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A Brief and Inaccurate
but True Account of
the Origin of Living Books

Texts are always packed, by the reader’s prior knowledge and expectations,
before they are unpacked.
— Louis Menand

Once upon a time, books did not change.

This was a very, very long time ago, before storytelling robots and auto-electro-
authors and algorithms that watched and swatched, conjugated and cogitated,
predisposed and prepossessed, differentiated and deference-rated, played and prayed,
mocked and rocked, ticked and tocked.

Instead, books were written by people with squishy, pulpy, flesh-bound brains,
and digits that were not digital. Some pecked away at clickity-clackety word-pianos,
composing books one letter at a time on a screen, arranging electrons in crude lumps;
others scrawled metal nibs laden with ink across pages of woven cellulose, their
thoughts squeezed out in dribs and drabs like the watery patterns left on the pond’s
reedy shore after the departure of a flock of wild geese; still others whispered their
books into machines in which tiny Maxwellian demons labored to turn the energy of
vibrating air into information, and, when given the magical command, recovered the
voice from the graven image.

Butin every case, the book was the book was the book was the book. Words
were imprinted by lasers and magnets onto compressed sheets of wood fiber, bound
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into volumes and codices, shipped to stores like the fossilized remains of thought
pressed into sedimentary strata. The map was the territory, and beyond the edge
there was no terra incognita.

And people bought them and took them home and read them by candlelight
and fluorescent light and sunlight and no light. But no matter how many times they
read the books, the words did not vanish or varnish; the sentences did not swerve
or recurve; the paragraphs did not yearn or yaw; the characters did not rebel or
revel; the plot did not change and rearrange.

The books were not alive.

The legible (from Latin, legere) and the legal (from Latin, lex, legis) share the
same Indo-European root, leg-, which means to collect, gather, pick out, select,
enumerate. Other words derived from the same root are legion (a gathering of
soldiers), lignum (wood, or something that is gathered), electio (choosing and
picking), and lecture (picking out words like a breadcrumb trail through a dark
forest for the delectation of an audience).

To read is to gather meaning by choosing from books — collections of
words — interpretations that follow the laws — gatherings of rules — of narrative
and semiotics.

But even then, books were more than mere static strings of text. Like a road through
arapidly changing neighborhood, the experience of reading a book changed each
time the reader traveled down it. The terror and delight inspired by the foreboding
forest with its gingerbread house and oven-tending witch at age four were replaced
by rebellious revelry at identifying the witch with the authority-mother at

age fourteen, which, in turn, became honey-bitter nostalgia and anise-sweet
acceptance of the weight of millennia of parental drama at age forty-four.

The books did not change, though readers did. Inanimate roads were
traversed by animated souls. The map was not the territory, which could not be
contained by the page. Each reader left something of herself behind between
the lines, like defiant scrawls on signposts along the road proclaiming: I was here.

The first attempts to bring books to life offered choices. Told in the second person,
the flowing tale presented the reader-hero with decisions at key plot points that
branched and diverged and bifurcated and ramified, like parallel universes that
sprang into being with every breath.

There were elaborations upon this formula: primitive computers were
enlisted to present the book in the form of scrolling text, and later, ever-more
sophisticated graphics and avatars and animations were added. What the
ancients called “artificial intelligence” was added to give the reader the illusion
of interacting with a living thing, an interpreter who understood the reader’s
queries and commands and constructed the tale in response to the probing by
the reader’s mental pseudopod.

But fundamentally, these books were just many books gathered into one
volume. The possibilities were limited, and after exploring the maze of twisty little
passages, the reader found them all alike — a closed set of predestined conclusions.

The introduction of thinking machines into the relationship between text and
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reader did offer new possibilities of reading, techniques, and constructs that had once
been inconceivable.

A man named Vannevar Bush devised a machine called the memex. This was
adevice that externalized the associative organs of individual brains and wove them
into a global network. Texts would be digitized, cut up into snippets, and linked to
each other by readers through whatever metaphoric or metonymic relationships the
texts inspired in them.

Like strengthening synaptic connections, the links represented memory and
hope. Other readers could traverse these links and thereby experience the mental
life of another, and when taken together, the network of all memex trails formed
amagnum opus, a map of the grand maze of our cognition, heretofore terra incognita.
The memex was as close as we ever got to a true melding of the minds.

No real memex was ever made. Many tried to make aspects of it real, but none
came close. What they ended up with were pale imitations, shadows of the Ideal
Book that existed only by not existing.

Still others tried to build machines that wrote books.

The goal of many of these efforts wasn't a living book — or even a good book —
but rather a side effect: if a machine could write a book that was indistinguishable
from a book written by a human, did that mean that the machine was as intelligent
asa person or at least that a person was no more intelligent than a machine?

Some of these algorithms were humble and useful. When presented with tables of
data, for example, they filled the numbers into pre-existing templates and told stories
about athletes and money. Compared to reporters, who once wrote such stories, the
machines were cheaper, faster, and never missed a deadline or demanded a raise.

Other algorithms took on more fanciful aspects. For a while, every November,
enthusiasts around the world gathered to program machines to write novels. Some
followed narrative logic distilled from Ph.D. theses about folklore and the hero’s
journey, plugging in randomly generated characters and plots created by mixing and
matching elements culled from a database; others conjured dialogue out of the
chatter of strangers over the ether; still others challenged the notion of a narrative
by deconstructing our fundamental assumptions — could a novel, for example, consist
of nothing but a series of definitions of definitions of definitions in infinite deference,
where synonymity is the vehicle for difference?

