be some of the distinctive appeals of
interactive writing to the contemporary imagination, she seems at least to
think of different methods of narrative as representing so many
different strategies for making new kinds of human experience available,

1 See Janet H. Murray, Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace
(Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1977), pp. 108-109, 213.
2 See Murray, Ch. 9.
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in some sense of this term, to the reader. Like many critics before her,
Murray appears to regard the structural limitations imposed by a
narrative style upon how a particular author tells his tale as instruments
for, rather than as impediments to, the achievement of that particular
sort of communicative act between author and reader that distinguishes
the literary from other forms of expression. Now, my own critical
antennae are attuned to a less Aristotelian, and perhaps a more Freudian,
wavelength than Murray’s. The poet, says Aristotle, must be more the
poet of his plots than of his verses, inasmuch as he is a poet by virtue of
the imitative element in his work, and it is actions that he imitates.” For
the Freudian, on the other hand, narrative tropes and conventions in a
certain sense represent an impediment to literary communication; the
essential ars poetica, suggests Freud, in his famous essay on creative
writers and day-dreaming, is the set of strategies by which the writer
bribes us by the purely formal—that is, aesthetic—yield of pleasure that
he offers us in the presentation of his fantasies.* These formal properties
of a work of literature, says Freud, work to some extent to conceal or to
render less accessible the features of a story that make possible the
release of still greater pleasure arising from deeper psychical sources.

It seems to me that there are some important insights about the
relationship between stream-of-consciousness fiction and interactive
literature that can be obtained from thinking of narrative structures as
imposing a sort of purely external constraint upon the extent to which
genuine psychological realism is a viable goal in the writing of fiction. As
I shall try to show through an examination of passages from certain key
texts belonging to both of these traditions, the most successful works
owe a considerable portion of their appeal to the ways in which their
authors actually place on exhibit their detachment from the narrative
conventions associated with each type of writing, and by so doing allow
their readers, if not to participate directly in the narrative contrivance,
then at the very least to peek behind the curtain.

The popularity of what Murray describes as “multiform
narratives”—a category that is meant to include not only IF but also the
writings of authors as diverse as Calvino, Borges, and Delmore

3 Aristotle, Poetics 1451b27-29, Trans. I Bywater, in The Complete Works of Aristotle,
Vol 11, Ed. Jonathan Barnes (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984), p.
2323 (1451b26-28).

4 Sigmund Freud, “Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming” in The Standard Edition of the
Complete Works of Sigmund Freud, Vol IX, ed. James Strachey (New York: WW.
Norton and Co., Ltd., 2000), p, 153 (italics mine).
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Schwartz, Hollywood scriptwriters, and participants in collaborative
Internet soap opetras’—atises from sources deep in our contemporary
understanding of the nature of human agency. Such works represent an
effort to give expression to the characteristically 20th-century perception
of life as composed of parallel possibilities. Multiform narrative
attempts to give a simultaneous form to these possibilities, to allow us to
hold in our minds at the same time multiple contradictory alternatives.
Murray speculates that this way of thinking about human lives as paths
traced through a space of conflicting possibilities might be a reflection
of post-Einsteinian physics, or perhaps of a secular society haunted by
the chanciness of life.

Such hypotheses should perhaps not be dismissed entirely out of
hand, but one cannot help feeling that they perhaps represent a
somewhat over-precise explanation of what is surely a highly general
feature of our human self-understanding—a feature, moreover, whose
origins are probably better explained ahistorically. To say that a person
recognizes her life as being composed of parallel possibilities surely after
all amounts to nothing more than the claim that she recognizes her
capacity for acting freely. Are the multiform writers of 20th-century
literature really the first group of literary artists to have devised a way of
telling stories that adequately represents the influence of free will upon
human self-understanding?

In one very provocative and engaging passage of her book, Murray
describes the psychological effect of watching a 3D IMAX film, Aeross
the Sea of Time, which tells the story of a young Russian boy’s visit to
New York. Here, she suggests that such media simultaneously proffer to
and frustrate in their audiences a new sort of empathetic involvement
with the stories that they tell—something quite different from the sort
of vicarious identification with characters in a narrative whose fates are
determined by the structure of the story as it unfolds:

[tjoward the end of the movie we are on a wonderfully realized
street in Greenwich village. . . . A couple in what would ordinarily be
the background crosses the street. But there is no background. I am
there. My attention is caught, and I want to follow that couple and
see what #heir story is. Instead, the camera relentlessly drags me into
a bar on a corner with the young boy. Again I see a wonderfully
detailed environment. . . . I want to move closet, to lean into the

5 Murray, p. 37.
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shot to get a better view, but the camera stays with the dramatic
action of the scene, namely, Tomas’s conversation with the
bartender. I am uncomfortable at these moments because the three-
dimensional photography has put me in a virtual space and has
thereby awakened by desire to move though it autonomously, to
walk away from the camera and discover the world on my own.’

