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• 20 years trying to   build programs that create stories

• Results disappointing no matter the algorithm used

• Could the problem be in the representation I was using?

• Tried transcribing good stories in that representation and…

Motivation

GOOD STORIES ARE NOT FLAT!



embedding in narrative:

“literary device of the `story within the story', the structure by which a character in 
a narrative text becomes the narrator of a second narrative text framed by the first 
one".
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Author Reader

Narrator0 Narratee0

CharacterA CharacterB

Narrator0 (Sir Richard Burton) tells Story0 to Narratee0 (us)

Narrator1 Narratee1

Character Character
Story1 is an embedded story inside Story0
Narrator1 (father) tells Story1 to Narratee1 (Sharazad)

Narrator2 Narratee2

CharacterC CharacterD
Story2 is an embedded story inside Story0

Narrator2 (Sharazad) tells Story2 to Narratee2 (King)

Narrator3 Narratee3

CharacterE CharacterF
Story3 is an embedded story inside Story2

Narrator3 (1st Sheik) tells Story3 to Narratee3 (Ifrit)

Story2 acts as frame story for Story3

Story0 acts as frame story for Story1 and Story2
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1.To identify from the discourse of a story when an embedded 
story is present.

2.To have a representation of the story that allows for explicit 
distinction of different narrative levels
• a simple story is represented at a single narrative level
• a multi-level narrative explicitly represents each level as a distinct 

element

3.To provide means for handling transitions from one narrative 
level to another during interpretation.

Challenges for modelling interpretation of embedded stories



1.Stories are represented in a simple notation based on 
predicate-argument structure (challenge 0).

2.The language includes notational devices to mark the start of 
an embedded story (challenge 1)

3.Data structures are proposed to represent more than one 
narrative level (challenge 2).

4.An interpretation procedure for the handling of embedding is 
defined relying on these definitions (challenge 3).

Solutions proposed
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statement to act as 
start of story marker

sequence of 
statements for 

that story

statement to convey 
the telling of the 

embedded story within 
the frame story acting 
as end of story marker

narrator

narratee

story name as unique id
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Representing an Interpretation

initial level of 
narrative 

(sequence of 
statements)

embedded narrative levels 
(recursive nesting, 

indexed with name of story)



Narrative level N is stored within the interpretation of Narrative level N-1!
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Interpretation Procedure
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1.assumes that embedded stories are always told as a single 
span of discourse
• fails to account for cases in which the embedded narrative is split into 

several spans interleaved with the frame story (The Heart of 
Darkness, 1001 Nights)

2. encoding of the examples employed is based on synopses of 
the plots rather than full text
• issues such as narrative distance - whether the embedded story is 

rendered as reported or transcribed speech, as a summary, or even 
left implicit - are obscured

3.assumes that stories - whether framing or embedded - are 
told in chronological order
• handling of anachrony is beyond the scope of this paper
• BUT anachronies may be embedded stories with narrator implicit

Limitations
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1. interpretation of embedded stories is an open problem that 
needs substantial amounts of further work

2.proposed model provides an elementary computational 
frame that:
• captures the nested structure of narrative 
• relies on a stack mechanism to model required context changes
• embedded stories stored in an indexed table

3. model is intended as a first approximation to the problem
4. further work:

• extensions operating on textual discourse
• solution for identifying transitions between narrative levels

Conclusions



Thank you!

http://nil.fdi.ucm.es/
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