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In open source, we feel strongly that to really do something 
well, you have to get a lot of people involved. -Linus Torvalds 



Part I 

About “contributors"



Who is an open source contributor?

• People who write the code 

• People who write the documentation 

• People who port the tool to other languages 

• People who make connecting tools, pipelines, platforms 

• People who write tutorials or teach workshops 

• People who fundraise, organize or provide long-term stability 

• People who make art with the tool
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Allison Parrish



Who is an open source contributor?

• People who make connecting 
tools, pipelines, platforms

@v21 George Buckenham



Who is an open source contributor?

• People who write tutorials or 
teach workshops

Shawn Graham (@electricarchaeo)

Aaron Reed (@aaronareed)



Who is an open source contributor?

• People who fundraise, 
organize or provide 
long-term stability
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Not on the GitHub repo!



Convening for open source tools for the arts 
 (June 2018, Minneapolis)

• processing.org 

• three.js 

• wekinator 

• openframeworks 

• tracery



Kinds of outreach
• How can you reach people you don’t have access to? 

• Different departments 

• Different fields 

• Different language 

• Different needs 

• Age/interest/community



Kinds of outreach



Kinds of outreach
• Go where people 

are 

• Respect their time 
and interest



Kinds of outreach

• Evangelist 

• Tinker



Useful things to have

• A place where people can talk 

• A way for people to talk to you 

• A way for *non-technical* people to 
contact you 

• A known hashtag
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• A site where people 
can put up art 

• Or share source 
code (and link to 
remixes) 

• Or annotate and 
curate lists
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botwiki.org
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Why do people need a place to gather?

• A place to look for answers  
• (“has this been ported to LISP?”, “is 

there any French documentation?”, 
“how do I …”) 

• A place to invest in things 
*you* care about 

• (kinds of use cases, types of users, 
languages and nationalities, 
fandoms, fields of study) 

•“Off-label” uses 

•Missing community 
features  

 

http://scratch.com
http://botwiki.org


What do we owe artists?

• Backwards 
compatibility 

• Documenting broken 
compatibility 

• Not breaking links 

• Human-readable 
formats 

• “Forever” museum-
quality versions  
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What do we owe artists?

 

 

• A file is a file…..right? 

• Can you download a copy from the 
hosting service? (not in Mario Maker) 

• Can you edit the file in someone else’s 
software? (not Photoshop files) 

• Can you, a human, read these files? Could 
you write your own editor? (not for MS 
Word docs) 

• Can someone else build code to run 
these files? 

• Would you feel safe running strangers’ 
files on your system?

http://scratch.com
http://botwiki.org


Part I 

Language features



How does adoption happen

• You make a good tool 

• Everyone likes it
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immediately
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How does adoption happen

Lessons: 

• You aren’t ready when 
it happens 

• “not done yet” won’t 
stop it from happening 

• but “email me for the 
current version” will  

https://cheapbotsdonequick.com/source/katesbot


Everyone is too busy
What is the absolute 
minimum time needed for 
someone to prove to 
themselves that your 
product works?

 

• journalist 

• CTO / tech worker 

• high-ranking professor 

• new student
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Everyone is too busy
What is the absolute 
minimum time needed for 
someone to embed your tool? 

What are the dependencies? 

Does this require a package 
manager?  A conda 
container? A server? 

Each additional complexity 
divides your users by 10  

https://cheapbotsdonequick.com/source/katesbot


Language principles
What is the absolute 
minimum time needed for 
someone to embed your tool? 

What are the dependencies? 

Does this require a package 
manager?  A conda 
container? A server? 

Each additional complexity 
divides your users by 10  

Programmer-Poet Lode

Lower Poet Lode

https://cheapbotsdonequick.com/source/katesbot


Make 1000 things, fast and bad
What is this new system for? 

You don’t know! 

Guess from old genres  

You can make one prototype  

(it’ll be wrong) 

The 10th will tell you more 

Diversity in users creates 
diversity in creativity and use 
cases  

https://cheapbotsdonequick.com/source/katesbot


Language features for 

fast creation

• Scaffolded 

• Unfoldable 

• Little
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What didn’t work?



What needs more work?
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How do predict user needs?
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How do predict user needs?

Lessons: 
Users may discover features 

Users may come up with terrible workarounds 
Empty spaces will get filled 

Design for surprise and flexibility 
How does modding work?



Lessons from Tracery/Chancery

• Users will define what the tool can make 

• Design for openness: 

• What can happen with the tool 

• Where the tool can be embedded (in 
2045!) 

• Where source files come from, and 
where they go 

• THERE IS NO TIME! 

• Respect user time, and user attention, 
and user self-esteem