What this passage suggests is that something much more subtle—and
perhaps more interesting—than the mere recognition that stories take
place in environments that are subject to change through the influence
of human voluntarism may be going on in the reception of works that
demand such a high level of participation from their audiences. What
Murray actually depicts herself as having experienced here is a feeling of
positive resistance to the flow of narrative in the film. Rather than
experiencing the development of a story’s plot as an incentive bonus or a
fore-pleasure to the liberation of tensions in our minds, as Freud
described the plots of traditional romantic narratives,” the audience is
explicitly made aware of the plot’s role as a purely artificial constraint
upon imagination and positive empathy.

Murray seems to believe that her response was an unintended side-
effect of the technology used in making the film. My own experience of
3D movies is that plots are almost inevitably quite explicitly contrived
and illogical, since they are designed (albeit rarely with much subtlety or
self-reflexivity) so as to provide certain sorts of momentary and
ephemeral experiential pay-offs—the bird that flies over your head, the
sword that seems to reach out dangerously toward you, the curious objet
d’art thrown into high relief against a backdrop of characters who are
merely talking. Would it be too paradoxical to suggest that the deliberate
use of such devices to inspire a felt resistance to the determinism of
narrative could in fact be a guiding principle in the determination of a
literary style?

I think that the self-conscious adoption of this strategy is in fact a
distinguishing feature of 20th-century literature and is often what
contemporary critics are really talking about when they suggest (as one
so frequently hears) that the much broader phenomenon of irony is the
dominant trope of modern literary fiction.” One finds many such

6 Murray, p. 48.

7 Freud, p. 153.

8 See, e.g.,, Wayne Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: The University of Chicago
press, 1961) p. 372. Booth’s discomfort with the predominance of irony in modern
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examples of this sort of attempt to distance one’s readers from the
determinism of narrative in the works of major writers associated with
the stream-of-consciousness movement.

In order better to understand how the aim of psychological realism
as pursued by authors of this sort of fiction might lead them quite
naturally to pursue a strategy of self-reflexiveness and ironic detachment
in the construction of narratives, it will be useful to take a quick glimpse
at the writings of William James, the philosopher who first introduced
the term stream-of-consciousness into the lexicon of popular psychology. In
The Principles of Psychology, James tried to describe in terms as objective as
possible the five most important distinguishing characters of a sentient
human being’s stream of thought. These, he suggested, were the
following:

1. Every thought tends to be part of a personal consciousness.
2. Within each personal consciousness thought is always changing.

3. Within each personal consciousness thought is sensibly
continuous.

4. It always appears to deal with objects independent of itself.

5. Itis interested in some parts of those objects to the exclusion of
others, and welcomes or rejects—chooses from among them, in
a word—all the while.’

Now, it would certainly be a clear mistake to deny that one of the
principal aims of many great writers of the early 20th century who
experimented openly with stream-of-consciousness technique was to
provide a more realistic depiction of the minutiae of our everyday
thought processes. The philosopher Henri Bergson, a contemporary of
James and a widely influential thinker during the first half of the 20th
century, openly endorsed this view of the aims of narrative. The author,
he said,

fiction, which he so often associates with an artificial prohibition in the aesthetics
of fiction against so-called authorial intervention, might have been mitigated
somewhat if he had taken the view of irony that I have suggested above.

9 William James, The Principles of Psychology Vol 1 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1981), p. 220.
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may multiply the traits of his hero’s character, may make him speak
and act as much as he pleases, but all this can never be equivalent to
the simple and indivisible feeling which I should experience if I
were able for an instant to dentify myself with the person of the hero
himself."’

Some authors of this period may perhaps have even held themselves up
to the standard of accuracy set by psychologists and philosophers of the
period, such as James, Bergson, and others, who employed overtly
introspective, phenomenological methods of inquiry for what they took
to be the purely scientific characterization of how human beings think.
Subsequent critics have pointed out, however, that to suppose that mere
psychological realism was the exclusive aim lying behind this sort of
literary experimentation would be to attribute to these authors an
extraordinary naiveté about the most basic inherent limitations imposed
by the conventions of fiction writing, as well as the more general
constraint imposed upon the artist by the use of written language itself."

