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Expressive Intelligence 
Studio 
“Casual creators” 
computational support for casual creativity 

• Casual creativity is important 

• Software(ish) systems can augment 
or support casual creativity 

• Casual creators are a real genre, 
and we should make and study 
them

http://tiny.cc/CasualCreatorsDefense

My research
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Letting people build bots



Tracery
Tracery.js:  
an easy-to-use  

text-templating  
context-free-grammar  

language & library

grammar = Tracery.createGrammar({
   color: [“red”, “silver”, “blue”],
   animal: [“moose”, “okapi”, “otter”, “cat”],
   coolAnimal: [“#color# #animal#”],
   place: [“beach”, “CROSS meeting]
}
grammar.flatten(“The #coolAnimal# went to the #place#”)
>> “The red cat went to the beach”

• Developed for a class assignment 
• Open-sourced Nov 2014 (129 forks, 1318 stars on github) 

• CheapBotsDoneQuick.com opens May 2015 
• run by George Buckenham in London (with 

no permission or assistance from me, go opensource!) 

• 7000+ active bots (as well as ??? apps and ??? games) 

• Runs most of Twitter’s favorite bots 
• Ports to Python, Java, C#, .NET……..LISP??
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Oct ‘19
Oct ‘18

http://CheapBotsDoneQuick.com
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Chancery 
(formerly Bottery)

• Finite-state conversational model  
• using Tracery for generative output  
• and input matching (no fuzzy matching!) 

• Open-sourced Oct 2017 (https://github.com/google/bottery, 
Thanks to Calvin Ashmore, Chris Lewis, and the Google open source team) 

• Less mature & needed more work out-of-the-
box than Tracery 

• Usable revision is ready for release for this year’s 
ProcJam (massive online generative jam) 

• Could this be Tracery-for-conversational-agents?
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Tracery-style FSM syntax + JS simulation 
library for multi-state conversational agents  

Developed for prototyping  
chat apps for the Google Home
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Current ecosystem
No place for small, interactive FSM-
run chatbots (and no open environment) 

• Twitter is an unreliable future 
platform for bots 

• Voice and chat platforms are bot/
app-underdeveloped, and highly 
inaccessible to casual authors (Alexa 
Skills, Google DialogFlow) 

• Interactive fiction platforms exist 
but lack one or more of: 
• casual or short-form authoring 
• conversational interaction 
• hosting 
• openness  
• smarthome integration 
• (Twine, Choice of Games, Episode, StoryNexus, 

Inklewriter) CROSS confidential



Create a hosting platform for 
conversational bots: artbot.club

• Browse chancery bots 
• Start a chatroom & converse with bots 
• Add additional bots  to the chatroom 
• Edit & author chancery bots

⬅ Social learning, visitors become creators
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Hosting architecture
• Host a communal repository of 

chancery maps & serve them to 
visitors to play 

• Maintain state between visits for 
multi-session chancery 
experiences 

• Visitors can edit chancery maps, 
or author their own that others 
can play/edit. 

• The chancery map data is 
portable: they can save it, paste 
it, use it in locally-hosted 
applications (open data) 

• Create an intermediary between 
Google/Alexa/Mastodon/etc APIs 
and the user (the Cheapbots 
pattern) 
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Interesting lessons 
Twitter remains the most useful 
platform 
• Not always the best (hashtag collision)


• Easy to miss comments and issues


• Impossible to track followup


• Ideal for non-technical users, non-technical 
issues


• Great for promoting user-developed 
materials (ports, tutorials, projects)


• Low engagement through academic papers!


• High rate of entry through zines, 
brightspiral.com, classroom use


Moving away from Twitter 
• Can I make the Wiki more conversational?


• Can I drive more traffic to the Wiki or 
Github?


• If people go to ArtBot.club, can I drive 
engagement with the project there?
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Interesting lessons 

A language doesn’t exist without 
a linter or visualization! 
(at least for casual languages)


• Structure editors and linters are two sides of 
the same coin


• “what did I just write?”


• “how did you parse that?”


• Unless errors are displayed *during typing*, 
they are less helpful than syntax highlighting


• where the error is is even more helpful 
than what it is 

•
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Interesting lessons 
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Progress 

wiki.tracery.io 
• Online!


• More contributions than github


• Lower barrier to entry


• Gives non-tech folks a way to 
contribute and curate


• Possible partnership with 
BotWiki.org
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http://BotWiki.org


Progress 
Testing 
• Automated processing of 300 original 

CheapBotsDoneQuick 


• Collecting a huge open-sourced database of 
Tracery grammars


• Available for any researcher: great for 
external computational literature or 
programming language research


• Currently in IRB exemption review


• A colleague in the UK is working on HCI-style 
user tests for Casual Creators (Tracery’s 
umbrella project)


• Look forward to results


• What *is* usability for casual users?
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Progress 
ArtBot.Club is online! (in testing) 
• Currently in informal testing


• Usability/accessibility is approaching best-practices


• Soliciting community feedback


• Tracery2 is *secretly* working behind the scenes


• so many invisible but critical usability improvements  

Next steps 
• Handle user-submitted bug reports and feature requests


• Account creation and social features on Monday (missed the 
cutoff for today)


• Tracery2 official launch


• Clean & ship repo


• Zine & tutorial


• Documentation 


• Next week: global Tracery tutorials online
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Progress 
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Progress 
Chancery 
• Experimentation with Amazon Polly voices


• Looks extremely viable!

Next Chancery steps 

• Adding Chancery simulator to ArtBot.Club


• Requires non-trivial UI


• But the Tracery editor is designed to extend to 
Chancery (and other ery-likes)


• Clean and release embeddable library version


• Pursue Alexa skills


CROSS confidential



Community activity since October 
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Community activity since October 
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Community activity since February 
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Talks 
Sept 11: Invited keynote at York University (UK) 
Oct 10: Invited keynote at AIIDE  
Nov 1: Invited talk at Hackers 
Nov 11: Invited talk at Northwestern University 
Feb 7: Generated art show at local gallery HubX 
March 1: Invited keynote at BangBangCon West 
March 3: CROSS talk at UCSC (to Carlos’ group) 

March 8: all-day Tracery workshop at Berea College, KY 
March 16-20: 3(!) presentations at the Game Developers Conference 
April 9: Invited colloquium at Pomona College 
April 22: Thinkercon (by RadioLab) 
May 26: NEA-funded Open Source Group Residency at CMU  
June 29: Workshop on Casual Creators (Tracery’s umbrella project)  

at ICCC (with Max Kreminski) 
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Future plans 
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Sept 2020: Assistant Professor of instruction at Northwestern University 
Interest in developing pedagogical tools, classroom use of Tracery


Interdisciplinary partnerships with Literature, Art, Theater and Learning Sciences depts

Summer’s “free”!



Thank you for your time
Kate Compton, Tracery2/Chancery
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Try it out at artbot.club/linter.html

http://artbot.club/linter.html

