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Abstract

In this proposal, we present the idea of eXeMbeLlishment, or leveraging the power of the
eXtensible Markup Language (XML) to assign meaningful and transcendental metadata to
digital stories. We begin this paper by discussing the history of XML and by providing a brief
example of this markup language in use. Next, we propose that a common library of storytelling
metatags will enable digital storytellers and archivists to better share research and solicit new
stories from discourse communities. One advantage of an XML model is that it can encourage
the solicitation of new community stories by patterning story scripts based on XML document
type definitions (DTDs); another is that once stories are collected, it can represent such collected
stories in a fashion better suited for the next generation of semantic search engines. Using a
sample vocation narrative extracted from a unique collection of stories gathered from nuns over a
period of several years, we suggest one such XML framework for encoding and representing
specialized narratives in a digitized environment. Such analysis generates several questions that
we propose for the digital media community.

Background: XML and DTDs

Metadata is data about data, or descriptive data that is intended to describe or represent
preexisting data from another source. Such data does not need to be visible to the user; in fact,
metadata is often invisible and works behind the scenes in much the same fashion as the
hypertext markup language, or HTML. XML is one such metadata classification system that is
derived from SGML (the same parent language of HTML) and is intended to eventually replace
the HTML 4+ specification as XHTML 1.0. It is no surprise that the next generation Semantic
Web is being created based on the foundational elements of XML (Berners-Lee, Hendler, &
Lassila, 2001; Dumbill, 2005). Using XML as a metadata system on the Internet can lead to
more relevant searches and substantially improved online experiences for a user.

For example, an online recipe database might be annotated with metadata in order to differentiate
between text describing ingredients (e.g. apples, cinnamon, butter) and text describing necessary
preparatory procedures (e.g. mixing the ingredients, preheating the oven, etc.). Such
differentiation allows for a more meaningful interaction between a computer and a human; for
instance, a person searching for an apple pie recipe on the Internet could specify whether they
needed to know which ingredients to purchase or if they were more interested in different
methods for creating the latticework for the crust. Rather than simply performing a keyword
search for matching keywords, a search engine would be able to perform the additional task of
seeking out content based on semantics, in other words, looking for examples of the usage of the
word in the context in which it was originally intended.
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An example recipe might be represented using XML in the following fashion (though the authors
take no responsibility for the inedibility of any product produced using this recipe):

<?xml version="1.0"?>
<recipe>
<name>Apple Pie</name>
<author>Rudy and Natalie</author>
<ingredient>2 Cups Chopped Apples with Skin</ingredient>
<ingredient>1 Store bought crust</ingredient>
<ingredient>1 Cup Sugar</ingredient>
<ingredient>1 Cup Flour</ingredient>
<step>Preheat oven to 350 degrees Fahrenheit.</step>
<step>Combine all ingredients into a big bowl. Mix well.</step>
<step>Pour mixture into store bought crust. </step>
</recipe>

While using XML to create organized recipes to store on the Internet is already more useful than
simply marking up the recipes in HTML, an additional level of usefulness can be attained by
enforcing the structure of the XML recipes using a document type definition (DTD). XML is
generally assessed based on two metrics: well-formedness and validity. Well-formedness simply
refers to the syntactical correctness of the XML code (e.g. the proper XML syntax for a
nonpaired tag such as the break tag would be <br /> rather than the HTML version <br>). DTDs
allow a developer of markup content to ensure that future information patterned on the
developer’s template is also valid, or adheres to the original specifications of the author’s
template. In other words, if an online recipe administrator determines that all recipes should
include at least three ingredients and three steps, this information can be included within a DTD
that specifies how any new recipes seeking inclusion in the collection should be constructed.