One useful exercise we can perform to convince ourselves of this
fact is to reflect upon the plausibility of each of the five numbered
statements given above with the word narrative substituted for the
expression personal conscionsness (or the initial pronoun in statements #4
and #5). I do not think it takes more than a little reflection to conclude
that under this transformation, the first three statements of James’s
characterization of the stream of consciousness would under most
circumstances clearly be false while the last two only would remain at
least relatively plausible. Elaborating upon the first characteristic listed
above, James remarked that each human mind “keeps its own thoughts
to itself. There is no giving or bartering between them. ... Absolute
insulation, irreducible pluralism, is the law””'* But the deliverance of a
narrative is always at the very least an act of communication between
two minds; when it aspires to psychological realism its informational
content is furthermore usually to do with a content of some mind that is

10 Henri Bergson, “Understanding Reality from Within” in Szream of Conscionsness
Technique and the Modern Novel, Ed. Irwin R. Steinberg (Port Washington, NY:
Kennikat Press, 1979), p. 51 (italics mine).

11 For a provocative discussion of the limitations imposed by the nature of language
itself upon attempts to present the stream of consciousness in all its psychological
richness, see Erwin R. Steinberg, The Stream of Consciousness and Beyond in ULYSSES
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1973), pp. 161-177.

12 James, p. 221.
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neither that of the teller not that of the hearer. If we accept Aristotle’s
characterization of narrative as requiring at least some “probability [of]
necessity in the sequence of its episodes”" as being at the very least a
rough approximation of the truth then we must furthermore reject the
re-interpreted version of condition #2, since according to James when
accepted as a true description of personal consciousness it clearly
implies that no state once gone can recur and be identical with what it
was before, and hence that no psychological state considered in
abstraction from its objects can be thought of as related probabilistically
in any way at all to any other state that an individual might happen to
enter into.'"* Statement #3 is a little more tricky, since it is less than clear
precisely what James means by describing thought as continuous in
character. He might on the one hand be referring to the fact that much
of everyday conscious reflection is of a non-linguistic character—an
intuitively appealing but philosophically rather controversial claim to
make about how we experience the flow of our own thoughts. Or he
might be making the more challenging claim that no human being ever
does anything without the accompaniment of a consciously experienced
internal flow of thoughts, even when asleep, entranced, or absorbed in
physical work. In either case, extreme examples of experimentation in
stream-of-consciousness writing such as Finnegans Wake, Russell Hoban’s
Riddley Walker, and some of the later novels of Samuel Beckett, which
forego even the conventions of regular syntax and word individuation,
might conceivably stake a claim to providing partially adequate
representation of the continuous qualities of human thinking. But this is
surely at most an unattainable ideal, one that can at best be approximated
very roughly through the fundamentally discontinuous medium of
human language.

When one looks at a few supposedly paradigmatic examples of
psychologically realistic stream-of-consciousness writing, what one finds
is that in fact a curious sort of path is negotiated between fairly regular

13 Aristotle, p. 2323 (1451b35).

14 James, 224-225. The idea that a single human mind could simply never have two
strictly identical thoughts is, of course, quite philosophically problematic, and it
should perhaps be emphasized here that most contemporary philosophers are
extremely wary of a methodology that relies so exclusively upon introspection when
it comes to the characterization of mental content. For an interesting and sharply
divergent account of the nature of mental content, see Hilary Putnam’s famous
essay “The Meaning of Meaning” in Langnage, Mind and Knowledge, Ed. K Gunderson
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1975).
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methods for the delivery of narrative information about an individual’s
conscious history and a very particular type of digression from the flow
of narrative. Consider, for example, the famous opening pages of Joyce’s
A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. This novel begins with a curious
barrage of sensations—snatches of half-coherent song (“Oh, the green
wothe botheth”), fragments of a story being read aloud to the
protagonist, and the observation that “When you wet the bed first it is
warm then it gets cold.”"” The sheer novelty of this style of writing, and
the extent to which it contrasts with more conventional first-person
styles of narration, has led many critics to praise the author by remarking
upon his utterly original methods for capturing the raw feel of our inner,
reflective experience as human beings.'® But this can easily lead one to
overlook certain crucial ambiguities. For in the first place, it is actually
made quite clear by Joyce (through the use of asterisks that divide up the
initial sections of the book) that this passage is meant to serve, not as a
representation of one single, continuous episode in the conscious life of
Stephen Daedalus, but rather as a sort of representative sampling from
Stephen’s infant thoughts. It is also worth noting that the glimpses that
one does catch of other characters, even in the space of a couple of
pages of Stephen’s singing father and his pious aunt, are clearly meant to
resonate with other passages later on in the novel, after Stephen himself
has developed to an extent that enables him to achieve deeper insights
about the personalities of his immediate family. And in a striking passage
toward the end of the novel, the adult Stephen philosophizes to a friend
about the nature of epical narrative in a way that utterly lays bare the
contrivances involved in the novel’s early sections:

The simplest epical form is seen as emerging out of lyrical literature
when the artist prolongs and broods upon himself as the centre of
an epical event and this form progresses till the centre of emotional
gravity is equidistant from the artist himself and from others. . ..
This progress you will see easily in that old English ballad Turpin
Hero, which begins in the first person and ends in the third person.'’

