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Today I'm presenting my computer-generated novel, I Waded In Clear Water. This novel was created for the 2014 National Novel Generation Month,
which is an event run by Darius Kazemi each November in which participants are invited not to write a novel in a month, but to write, in one month, a
computer program that generates a novel. For the purposes of the event, "novel" is defined loosely; The only requirement is that the resulting text have
at least 50k words.

!

Today I'm going to read some selections from the novel, and intersperse that reading with some more information about the technical concepts of its
implementation, and my aesthetic goals in creating it.

Ten Thousand Dreams
!

ConceptNet

Before I begin reading, here's some information just to set the stage. I used two source corpora to generate this novel. The first is Gustavus Hindman
Miller's "Ten Thousand Dreams, Interpreted," published in 1901. The book includes a "dream dictionary" that tells you whether or not a particular
happenstance or object that occurs in a dream portends good or ill.

!

The second source text is ConceptNet, a freely-available graph-based database of everyday basic knowledge, which is searchable with a web API.

!

Just a note: The novel has extensive footnotes; I'm going read some but to skip over others.

!

Here are chapters 1 through 3.

Constructing and
arranging sentences

I want to talk about how the sentences are constructed and arranged. I knew that I wanted to work with "10,000 Dreams," but I had to figure out a
strategy for adapting the text and re-arranging it. I settled on a procedure that I think gives the text a weird, subtle but still noticeable and not entirely
unnarrative-like coherence.

Marigold!
!
To dream of seeing marigolds, denotes contentment with frugality should be your
aim.
!
Mariner!
!
To dream that you are a mariner, denotes a long journey to distant countries, and
much pleasure will be connected with the trip.
!
If you see your vessel sailing without you, much personal discomfort will be wrought
you by rivals.
!
Market!
!
To dream that you are in a market, denotes thrift and much activity in all
occupations.
!
To see an empty market, indicates depression and gloom.
!
To see decayed vegetables or meat, denotes losses in business.
!
For a young woman, a market foretells pleasant changes.

Here's a fairly representative excerpt of "Ten Thousand Dreams." There's a headword (like "marigold" or "mariner"), which has one or more
"interpretations." All of these interpretations are very similar from a syntactic standpoint. I wrote a program in Python (using the excellent Pattern library)
that analyzes each of these interpretations and breaks them into two parts.

To see an empty market, indicates depression and gloom.
action

interpretation

I saw an empty market.

-0.4

The first part is what I call the "action," or the thing that happened in the dream. The second part I call the "denotation"—what it means to dream about
the action.

!

The program changes each "action" into a first person, past tense sentence. It then uses a sentiment analysis algorithm to "score" each denotation from
-1 to 1, based on how negative or positive the sentiment conveyed is.

I saw a healthy belly.

-1

I imagined that I was a
somnambulist.

-0.6

I saw flowers in my hair.

-0.2

I talked with the President
of the United States.

0.4

I saw white swans floating
on placid waters.

1

Here's what the data ended up looking like. To arrange the sentences in the novel, I sorted the actions by the sentiment score of their corresponding
denotation. The actions are then divided up into chapters. The dream actions with the worst outcomes come in the first chapters of the novel, and the
outcomes gradually get better as the chapters progress. The final chapter in the novel (according to this analysis) is full of the best things you can dream
of.

!

I like to think of the novel as a story of redemption.

!

Here's an excerpt from the middle of the novel (chapter ten), where things are their most ambiguous—neither clearly positive nor clearly negative.

Footnotes

I finished the dream interpretation part first, and found it to be slightly lacking. It didn't have enough words, first of all, but I also wanted the text to have
some polyphony. So I decided to introduce footnotes.

To generate the footnotes, I used ConceptNet. ConceptNet is an online, graph-based database that contains "relationships" between "terms." The goal
is to be a computer-searchable database of everyday and cultural knowledge. This is a screenshot of what the search interface looks like. I've looked up
the word "iron." The search results show that ConceptNet "knows" a number of things about iron. That it is a metal; that it has the property of being
heavy; that it is found in a laundry room. (ConceptNet isn't very good at disambiguating different senses of the same word.)

Iron → HasProperty → Heavy

This iron was heavy.

Iron → AtLocation → Laundry Room

You said it was in the laundry room.

Each noun that the program encounters in the novel has a chance to be the subject of a footnote. When a noun is selected, the program searches
ConceptNet for information about the noun, and then plugs the facts it finds into a number of randomly selected, pre-authored templates. So the word
"iron," found to have the property "heavy," might end up with a footnote like "This iron was heavy."

!

The effect of the footnotes, to me at least, is that the narrator of the novel (or someone close to the narrator, a friend or lover) is reading the text and
commenting on it: giving particulars about these events, or contradicting them, or showing how they felt about them.

!

That's pretty much all there is to it. I'm pleased with the results. To close, I'm going to read excerpts from the final two chapters of the book. I hope you
enjoy.

Thank you
http://www.decontextualize.com/

