
Containers and Vessels 
There is a literary usage of “container” but it is a) quite obscure and technical and b) there seems to be 
some disagreement about whether it means a narrative structure or framing device or refers to the publi-
cation format: an anthology of poetry, a collection of short stories, The Beano Bumper Book of Fun, or 
whatever. 
 
So let’s not risk that literary quagmire and look at a particular sort of narrative container, Chinese boxes. 
Chinese boxes are sets of boxes that fit inside each other, as do Russian dolls (matryoshka). 
 
In literature the term Chinese box refers to stories within stories. Most often it is a narrative effect when a 
first person narrator says: “I met so and so, who said to me, ‘I met whatshisname, who said to me, ‘I just 
ran into thingummy…’ and so on. 
 
A notable example of this (possibly the first) is in Plato’s Symposium.  The story of Agathon’s famous sym-
posium (a drinking and talking party) is recounted to a friend by Apollodorus, who was not present but 
who has heard the story from Aristodemus.  Attendees discourse on Love until Socrates takes his turn and 
tells the party what the oracle Diotima taught him. All speak in the first person so you have Diotima’s 
words recounted by Socrates, whose story is being told by Aristodemus, whose account is being relayed 
by Apollodorus. 
 

A slightly different usage is that in Mary Shelly’s Frankenstein where there are also several first person 
narratives nested.  Walton writes a letter to his sister and in it he recounts Victor Frankenstein’s story (in 
the first person) within which is the monster’s account of his life (also told in the first person) as the mon-
ster’s story includes the words of Mr De Lacey you could argue that the narrative goes four boxes deep. 
 
I am currently reading William Langland’s Piers Ploughman (c 1370-90).  I don’t recommend it unless you 
have a taste for tediously repetitive and pious allegory.  But I am persisting because the long narrative (it 
is about 250 pages) is studded with very occasional interesting facts.  The next time someone tells you 
that the expression “dead as a doornail” was coined by Shakespeare* you can reply, no it wasn’t because 
it appears in Piers over 100 years earlier.  Which is obviously very important. It also contains the first 
known written reference to Robin Hood. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aristodemus_of_Cydathenaeum


 
And it is a Chinese box of a peculiar kind; a dream within a dream. The narrator “Long Will” has a tendency 
to fall asleep and recount his dreams.  But in Passus 11 (the chapters are called passuses, which appar-
ently means, “steps,”) he falls asleep and dreams, when he is already asleep and dreaming. 
 
My guess is that Langland got so bored with his own story that he forgot that Will was already asleep and 
dreaming.  I also wonder if Plato and Shelley nested their narration through so many voices by accident 
rather than intent. I know, sacrilege to two, or possibly three different sets of people with perhaps a bit of 
ven diagram overlap.  And you will find no end of literary criticism online expounding on why they used 
such sophisticated narrative techniques. But… Plato was a philosopher rather than a virtuoso storyteller 
and Mary Shelley was a teenager writing her first substantial work and hanging about with poets rather 
than novelists. 
 
And it doesn’t really matter anyway.  What makes Frankenstein great is its imaginative power rather than 
a narrative complexity that I am willing to bet few of its readers even notice – and what makes The Sym-
posium great is Socrates talking about how the oracle Diotima taught him about love (and Aristophanes’ 
account of how we were originally two headed, eight limbed creatures who were cut into two by Zeus and 
doomed to spend our lives searching for our “split aparts.”) 
 
The Chinese boxes are really incidental. They don’t make Socrates more clever or Frankenstein any more 
terrifying, and the dream within a dream entirely fails to make pious old Piers Ploughman any more fun. 
 

 

 

*Shakespeare was, of course, no stranger to Chinese boxes – take the play within a play performed by the 

rude mechanicals in Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

Prompt: Lots of scope here. You could write about a real container, a box of old letters, per-
haps, or a treasure chest, even a vessel as a ship. Or you might prefer to think about an idea 
within an idea, a dream within a dream like Piers Ploughman, or tell a story that someone told 
you in the first person.  

Spencer 