Perhaps the most interesting example of a text in the stream-of-

15 James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as A Young Man (New York: The Modern
Library, Inc., 1916), pp. 1-2.

16 See, e.g., Anthony Burgess, 99 Novels: The Best in English Since 1939: A Personal Choice
(New York: Summit Books, 1984), p. 8.

17 Joyce, p. 252. Note that the ballad Turpin Hero was cleatly the source of the title
for an earlier draft of Joyce’s own novel, viz. Stephen Hero.
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consciousness tradition in which this balancing of pure psychological
description with the development of a cohesive, structured narrative is
brought into high relief is the second section of Faulknet’s The Sound and
the Fury. For this portion of his masterpiece, Faulkner places us inside
the mind of Quentin Compson, a troubled Harvard undergraduate, on
the day of his suicide. We watch as he goes through a meticulous series
of preparations for his own death, which are interrupted comically by
some confrontations with young children and hostile immigrants and a
corrupt rural judge. As these events unfold, Quentin’s imagination drifts
back and forth with apparent aimlessness between his two principal
obsessions in life—obscure memories of an ambiguous, possibly
incestuous relationship with his sister and reflections upon the various
aphoristic pronouncements that made up his father’s darkly fatalistic
wortldview."

What is striking about these passages from Faulkner’s novel is the
almost rhythmical variation in his depiction of the flow of Quentin’s
thoughts, from purely subjective, momentary ephemera of
consciousness to the delivery of fragments of information about his
environment and the people he meets—details that are crucial to the
reader’s understanding of what is going on in the world around him. A
number of devices are used to achieve this delicate balance in the
narrative between Quentin’s free-associative mental ramblings and more
deliberately expository passages. The most explicit and straightforward
of these devices is Faulkner’s use of italicized text, which always begins
when an actual incident in Quentin’s environment has called to mind
some vaguely remembered image or idea from his troubled past:

The shell was a speck now, the oars catching the sun in spaced
glints, as if the hull were winking itself along, Did you ever have a
sister? No but they're all bitches. Did you ever have a sister? One minute she
was. Bitches. Not bitch one minute she stood in the door

I found the gasoline in Shreve’s room and spread the vest in the
table, where it

would be flat, and opened the gasoline.

the first car in town a girl Girl that’s what Jason couldn’t bear smell of gasoline
matking him sick then got madder than ever becanse a girl Girl had no sister

18 William Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury New York: Random House Inc., 1954) p.
113.
19 Faulkner, p. 213.
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There is also an element of graceful and quite deliberate irony in the
mixing of Quentin’s recollections of a night spent in the rain with his
sister with his attempts to shake off a small, silent immigrant girl who
follows him around as he makes his way through the outlying areas that
surround the college:

“You're just a girl. Poor kid.” There was a path, curving beside the
water. Then the water was still again, dark and swift. “Nothing but a
girl. Poor sister.” We lay in the wet grass panting the rain like cold shot on
my back. Do you care now do yon do you

My Lord we sure are in a mess get up. Where the rain touched my
forehead it began to smart my hand came red away streaking off
pink in the rain. Does it hurt [. . .] “There’s town again sister. You’ll
have to go home now. I’'ve got to get back to school. Look how late
it’s getting, Youll go home now, wont your”” But she just looked at
me with her black, secret, friendly gaze, the half-naked loaf clutched
to her breast.”

Finally, there is the repeated reference to devices for the measurement of
time throughout this section of the novel. Quentin’s tendency to be
repeatedly distracted from his thoughts by the ticking of clocks and the
tolling of the hour provide a neat metaphor for the tragic course of
events that provide a backdrop for the unrelenting play of his
obsessional thoughts. The chapter’s central symbol, a pocketwatch given
to Quentin by his father “not that you may remember time, but that you
might forget it now and then for a moment and not spend all your
breath trying to conquer it,”*' provides us with what is perhaps the
clearest example of an author’s attempt give us a glimpse of the
difficulty that he himself faces in trying adequately to represent the
con