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Abstract. Interactive Digital Storytelling is a diverse field, with a variety of dif-
ferent tools and platforms, many of them bespoke. Understanding how these tools
effect the stories created using them would allow authors to better select tools for
projects, and help developers understand the consequences of their design deci-
sions. We present an initial exploration of this question, using a critical reflection
method to analyze the process of adapting a story from StoryPlaces into both
Twine and Inform 7. We report four significant differences that posed challenges
for adaptation: support for rewinding and/or revisiting, the definition and descrip-
tion of locations, the way in which text is delivered to the reader, and how navi-
gational cues are provided to help readers progress the story. Our observations
show that tools impact the stories created using them in ways that are not obvious
when working with one platform alone.
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1 Introduction

Digital interactive writing tools are systems used to author digital stories. The stories
produced are interactive and typically non-linear. While there are a number of estab-
lished systems, digital interactive storytelling is an experimental form, with a wide va-
riety of different platforms and writing tools available. This raises an interesting ques-
tion: how does the design of writing tools impact the types of stories being written?
Researchers have studied the reading experiences and commented on improvements for
interactive writing tools based on that experience [1][2], but the authoring experience,
and how it is mediated by tools, remains relatively unexplored [3].

This paper describes initial work to understand how different interactive writing plat-
forms impact the authoring process, and ultimately shape the work of writers using
those platforms. To approach this, we experimented with adapting an interactive story
from one platform into two very different platforms. Our goal was to reflect on the way
in which different tool affordances impacted the way in which the story was told. As
such our methodology is one of critical reflection research [4] a reflexive qualitative
approach that is strongly related to action research [4], and which produces insights into
the researcher’s own experience. The story we chose to adapt was Fallen Branches by
Katie Lyons [5], a locative story set in Crystal Palace Park, and originally designed and
deployed with the StoryPlaces platform [6]. In our work we adapted the story into



Twine [7] an open source hypertext fiction tool with a graphical authoring interface and
no explicit modelling of location, and Inform 7 [8] an interactive fiction system that
uses a natural language interface and has a virtual world model (similar to classical
MUDs).

2 Background

While interactive fiction has its roots in non-digital experimental storytelling, the
first digital stories to attract critical interest were those produced on the Storyspace
platform [9], of which perhaps the best known is Michael Joyce’s afternoon, a story.
Storyspace represents the classical node-link model of hypertext, with hotspots appear-
ing in the text that navigate the reader to another node. Storyspace stories can thus be
represented as a network of nodes that can be analysed to reveal particular patterns of
authorship [10]. The node-link model is only one example of how to create interactive
narratives (albeit the dominant one). Bernstein calls the model ‘calligraphic’ as authors
draw explicit navigational paths between nodes, and suggests that an alternative model
might be ‘sculptural” where all nodes are potentially linked, but rules and conditions
sculpt away those links at runtime [10]. Sculptural hypertext systems include Story-
Places, a locative hypertext system that includes location as one of the condition criteria
[6] and StoryNexus by Failbetter Games (the engine behind Fallen London) where the
approach is called Quality-Based [11]. Inform 7 also uses a world-model and rules to
evaluate reader inputs, but is far more dynamic in nature than these other sculptural
hypertext tools, producing an experience which is as game-like as it is hypertextual.

Spatial Hypertext is another alternative approach where text and structure are graph-
ically manipulated into lists, groups and sets [12][13]. Although rarely applied to nar-
rative (with a proper spatial parser), spatial hypertext has influenced modern tools, such
as StorySpace 3 and Twine, which embrace a graphical authoring paradigm.

The impact of different data models and tools on authoring is not well explored in
the literature, perhaps because it is so difficult to separate the author experience, the
requirements of a particular story, and the impact of the tool itself. For example, Har-
good et al. attempted to investigate how a novel model called Fractal Hypertext might
impact story choices and themes chosen by a set of authors, but concluded that poetics
emerge gradually through use and that with novel models this is not mature enough to
understand the relationships [14]. We are attempting to explore the same idea, and for
this reason have chosen two established tools as target platforms for our work. Story-
Places, our source platform, is locative and sculptural. While our target platforms are
Twine, non-locative and calligraphic; and Inform 7, virtual locations and rules-based.

3 Methodology

Fallen Branches was first published on the StoryPlaces platform in 2017. As a short
story of around ten thousand words it is of manageable size and complexity for our
purposes.
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Figure 1 - Fallen Branches sculptural structure (taken from [5])

Figure 1 shows the structure of Fallen Branches. It is composed of 11 chapters with
each one containing non-consecutive located nodes. Each is part of one of three story
threads; the main Fallen Branches thread, an account of a young woman called Sandy
who is visiting Crystal Palace Park to meet with the museum curator and find out more
about some family heirlooms; the Last Letter thread, a sequence of letters written be-
tween young lovers around the time of World War 1; and the Bones of Time, which
recounts an episode in 1900 when two elephants escaped from the Crystal Palace. The
reader moves through the park following Sandy, while the letters appear in the land-
scape around them. The tale of the elephants is effectively a sub-story that is available
half-way around, and which temporarily switches the narration back to 1900.