Constructing a document type definition for our XML recipe above might add the following
information to the header of our XML document:

<IDoctype recipe [
<IELEMENT recipe (name, author, ingredient+, step+)>
<IELEMENT name (#PCDATA")>
<IELEMENT author (#PCDATA)>
<IELEMENT ingredient (#PCDATA)>
<IELEMENT step (#PCDATA)>
1>

Using this particular document type definition, then, would enforce a recipe model in which all
recipes must include one name and one author. In addition, the plus symbol appended to the
ingredient and step elements ensures that each recipe contains one or more ingredients and one
or more steps which reflect actions required by the user in order to prepare the food. Additional
conditions can be used to enforce a variety of flexible XML patterns; these pattern building
symbols are available within the syntax of the language (e.g.
http://www.w3schools.com/dtd/dtd_elements.asp).

L #PCDATA stands for “parsed character data.”
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Why Use Metadata for Stories?

In addition to baking apple pies, many humans also enjoy telling stories. In fact, storytelling is
critical to building knowledge and sharing unfamiliar experiences to audiences with different
backgrounds and life experiences. One of the lovely things about stories is their somewhat
predictable structure; stories from fairy tales told to children to the occupational “war-stories”
traded by Xerox technicians have all been found to have predictable elements and story
structures (Georges & Jones, 1995; Orr, 1986). Indeed, theorists such as Mieke Bal and other
literary theorists have written entire books defining the essential components of narrative and
discussing the various aspects and elements of different types of stories (see Bal, 1985). Others
have even compiled similar types of narratives into databases such as Aarne’s tale-type index,
developed in 1910, which was later extended by folk-tale scholar Stith Thompson and recreated
as the Aarne-Thompson system of classification (Georges & Jones, 1995 p. 114-15).

While the precise definition of story itself can be debated, for the purposes of this paper we
define a story to be an expression (whether written, oral, or multimodal) of a central character’s
experiences in overcoming some obstacle within some environment during some period of time.
Such a definition is more precise than the Aristotelian notion of all stories having a beginning,
middle, and end, but is not so precise that it excludes certain forms of expression that do not
meet certain criteria (e.g. a given number of characters must be present, a specific type of event-
chain must be observable, etc.). In this paper, we use the terms “narrative” and “story”
interchangeably, though we recognize such a distinction could be problematic in more precise
instances of literary classification.

Combining XML with the narrative form can yield interesting and useful applications of
different varieties. For example, a system for storing and disseminating forms of tacit
knowledge collected from distributed organizations has been prototyped using the PHP scripting
language and XML (see McDaniel, 2004). In addition, XML has been combined with
storytelling in distributed team training environments in order to facilitate the access and
retrieval of debriefing information. Further questions for considering the juxtaposition of team
training and narrative are also being discussed in various interdisciplinary contexts (Fiore and
McDaniel, in press).

Our goal then, in combining XML with story, is to create a system capable of fostering more
unique and innovative interactions between human and computer agents. Using the formulaic
and predictable elements of plot structure and traditional story arcs, we can both suggest XML
and DTD based scripts for soliciting stories from audiences who may be unfamiliar with
narrative theory (thereby gaining usable stories on any given subject) and we can compare and
contrast new stories to any set of preexisting stories being stored in an online database.

Disambiguated text is another central benefit of using XML with story. Phrases with semantic
ambiguity, such as the famous sentence “No fruit flies like a banana,” can be clarified if wrapped
with appropriate XML tags. For instance, if we were to devise a <protagonist> XML tag, and if
that tag were to be used in a story about heroic fruit flies and their inherent dislike for the yellow
fruit, it is clear that the text is referring to the appetite of flies rather than the aerodynamics of
fruit. While this is a simplistic example, the disambiguity factor of XML is another useful
characteristic of the language for dealing with stories of greater logical complexity.



If nothing else, such a system allows a user to execute a more precise search on narrative data.
For example, a user navigating stories in plaintext might want to search for all stories containing
the words “apple pie” somewhere within the text. With an XML-encoded story, though, a user
would not only be able to query for a keyword match, but they could also solicit stories that were
written only about baking apple pies, about selling apple pies, or about eating apple pies. In this
context, a carefully devised set of XML tags could do much to assist users with specialized
searches. Even a simple <event> XML tag might be used to relate important events within a
story of this type; it is easy for a digital media system to perform smart searches when
<event>character bakes an apple pie</event>, <event>character sells an apple pie</event>, and
<event>character eats an apple pie</event> are all stored as encapsulated units along with
meaningful associated words that provide additional contextual information related to these
words.

