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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



CROSS confidential





CROSS confidential

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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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
CROSS confidential



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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Progress 
Always more bots!

…bots in installations



Progress 
Always more bots!

…bots in games



Progress 
Always more bots!

…bots on Twitter



Progress 
Talking to new (and existing) users
• Project Niantic (Pokémon Go)

• Funomena

• Financial Times, London

• The Turing Institute, London

• Queen Mary College

• York University

• CTRL-Labs (now in Oculus)

• GX42

• Adam Savage


Invited Talks: 
• 6/8    Invited talk with Indexical (local experimental music group)


• 8/26  Showing generative game at FDG 2019

• 9/11  Keynote at IGGI

• 10/12 Keynote at AIIDE (next week!)




Progress 
Experimentation

Asynchronous Tracery

Using seed-value generated Tracery 
as an augment reality game

Tracery + conference proceedings = generative card game



Sometimes you have to write  
a lot of the wrong code 

in order to learn what code  
you should have written



What’s new in Tracery 2? 
Tracery 0.0 
Features: only tags (“#key#”)

Example syntax: “#color# #animal# went to the beach” 
Expansion controlled by: simple recursion (the only true context-free Tracery)

Portability: trivial (we’ve assigned it to first year CS students!)


Tracery 1.0 
Features: tags, modifiers, push/pop actions

Example syntax: “[myChar:#animal.capitalize#]#myChar# went to 
#location.a# and #myChar# saw a flock of #bird.s#[myChar:POP]” 
Expansion controlled by: a TraceryGrammar object, which contains


• base expansion rulesets for each symbol

• overlay stacks for each symbol (written to with push/pop actions)

• a dictionary of modifiers

• rng & selectRule (overwritable functions so users can specify their own 

selection mechanics and random number generation)

Portability: a challenge, but doable for most languages


Tracery 2.0 
Features: tags, modifiers (with parameters), push/pop actions, conditional rules,  
asynchronous expansion, filters, list comprehensions to create new rulesets dynamically, 
dynamic and world-state addresses (“#animal{region}#”, “#/players/
{playerNumber}/weapon#”) 
Expansion controlled by: a TraceryContext object, which contains


• base expansion rulesets & overlay stacks 

• dictionaries of  modifiers & functions (called in actions)

• rng & selectRule  

• a “worldObject” external object that can be accessed as though it were a symbol 


Portability: expert only!


Progress 
As requested: 

Cleaned up & shipped a newly rewritten Tracery1.0 & 
Tracery0.0 (with more flexible modern module syntax)


Clarified syntax for different Tracery versions (useful for ports)



Progress 
Tracery2 and Chancery are…still under 

construction 
rewriting central architecture to improve stability and portability


Goal: almost as easy to write & bug-free as Tracery 1.0 (this is hard!)



Progress 
artbot.club is up! 

Firebase auth login (email, google, anonymous)

Firestore cloud storage


Localstorage anonymous data-persistence 
(critical for classroom use!)

http://artbot.club


Thank you for your time
Kate Compton, Tracery2/Chancery
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