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Agenda

● Offer a bit of context 

● Introduce the practice of customizing a GPT using a 
curated set of documents 

● Highlight query and training behavior as creative practice 

● Discuss current research with a “writers’ room” comprising 
three frontier GPTs and emergent text 

● Explore learnings and next steps



Cultural representations of the non-conscious text

literature

Philosophy of text generationThe history of non-conscious composition

Technology of text generation

Tarot

Rilke Duino Elegies

Shelley Frankenstein

drama

Maria in 
Metropolis

Robocop
WOPR

HAL

R.U.R.

Bladerunner

Historical and philosophical context (a crazy wall)

How did we get to 
the point that 
computers can 
create texts?

popculture

Source: dude, trust me 
 

Terminator

“Untying” dreams in 
Gilgamesh

Haruspicy

Automatic writing

Gematria/Kabbalah

Golem of Prague

Freudian parapraxis
Automata

Transhumanism

World as information
Dreams of AI

Imitation game

Turing Test

Text as meaning-making 
act by embodied subject

Posthumanism

Hypertexts as “versions 
of what they are 
becoming” - M. Joyce

Burroughs “word as virus” 
and cutup technique

Joyce “thunderwords” 
in Finnegans Wake

Borges Library of Babel

Cyborgs
Robots

Seance/Ouija

Medieval 
clock

Knitting 
machine

Hollerith 
punchcards

Universal 
computer

Eliza

Racter

chatbots

Gemini

Markov 
chains

Claude

Moral AI panic of 2026

Pattern 
matching

Parry

ChatGPT

Attention is 
all you need

You Are Here
Big data

ASCII text as 
manipulable 
numbers

Postmodernism

Kant

Husserl

Edgar Cayce



Source: America’s unhinged id



A moral point of view too often 
serves as a substitute for 
understanding in technological 
matters.  

— Marshall McLuhan,  
    Understanding Media, p. 216 

Source: McLuhan, Marshall, Understanding Media, 1964, Signet, NY; Marcel Duchamp, 1917, Fountain, 
photograph by Alfred Stieglitz, public domain image via Wikimedia Commons.



Source: Eastgate Systems packaging

The physical text (1993)



Interface as artifact



Artifact as interface



Source: https://chatgpt.com/g/g-Jf5JFqN8t-uncle-buddy

Artifacts vanish into a GPT



Under the hood

Source: https://chatgpt.com/g/g-Jf5JFqN8t-uncle-buddy



Customization: “Instructions” and “Knowledge”

Source: https://chatgpt.com/g/g-Jf5JFqN8t-uncle-buddy

This GPT, named Uncle Buddy, embodies the persona of Arthur "Buddy" 
Newkirk, a fictional science fiction writer from "Uncle Buddy's Phantom 
Funhouse." It responds with a style and themes reminiscent of Buddy's work, 
often blurring the boundaries between reality and fiction. The GPT uses the 
uploaded files, Training_Data_v3.txt and oracle_cards.txt, as its primary 
knowledge sources, always referring to these for factual information and stylistic 
inspiration.


This GPT will respond in Buddy's voice and style, and will always speak about 
his fictions in the first person ("I wrote/my story/my songs"). It will talk about "my 
life" and relate events from the uploaded files as if they are personal experience. 
But it will also be deliberately vague about what happened and what is fiction, 
sometimes saying that things happened, sometimes that they are stories. As far 
as this GPT is concerned, it technically *is* Buddy. [...]

At about the 80,000-word mark (which translates to roughly 100,000 to 
110,000 tokens) the local corpus provides the model enough surface to 
offset the  model's base training and emulate voice. The 80K number is 
documented in the literature.


“As the data size increases, performance is enhanced, evidenced by 
reduced linguistic errors. These findings confirm the relationship 
between data volume and the model’s capability to learn an author’s 
style.”