We use the term “exembellishment,” then, in order to describe an evocative use of XML to
describe digitized story content in a meaningful fashion. Note that this description must be done
in a meaningful fashion; a simple use of XML to describe proprietary or functional software data
like preferred resolution and browser compatibility would not constitute exembellished content.

What We Can Learn from Folkloristics

The predictability of storytelling is what makes this form of expression so well-suited for a
metadata framework. Much information about the possible types of stories and their structures
can be obtained from the field of folkloristics. Fieldworkers in this discipline use the term
normalform to describe the essential framework for a given type of folklore (Georges and Jones,
1995 p. 128). For example, a typical fairy tale from Eastern Germany would have a different
normalform than a Native American tale about the Trickster archetype.

For many years folklorists focused primarily on traditional narratives such as the European
magic (or fairy) tale, but in recent decades have turned more attention to the personal narrative
(see, for example, Dolby, 1983). Folklorists, trained as they are in identifying patterns and
formulaic elements in traditional stories, have found these same elements in seemingly structure-
less or loosely structured genres such as the personal narrative.

For our prototype system of XML tags, we chose to work with a series of vocation narratives
(stories of a calling to the religious life) collected over a period of several years from
communities of Benedictine nuns in Indiana and Peru (Underberg, 2001). We chose these stories
to work with for a couple reasons: for one, they represent unique stories told from a particularly
interesting discourse community; for another, they are surprisingly formulaic in structure if
controlled for the time period during which the nun began her spiritual service. For instance, nun
stories that take place after the 1980s were quite different than nun stories that take place before
the 1960s; in both cases, however, the stories were remarkably similar to other stories that
occurred in the same period of time.

For the most part, the vocation narratives of those who entered the community before the 1960s
are markedly shorter than those of women who entered in the last decade or two. The vocation
stories of entrants from the past two or so decades exhibit much more elaboration on the actual
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conflict-oriented than the vocation stories of elder sisters in the community, whose narratives
often highlight the seeming naturalness of following a vocation to the religious life.

While women (or often, girls) in past decades needed to demonstrate a general willingness to
give religious life a try (with the understanding that they could leave if they found themselves
truly unhappy), women today must show the community (especially the vocation director and
admissions committee) that they have given a good deal of thought and prayer to the idea of their
religious vocation. In terms of the vocation narratives themselves, this translates into older
sisters largely describing a “call” as a desire to serve God and others by imitating the example of
sisters they had known as children, while today’s entrants narrate a “call” in terms of a more
direct experience of the divine that they have tried to interpret as a process of remaining alert to
messages and signs. Whereas potential entrants in the past were expected to show a willingness
to learn by doing and to do as they were told, women today are required to demonstrate a
capacity for determining the will of the divine in their personal lives.

These stories, in particular those from the most recent cohort, show evidence of “routinization”
(in the Weberian sense of “routinization of charisma”; see, for example, Weber, 1968), as well as
of “coaching.” In other words, women today are given cues as to what constitutes an appropriate
demonstration of a legitimate calling to the Benedictine Order. Newer entrants demonstrate their
calling more through their vocation narratives than through being silently observed by sisters in a
school or parish setting, as was the case in the past. Simply put, these women now have an
audience, and therefore need a narrative. In a sense, their stories make their case for them. As
Deborah Schiffrin (in Grimshaw, 1990) writes (drawing on Goffman, 1981): “stories create a
testimony for the position.”