We obtained the original JSON representation of Fallen Branches, and undertook an
exercise to adapt it, firstly for Twine, and then for Inform 7. In both cases a structure
model was created similar to the one in Figure 1.

Throughout our adaptation process we met to brainstorm ideas and record our ob-
servations and decisions. Figure 2 shows the structure of the story in Twine. Passages
in Twine are named after the titles of nodes in each chapter of Storyplaces, and links
were created whenever navigation between those nodes was possible in the original
story. As Twine contains no explicit representation of locations this does not appear in
the Twine map, relying instead on the text to orientate the reader. It is interesting to
note the complex relationships between the Bones of Time nodes (right and bottom)
which exist because these can be visited in any order. In StoryPlaces sculptural system
these are simple to model (there are no requirements so all are available throughout the



sub-story until they are read) but in Twine’s calligraphic system it results in a complex
tangle of links [9].

With Inform 7 the process was quite different. In Inform 7 the process is to build a
world model, which the reader can then explore (for example, using shortcuts such as
‘N’ to go north). The first step was to recreate the locations from Crystal Palace in as a
series of rooms, with navigational routes between them that reflected their positions in
the real world.

Figure 2 - Fallen Branches structure in Twine

Figure 3 shows the navigational connections between locations authored as rooms
in Inform 7. Inform 7 has another construct, Scenes, which are used to represent logical
parts of a story that can be sequenced together (for example, acts of a story). In our
adaptation, we translated the StoryPlaces chapters into scenes. This means that although
the reader is free to move around the locations (as they are in StoryPlaces), the story
itself plays out in a more sequential manner as dictated by where the scenes are set.
Finally, Inform 7 has the notion of objects that exist within the story world and can be
picked up and moved around. We used objects to represent the last letters, these are
revealed and added to the users’ inventory when first arriving in the correct room in the
correct scene.

As described above Fallen Branches contains three story threads. The only path that
readers must read to complete the story is the Fallen Branches thread. The rest are de-
pendent on the path that the readers follow. The Last Letters are revealed and unlocked
at specific locations as well as the Bones of Time sequence. If a letter is missed and the
reader moves on, the letter cannot be discovered at a later point. If the Bones of Time
story is activated, readers must complete reading all those events before returning to
the main story. The notion of this has been adapted while authoring the story in the



other writing tools. In Twine all three threads have been implemented behind nodes
which point to each other. In Inform 7 scenes where created to resemble chapters, rooms
to resemble locations and items to resemble letters.
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Figure 3 - Fallen Branches navigational structure

4 Analysis

During the adaptation process we observed how the tools impacted on the telling of the
story. We were interested in cases where narrative design decisions made in Story-
Places were difficult to replicate in the other models, and where the original author had
made assumptions about how the story would be delivered that needed additional work
to replicate or replace in the other tools. These points of tension are a good indicator of
how the story has been shaped by the tool itself.

Observation 1: Rewinding and Revisiting: In StoryPlaces if the reader failed to
read one of the Last Letter nodes then the letter would disappear from the map and the
reader wouldn’t be able to access it, even if they return to that location. Similarly, if the
reader unlocks the first Bones of Time node the rest of the nodes disappear and do not
reappear until the reader completes the sequence. We translated this logic to explicit
links in Twine. Where a node was made available in Storyplaces a hyperlink was made



available in Twine and when a node disappeared so did that hyperlink. However, Twine
by default includes a back button in all the stories so that the reader can easily rewind
to any state in the story and revisit missed nodes. Storyplaces allows these restrictions
to give the reader momentum through the landscape, and prevent them doubling back,
which is both time consuming and tiresome in real locations [5]. There are two func-
tions here. Revisiting — meaning to return to a previous location and Rewinding — mean-
ing to revert the story back to a previous state. Revisiting locations is possible in Story-
Places, but rewinding nodes is not. Whereas Twine enables both revisiting and rewind-
ing, and makes only a minor distinction between them (as nodes and locations are tied
together). Similar to StoryPlaces, Inform 7 readers can navigate and revisit any location
they want, but there is no way to take the narrative back to a previous state (as controlled
via scenes), so revisiting is supported, but rewinding is not.

Observation 2: Definition and Description of Locations: All the locations men-
tioned in Fallen Branches are real places, identified via GPS co-ordinates and commu-
nicated to readers through a map interface. As a result, locations need to be defined, but
not described, and there is no need to define the connections between them. Neither
Twine nor Inform 7 use real world locations and therefore describing locations and
connecting them together needs to be done manually. Inform 7 is based on a world
model, and this can be done by using rooms and defining how they relate to one another.
Twine has no location model at all, therefore locations need to be represented in the
text of the nodes themselves (if at all). The text of Fallen Branches makes passing ref-
erence to specific locations (for example the museum) and in our judgement meant we
did not need to add any additional location information. Should we have added addi-
tional text to describe locations and re-create the sense of place? The story clearly loses
context as a result of not doing this, but there is no way of knowing what an author
intended by placing a node in a location in the first place — or whether that intention is
what readers took from the experience. If we made that obvious, either in Twine’s text
or Inform 7’s location descriptions, we would be guessing at something that in a loca-
tive work is actually co-created by the reader and the real-world place.