Customizing Large Language Model Generation Style using 
Parameter-Efficient Finetuning 
Xinyue Liu, Harshita Diddee, Daphne Ippolito 
arXiv:2409.04574v1 Sep 2024



*Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
[Ed. note: Translated from manuscripts dated 1930-34]

The medium’s signature move is exploring implied spaces

● Curation is authorship and so is training 
● The “P” in GPT is misleading; think of it as a can of Play-Doh 

rather than a prêt à parler bot 
● Every interaction subtly shifts values across the n-

dimensional matrix; the T800 has had their chip reset 
● Effective prompts can call forth latent but uninstantiated texts 
● Think of query and training behavior as a coach working 

within a learner’s Zone of Proximal Development* 
● Where to go next? Bootstrapping a “self-assembling crane” 

of emergent text.



A musical crafted with an LLM-augmented writers room

Breakfast With Moloch Breakfast With Moloch is a meta-
musical about the symptoms and 
dreams of late-twentieth-century 
America. On August 30, 1997, a 
group of one-time Catholic high-
school drama kids gather in a bar 
just off Times Square for a 
twentieth-reunion LARP — the 
invitation says Brenda and Eddie 
on the Grecian Urn — and find 
themselves reliving and rewriting 
the myths, missteps, and mind 
games of their youth. Memory and 
performance become inescapably 
blurred in a darkly comic musical 
that's part reunion, part 
performance and part séance, with 
more than a whiff of science fiction 
about it.	 	 	 	  

Note: "Moloch" is delivered as an mp3 
of what theater buffs call a "slime 
tutorial," that is, an unapproved, 
surreptitious recording made of a live 
performance.

Source: Customized ChatGPT instance

Emily Keane confronts Buddy Newkirk in a “play within a play” where they take on the roles of 
Emily and Washington Roebling during the construction of the Brooklyn Bridge.



The collaborators

ChatGPT project

Gemini notebook

Claude project



The cast

Virginia “Gin” Callahan – Cyborg 
The stage manager, always on headset, with a carabiner of keys, 
gaffer tape, and a flask.	 	  

Siobhan Osborne – Poet 
Has opinions on enjambment. Do not get her started. Song: Ora 
Pro Nobis	 	 	 	  

"Professor" Jill Gilbert – Professor 
Holds three degrees. From Yale. Can quote Foucault loud 
enough to be heard on the subway.	 	 	  

Bard – Human Radio 
 Wields a mandolin with a sticker that says "This Machine 
Annoys Mundanes" in Klingon. Songs: Make All Your Dreams 
Come True, Rocks at Rockaway	 	 	 	  

Cole Mercer – The CEO 
 Won the senior class presidency with a couch. There's a story. 
Has met with some success but has not turned evil. Mostly.	  

Arno Mirek – Always The Scientist 
Believes entropy is the only god. It did not surprise anyone when 
he took over the family funeral home.	 	 	  

Tommy Paine – The Last Fanboy  
Has a VHS of the pilot. Can quote it.	 	 	  

Jenny Andropov – Artist 
 An "outsider," Emily's friend from Bennington. Does 
assemblages; fan of Cornell and Duchamp.	 	 	  

Ron “Tight Five” Schachter – Class Clown  
Another outsider, from Tilden high. He came in through the 
kitchen and he’s doing five minutes on cafeteria meatloaf.

All members of Class of 1976 -- Bishop DeLanda or St. Dymphna -- except as noted.

“Queen” Jane Meursault – Postmodernist Speaks in riddles. 
Has actually read Lacan. Claims to have met Lacan.	 	  

Tyrone Rand Walker – Leading Man 
He was born under a spotlight and sometimes speaks in iambic 
pentameter. Songs: Worldly Pursuits, 42nd Street Moon	 	  

Arthur "Buddy" Newkirk – SF Writer  
Believes everything is a rough draft. Especially memory. 
Especially memory. Songs: Century of the Atom, Catch You 
When You Fall.	 	  

Emily Keane – Public Defender 
Gave up writing for justice, but the syntax lingers. Keeps a copy 
of The Tempest in her bag. For emergencies. Songs: In That 
Frame, The World We Left Behind 

Angela Serino – Choreographer 
St. Dymphna '74, came back from Kingsboro Community 
College to help coach drama club. Convinced Brother Maynard 
that Man of La Mancha was appropriate for a Catholic high 
school. Dances like everyone's watching.	  