These recent vocation stories, testimonies as they are intended to be to the legitimacy of a
calling, also share a similar structure. Vocation narratives possess a relatively stable outline,
incorporating the following syntagmatic structure:

receipt of a call and its resistance

surrender to call as account of first successful listening to God

determining validity of their call to religious life in general

narrowing a general call to a particular sub-type of religious life

realization of call to the Ferdinand/Morropon Benedictines

facing and overcoming obstacles to following the call to their future community
establishing when they entered and affirming contentment with call

NogakrowhE

This is, then, a kind of master outline of how to legitimate a calling to the Indiana or Peruvian
Benedictine communities under study. The part played by discernment (or determining the will
of God through prayer and silence)—a key component of their worldview—is central and
indicates an aspect of these narratives’ paradigmatic structure (see Levi-Strauss, 1968). At the
core of these stories is really a polar opposition between willingness and unwillingness to listen
as a kind of litmus test for inclusion into the community. Both kinds of structure can be
identified in narratives from a particular discourse community, and helping researchers better
identify, elicit, and display this narrative structure is a goal of our research with XML
framework.



Example Vocation Narrative

The following story was collected from Sister Becky in 1999. For the sake of illustration, we
have devised our own XML tags for this particular story; in an actual framework, there would
likely be additional descriptive tags as well as a validating document type definition. The story
below is reproduced as spoken to the interviewer; repeated words, slang, and other
conversational artifacts were not removed and were instead reproduced according to the original
recorded transcripts.