Nonetheless, for the most part, these early mechanical writing engines were
crude affairs. Their outputs were eminently risible, barely legible, completely
unintelligible. They were entries in a game whose goal was deemed so impossible
that it wasn’'t even worth taking seriously. The admiration came from the fact that
it could be done at all rather than that it was done well.

But games have a habit of becoming serious business.

The ancients built killer robots and flying drones and caretaker automata that
hovered over the uncanny valley. They debated the ethics of having sex with
machines and falling in love with machines and endowing them with formulas to
decide whether to hold the wheel steady to save the old man whose granddaughter
was strapped into the car seat beside him or to swerve into a road divider and kill
them, thereby saving the young mother trying to cross the street.

3 Ken Liu



These were all important inventions, inventions that mattered a great deal
and changed the world.

But the first mechanical mind that could be said to possess a soul was a
program that wasn’'t housed in a shell that did anything impressive at all. It told
stories based on pictures.

It was created as a deep-learning neural network, a disembodied, simulated
brain constructed out of electrons flowing between minuscule switches pursuant
to a contract drafted by the laws of a programming language. The program learned
to recognize objects from images, to look up what they meant on the ethereal
network from strangers, to construct the web of associations whose interplay;,
collectively, we call culture.

And then, to prime its hoard of words, the programmer had the program read
romance novels: the repository of our yearning and pining and love and lust.

The programmer contemplated the directory, as empty as the Void before
Creation; then he populated it with a series of photographs from his childhood and
youth: a boy climbing a slide that must have seemed to reach as high as aroad to
heaven; a teenager awkwardly preparing for his first unchaperoned date; a young
man on a beach, gazing resolutely at the sea, and in the background the young
woman whose every gesture seemed to him perfect, a goddess, laughing and not
seeing; a group shot of friends on the last day of college — a place where people
gather to read — the young man and the young woman standing at two ends of the
row, as far apart as antipodes from antipodes.

The directory was no longer empty, but it was also devoid of narrative, of pride
and prejudice, of sound and fury, of recurrent patterns and symbolic names and
deep themes and shallow motivations. It was an Eden without life.

“Go,” commanded the programmer, “and tell me a story.”

And the program was off, parsing images, recognizing objects, looking up
words, building associations. Then, from this kernel, this skeleton, this one-thing-
happening-after-another, the program called on its vast store of florid clichés
and purple prose and erotic imagery and inviolate rules — the laws of romance
packaged for commerce — and began to tell a story.

The boy was without fear and without regret without within.

She walked in not out about. Dark hair like the kelp forest from which the
selkies called. Green eyes as warm as the cup of tea he sipped. A jacket that
spoke of dust and dust-ups and a skirt that never blushed. A face that glowed
and glowered.

“Hello,” she said. “Do you know where the intro Romanesquest 201 holds
its sectional? Can you help you?”

And his head felt cold and hot and awake and a dream all at once. He
swallowed. He could not speak. He did not need to speak.

There was longing seeping from the lines, he realized, and a ravenous idealism
that was as tender as baby bamboo shoots. The solecisms didn’t matter, neither
did the nonsensical plot. There was grief and passion and evocation of memories
twisted just beyond recognition to not make him blush. He could not have written
these lines, but the lines somehow also belonged to him.
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“I could work with this,” he whispered, and then, a little later: “Let’s tell a
story together.”

The creator and his machine — was it a demon or an angel? — wove the tale together
until it was impossible to tell the teller from the told. It was autobiography — what
fiction isn’t? — but it wasn't reportage — what fiction is? The program, gazing on images
of his life, had extracted their essence and threw it into infinite regress, a series of
deferrals that held off the ending, foreplay that arced away from the climax while also
drawn irresistibly to it, an incandescent meteor.

The story was being read as it was written, the writer speaking to and through his
instrument. This was a book that would never end.

He never wanted to read another novel.

From that humble beginning came the living book.

Every book is a blank page, an empty screen, an experience field devoid of presence.
The reader begins by telling the book, “Tell me a story.”

“Let’s tell a story together,” says the book.

The act of reading, at its heart, is just another kind of writing. It is a gathering of
meaning, bringing into life a world that does not yet exist, filling in the blanks between
the lines and the gaps between the words with images mutated from the reader’s own life.

The best books are houses that suit the reader: there is enough solid structure
to support the dance of the imagination but the ceilings are not so low as to constrain
leaps of fancy; there is enough furniture for the reader to recline and rest, but not
so much as to feel cluttered; there are enough curios set about to inspire the drive for
exploration, but not so many as to overwhelm with confusion.

The dead books with their fixed words and unalterable fates were never going
to satisfy all readers, no more than any single house can accommodate all who seek
a dwelling just right for them.

But the living book grows with you. The story you create together is a vehicle that
shapes and is shaped by the tenor of your thought — a metaphor-filled narrative memex
that takes from every genre and gives to every tradition.

From first babbles to first loves, from last kisses to final goodbyes, you are the
book’s hero and the book is a map of your world — but not like a map drawn to reflect
reality; rather, it is a map of smells forgotten and spells forgiven and miles foregone and
styles forsworn, as well as a map of smiles treasured and wiles pleasured and victories
measured and painful stories-in-the-making severed.

All the living books were one, and yet no two readers will read the same book. How
can they? What is life but a gathering of sounds and furies, of differences and deferments,
of legibles and intelligibles, signifying everything?

Now, let’s read.

Author’s Note: The fictional image-recognizing-romance-storytelling program described here

is inspired by a real-life experiment using neural networks to generate captions for images.

See Samim, “Generating Stories about Images,” Mediun, November 5, 2015, https:/medium.com
/@samim/generating-stories-about-images-d163ba4le4ed. For more information on Samim Winiger,
game-, web-, music-, and machine-learning researcher, see http:/www.samim.io.
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