Observation 3: Text Delivery: Text in Storyplaces is represented as pages tied to
locations on the map, these are unlocked when a reader visits their location. The text
can be of any form, and in Fallen Branches it appears as either a page describing the
contemporary visit to the park, a page from an historical account of the elephant escape,
or the text of a letter. This translates well into Twine, where individual nodes can also
take different forms. However, text in Inform 7 is tied to the world model. For the reader
to encounter the text, they must interact in some way with that model. For the visit
story, and the elephant escape, we used the room description to convey the text. How-
ever, this does not work so well for the letters. To solve this, we added the letters to the
world-model as objects. Rather than place them in the rooms to be discovered (which
makes no narrative sense, as they are supposed to be in Sandy’s possession from the
beginning), we created them in particular rooms and automatically add them to Sandy’s
inventory at the appropriate room and scene in the story. A more radical adaptation of
the story for Inform 7 would have taken this further, and taken more of the node content
from the other threads and integrated that with the world model (for example, in de-
scriptions of specific objects, or interactions with characters). But in doing so it would



have fundamentally changed the way in which the story was experienced, and moved
the authorial task towards a process akin to hiding treasure. The need to imaginatively
integrate the text in this way is a significant difference between Inform 7 and Twine
and StoryPlaces, and reflects Inform 7°s game-like structure.

Observation 4: Navigational cues: When reading in Storyplaces the system shows
locations on a map that when visited would unlock appropriate content to progress the
story. The map therefore acts as a navigational cue. In theory readers can move any-
where, but the map shows which places they should visit next. In Twine the locations
are tied to the nodes, it’s impossible to move around locations without moving between
story nodes, and therefore the only navigation that is possible are the links that progress
the story. However, in Inform 7 the reader can still navigate around the defined loca-
tions, but there are no navigation cues to show which of those possibilities will progress
the story. Writing in Storyplaces or Twine means that the author does not need to worry
about these cues, whilst writing in Inform 7 means that they are important consideration
and must be included in the story world somehow — otherwise how does the reader
know what to do next? In our adaptation to solve this problem we used the Inform 7
description of rooms. When a reader visits a room a description of that room is dis-
played on the screen. That description is the text of the Fallen Branches story as it
appears when activated in location. To enable cues, we added a check on the current
scene, replacing or supplementing that text with an appropriate cue for the next scene.
The presence of automatic cues in StoryPlaces and Twine is a major difference to In-
form 7, where the author is responsible for making progress clear.

5 Conclusion

Understanding how tools influence interactive writing is a key challenge in the area
of interactive digital storytelling. This potentially influences the choice of tools for par-
ticular projects, the design and development of new platforms, and critical analysis of
interactive works. Developing an understanding is challenging, as authoring experience
is subjective, and different creative projects have different requirements and therefore
generate different frictions.

In this paper we have undertaken an initial exploration of the problem through criti-
cal reflection research. Our task was to adapt a story from one interactive form to two
others, to reflect on that experience, and to use the process to identify differences be-
tween tools that might impact the ways in which an author choses to tell a story. We
have presented four differences that we observed between the tools in the experiment:
support for rewinding and/or revisiting; the way in which locations are defined and
described; the way in which text is delivered to the reader, and the way in which navi-
gational cues are provided to the reader that help them to progress the story. Going in
to the activity we expected StoryPlaces and Inform 7 to be closer in character, as both
emphasize location, but our findings show a more complex picture. It is true that both
StoryPlaces and Inform 7 do not allow rewinding, and decouple location from nodes,
but in other ways they are more similar to Twine than each other. For example, Twine
and Inform 7 are clear in how location is used and impacts story, whilst StoryPlaces is



more ambiguous — meaning the author has far less control. Twine and StoryPlaces also
require less of the author in terms of providing navigational cues, and neither requires
the author to consider text delivery, as both have a single mechanism for showing read-
ers content. These last two characteristics could be said to separate the more traditional
hypertext approach of StoryPlaces and Twine, from the environmental storytelling [15]
aspects of Inform 7.

While this paper represents only initial work, it does demonstrate that differences in
the impact of narrative models on the authoring task. These can begin to be identified,
and their subsequent effect on the stories themselves explored. By testing a small sam-
ple of writing tools, we have discovered observations that work limited to one tool
could not provide. One of the most valuable aspects of interactive digital narratives is
the diversity of the form itself, represented by the different authoring tools and models
in use, and we believe that efforts to develop theory around digital narratives and au-
thorial practice can embrace this diversity and develop it as a strength.
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