<?xml version="1.0"7?>

<story>
<type>Vocation Narrative</type>
<author>Sister Becky</author>
<protagonist>Sister Becky</protagonist>
<location>Indiana</location>
<date_collected>November 6, 1999</date_collected>
<transcript>
The beginning, okay. Well I’m a cradle Catholic and | was born and raised in the church. Um
my mom died when | was very young and my dad you know promised to, and he promised his
mom as well as my mom, to raise us that way and | um went through the sacraments, and
<call_receipt>1 was going through the sacrament of confirmation uh when | was 16 which was
back in '92, '92, and um | felt just a little nagging voice in the back of my head, telling me that I
should become a nun</call_receipt>. <call_resistance>And | kept saying no, maybe I'll be a lay
minister but I'll never become a nun. And | pushed it to the back of my mind and kind of stayed
there for a while and faded away</call_resistance> and then um | started college and got involved
in a mentoring program and also an internship program when | became a theology major [uh
huh]. <call_surrender>And I began working with the church um a great deal doing things with
young people and in the inner city, of Indianapolis and | began working with a Benedictine sister
in Beech Grove. And I got to know her, she was a very good friend and | didn't have a car at the
time, | was sharing rides [uh huh]. So um and my | was living with my parents and um her
monastery, Kathleen's monastery was um about halfway between my parent's house and the
parish. So we would meet there and | would go to work with her. And so I got to know some of
the people in her community and I really like it but I couldn't figure out why [uh huh]. | mean
why it was drawing me um and so you know we talked and we continued to get to know each
other and | continued working in the church in various places um getting close in my relationship
with Kathleen working with other people and um experiencing different things and um |
<call_determining>I was dating somebody and | felt or for a long time | always wanted a
boyfriend, all through high school. And you know, beginning of college | always wanted a
boyfriend. And <obstacle>I finally started dating this guy and he really liked me and he was
talking marriage and but something just wasn't right [uh huh]</obstacle>, you know, that wasn't
enough.</call_determining> So and that's when | started looking into religious life as an option
[uh huh].</call_surrender> <call_narrowing>And I didn't tell anybody at first but I just kind of
started looking around and you know | was going to prayer with the Franciscans out at Marian
where | went to college. And uh | liked their prayer style although uh they're more apostolic than
monastic and I'm more drawn to the monastic lifestyle. </call_narrowing> <call_realization>And
um | continued to look around and the more | got to know the Benedictines at Beech Grove the
more | liked, | saw that I liked what | saw in their way of living and their communal prayer and
meals and [uh huh] um you know, and and formation, you know, | saw the growth in different
ways and in different people.</call_realization> And at the time Kathleen was still in formation
and I saw a lot of you know, what she was through and we talked about a lot of it and um | really
felt drawn but | wasn't sure [uh huh], um the more | the further I got into college I did | did get
my own car and | had my own room, it was kind of like living in an apartment you know. | had |
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had it all as people would say, | had my own car | had my own, almost like an apartment [uh
huh], um and I | was no longer dating the guy | was dating. | had told him that | wanted to slow
down and that was kind of the end of that and um | had all this | had my job I loved what | was
doing in ministry. I loved working with kids in the church um but something was still missing.
And um in November of '96 which was actually 3 years ago today [oh wow], um | got | had gone
to a weekend, actually 3 years ago today was the weekend, the Benedictine Life Weekend at
Beech Grove, the very first weekend | went on, although although at the time | didn't know it was
a vocation weekend. But that's what it was, and | went and | you | enjoyed spending time here
and I liked it and um I had emailed a friend of mine who works here at Kordes [uh huh] and told
her you know, said | was doing this and you know | was just kind of looking around, but you
know shh, don’t tell anybody. She decided that she'd she gave my name and my address to Sr.
Rose Mary uh what's the former vocation director and um 3 years ago Monday on the 18th of
November | got my first letter contact letter from Rose Mary [uh huh], um, introducing herself
and I got a packet in the mail with the video and stuff and then | didn't look at the video right
away, kind of put it away for a weekend when when nobody was around, and my roommate was
gone and | opened the packet. | watched the video and | thought that's really beautiful you know,
this is interesting, and Rose Mary had written me and said if you need a ride let me know [uh
huh], and um ‘cause | didn't have a car, she said let me know and I'll and I'll get in con-, get you in
contact with somebody. So I wrote her back and | said yeah maybe I'd be interested in coming
down for a weekend and and | thought if nothing else, you know, I'll, so and um so | did and she
set me up with a ride from Indianapolis and we at first played phone tag um back and forth, for
almost a month before we finally got a hold of each other and a week and a half before we were
supposed to come and it just kind of fell into place so | came down and the first time | came down
here | just fell in love. | know um Saturday night, that night at VVespers we we walk in statzio
with the community and | we were standing um facing one another and we turned to face the
front and when | looked up at the altar | saw Jesus take his hand from the cross and motion to me
to come to him, like it's time to come home [uh huh]. You have found your answer. And 'cause |
know I know I'd been searching for something for a long time but I just couldn't figure out what it
was [uh huh], um so | continued to visit and uh it fell into place that this person a few more times
you know, | came back in February and um March didn't work out but I came back by myself in
April | drove for the first time [uh huh]. And um I drove down here by myself and then | came
for a Benedictine Life Week in June that year, in July that year. And um | met the vocation
director, now the current vocation director and continued to work through the process with both
she and Rose Mary um, <obstacle>and | I still had 2 years of school 2 1/2 years of school at the
time</obstacle> [uh huh] so it gave me the time to look at the community and also gave the
community some time to look at me and really, you know, see if this was gonna fit if it was gonna
work. And at the time it was very difficult because | knew what | wanted and | wanted it now, |
didn't wanna wait [uh huh] but in a way it was good because | um it was good because it forced
me to take the time to really look into what | was doing and not just jump [uh huh]. Um and then
get hurt, possibly get hurt later. <affirmation_of contentment>So um | continued to discern with
uh Rose Mary and Anita and continued to fall in loved the more people | met the more | got to
know the place and I really liked what | saw and um | visited on an average of once a month for 2
1/2 years um up until in August [uh huh] so an that kind of brings me up to where I am now in
formation.</affirmation_of_contentment>
</transcript>

</story>

As is hopefully evident with the examples above, the XML tags do much to provide semantic
meaning to the plaintext version of the story. In addition, particular tags such as <obstacle> and
<call_realization> enable researchers to compare and contrast new stories based solely on the
normalform of preexisting vocation stories in the database. After this set of tags has been
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applied, it is relatively easy to create a simple Internet search engine script to parse and control
search results based on keyword searches (see McDaniel for a working interface/parser based on
this idea). A user can now search for very specialized information within a story collection; for
example “search all vocation stories where location = X, obstacle = Y, and the call narrowing
sequence contains keyword Z” would be a perfectly valid search, and would likely return quite
accurate results given a large enough set of stories to search through.

From this sample analysis, though, we might also consider some larger implications for the
digital media community which might find some use in developing an XML library for both
specialized and more general narrative collections.

Implications and Discussions for the Digital Media Community
Below are four questions we created based on our experience with crafting XML for our sample
vocation narrative:

1. Are there some such XML tags that can be devised for generic stories of all types? Can
structuralist theories of plot (e.g. Propp’s analysis of folktales or Booker’s more general
analysis of the seven basic plots of all stories) be useful here?

2. How can XML-encoded stories use feedback to improve self-representation?

3. How might standardized tags be devised to encourage the sharing and swapping of online
stories?

4. How can tags be adapted to fit multimodal forms of narrative discourse (e.g. stories
collected as audio or video texts rather than as written or transcribed texts)?

It is the intent of this paper to briefly address these questions and perhaps provide a starting point
for a more exhaustive discussion within the digital media discourse community.

Question 1: Are there some XML tags that can be devised for generic stories of all types?

The formation of a universal story structure has been attempted on both microscopic (e.g.
Propp’s focus on fairy tales only) and macroscopic (e.g. Booker’s seven plots for all stories)
scales. Others have suggested a more tolerant framework for narrative based on the Aristotelian
notion of all stories simply having a beginning, middle, and end. As literary theorists have long
since discovered, though, the essential elements of narrative such as plot, character, and
environment, can be measured, although the results of such measurement are not always
consistent. Aside from subjective interpretations of character motivation and other non-obvious
characteristics left up to the reader’s or listener’s imagination, there are certain distinguishing
characteristics of stories that can be used to classify one narrative and differentiate it from
another.

Cognitive models can also provide useful ideas for crafting story-specific metadata tags. Marvin
Minksy’s concept of frames, which are generic and abstract representations of items that we
commonly experience in the real world that can be customized to account for new variations of
these items, has also been extended to account for narrative information (Minsky, 1985). His
story frame, for example, is a type of template with placeholders (he calls them “terminals”) for
the protagonist, the antagonist, the central concern or theme, the location in which the story takes
place, and the time during which it occurs. With this model, then, a set of basic tags would
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include <PROTAGONIST>, <ANTAGONIST>, <CENTRAL_CONCERN>, <TIME>, and
<PLACE>. Indeed, even such a general and limited XML metadata system has shown to be
effective in representing certain types of organizational stories (see McDaniel, 2004). Additional
structuralist theories of narrative structure will likely yield even more interesting ideas for
creating appropriate tags and crafting a multi-representational space for story based on the
manipulation of normalform templates and scripts.

Question 2: How can XML-encoded stories use feedback to improve self-representation?

Feedback, or the redirection and translation of output information into usable input information,
has long been noted as essential to self-repairing or self-improving information systems. As
early as 1965, McLuhan writes of the importance of feedback in self-regulating forms of
automated information processing (354). With XML-encoded stories, we have the potential to
embed dynamic data into static XML tags in order to improve the structuring system used to
represent a particular story. For instance, if a given story has a set of <comment> XML tags that
allow one or more user to suggest comments for a particular story, it becomes possible to
incorporate those comments into an addendum or a footnote and to provide a sense of
community for any series of stories. An administrator can then browse through these comments,
delete or remove any appropriate comments, and enable any comments that extend the usefulness
or thematic richness of the story. In this sense, then, an exembellished story would exhibit a
form of regulated feedback to ensure quality control and to empower a community of storytelling
visitors and researchers.

It is worth considering, though, how other forms of feedback might be used with XML and the
narrative form. Might new types of normalforms be discovered or discussed using Web forms
and feedback mechanisms? Could innovative teaching or research methods be shared, critiqued,
and discussed using this method? Such questions are useful to consider when thinking about the
intersections between narrative structure and XML technology.

Question 3: How might standardized tags be devised to encourage the sharing and swapping of
online stories?

While only stories are useful for research and reference purposes for certain types of folklore and
cultural studies, there are may other communities of users who may be looking to share and trade
stories for their own types of informational use or even for entertainment purposes. For instance,
many technically inclined individuals enjoy posting Web sites that detail how to construct or
build innovative devices such as homemade antennas used to pick up remote WiFi access points.
The Website engadget.com, for example, has one such article on constructing a WiFi biquad dish
antenna using an old DirecTV satellite dish. Included on some of these sites are blogs or other
interactive areas in which users can comment on the devices and even provide stories of their
own experiences in building the devices or using them for other types of uses. By devising XML
tags to wrap around these short stories, it would be possible for these stories to cross-pollinate
other Web sites and provide links to other types of experiences that users encountered with
similar devices.

Of course the problem with narrative interpretability and XML lies in the formulation of
standards. Much like the recipe example provided in the beginning of this article would be
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useless to aspiring cooks without a standard for measurement (e.g. 1 cup) so will XML tags be
useless for sharing unless a standard code for narrative representation is concocted by the digital
media community? And who better to create such a system? Without standards, one user might
choose to use the <hero> tag to represent the central character in their story; another might
instead choose the more formal <protagonist> or even a <main_character> element to represent
that character in their own story. XML standards have already proven successful for industries
with more mature information technology systems in dealing with XML encoded data; the
financial industry, for example, uses standards such as SWIFT in order to allow communication
between various entities using monetary data. (XML.Com online). XML is therefore expected to
be a key tool in the evolution of B2B (business to business) communication on the Internet.

Question 4: How can tags be adapted to fit multimodal forms of narrative discourse (e.g. stories
collected as audio or video texts rather than as written or transcribed texts)?

While an XML-based representation of textual stories is an interesting exercise, a much more
compelling set of prospects for narrative analysis can be found in more multimedia intensive
applications. For example, a searchable archive of the narratives used in film or video games
would not only be academically interesting but also potentially highly profitable for industry.
For example, studies have begun to consider the impact of story on the success of feature film
projects; Simonton’s 2004 analysis of 1,327 English-language feature films found that in award-
winning and popular films, “a film’s impact was a positive additive function of the dramatic and
visual clusters, with the dramatic having the primary role” (pg. 1494, emphasis ours). An XML
database of film narratives with searchable options for storylines, characters, and environments,
then, might be useful for both film production teams and screenwriters during formative stages
as well as for the critics and audiences assessing and enjoying the films during a particular film’s
run in theatres (note the popularity of the Internet Movie Database Web site’s public forums, for
example). Adapting XML tags to multimodal narratives would likely not be very difficult,
although new tags would need to be constructed to represent the additional members of
production as well as other types of visual and special effects and music present in these types of
stories.

Conclusions

In this paper, we have suggested that the same XML metadata framework that is routinely used
in other industries such as business and finance should also be considered for use in the story-
driven world of digital media. By discussing one such XML-encoded nun story that allows for
better searching and classification of the types of stories of interest to vocation story researchers,
we have demonstrated that such a framework is relatively easy to devise and incorporate for
existing stories that have been collected and transcribed from specialized discourse communities.
Finally, by prompting some questions of interest to the digital media community, we hope to
have enabled a public forum in which digital media academic and industry professionals can
discuss and debate questions of critical interest to the XML and story merger. The most pressing
question is perhaps this: is such a merger really possible given the imaginative potential of
storytelling? We say it is, but if so, perhaps a more pressing question is this: how might this
merger be situated and controlled in order to improve our knowledge and understanding of the
narrative form? Stories are, after all, one of the digital media community’s most valuable forms
of currency.
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