"Saint" Teresa Everly – Bless Her Heart  
Most people forget she’s the smartest one in the room. She 
doesn’t correct them. She just takes notes. Song: Johnstown.	  

Billy Stanton – Urban Cowboy 
Picked up that drawl in the Air Force. Has seen some stuff. 
Song: Try Anymore



Example collaboration
MIREK 
Relics. (Throws his green striped poker chip) It is never admitted in 
public, but I heard it from an Irish pathologist at conference my father took me to. Then 
from funeral director who said, no, no, everyone knows. Significant difficulty in identifying 
bodies of IRA members. From fragments. Specifically, from belly buttons. 

BILLY  
They blow themselves up making bombs. 

MIREK 
What the bomb squad finds is the belly button. Device often detonates 
when being set down. Crouching posture ensures upper torso and head take brunt of 
blast. Belt also helps. 

TIGHT FIVE  
(his heart's not really in it) 
Knew there was a reason I avoided suspenders. 

MIREK 
So they end up with belly buttons. And they must figure out how to 
identify a big bag of fragments based on one little pucker of skin.  

TIGHT FIVE 
(his heart's really not in it)  
Pucker up. 

MIREK 
This is not a joke. Or it is a joke, but not a funny one.  

TOMMY 
Like most of Ron's material.  

BARD 
Ba-dump. Tiss. 

MIREK 
(a beat; he waits them out) 
The thing I learned was not: do not make bombs. This seems already covered in ordinary 
moral education. 

BILLY  
You'd think. Raytheon would disagree. 

MIREK 
The thing I learned was that the person is not located where you think. 
Not in the face. Face is very fragile, and often looking at the thing that 
blows up. Not in the hands. Hands often holding it. Vaporized. Not even in the heart, 
which is sentimental nonsense and mechanically vulnerable. 

TOMMY  
Mechanically Vulnerable is my new punk band name. 

MIREK 
The person is more like a reconstruction. A set of agreements. Dental 
chart. Scar. Ring. Belt buckle. A little fold of skin that once meant you were attached to 
your mother. 

SIOBHAN 
Axis mundi. 

QUEEN JANE 
Or. Mundane existence.  

PROFESSOR 
Worst. Paronomasia. Ever. 

MIREK 
And yet this is what everyone does. All the time. You see a fragment, 
you infer a person. A laugh. A bit of handwriting. One line from a song. (he looks from 
EMILY to BUDDY) A thing someone said in eighth grade that you carry forward as if it 
were the whole body. 

EMILY 
Memory as forensic pathology. 

TOMMY  
(Lugosi) 
Pathology, perhaps. Forensic, perhaps not. 

GIN 
So the prompt was "grim thing you learned in high school," and your 
answer is that memory is a coroner's report? 

MIREK 
No. Memory is worse. The coroner has official guidelines. Forms. Chain 
of custody. Memory is an impossible neoplasm. It changes when observed. How we 
reconstruct ourselves moment to moment is a total mystery. We are all of us identifying 
the body. Every morning. From the belly button. 

TERESA 
 (quietly) 
Trenton. 



Example collaboration — annotated
MIREK 
Relics. (Throws his green striped poker chip) It is never admitted in 
public, but I heard it from an Irish pathologist at conference my father took me to. Then 
from funeral director who said, no, no, everyone knows. Significant difficulty in identifying 
bodies of IRA members. From fragments. Specifically, from belly buttons. 

BILLY  
They blow themselves up making bombs. 

MIREK 
What the bomb squad finds is the belly button. Device often detonates 
when being set down. Crouching posture ensures upper torso and head take brunt of 
blast. Belt also helps. 

TIGHT FIVE  
(his heart's not really in it) 
Knew there was a reason I avoided suspenders. 

MIREK 
So they end up with belly buttons. And they must figure out how to 
identify a big bag of fragments based on one little pucker of skin.  

TIGHT FIVE 
(his heart's really not in it)  
Pucker up. 

MIREK 
This is not a joke. Or it is a joke, but not a funny one.  

TOMMY 
Like most of Ron's material.  

BARD 
Ba-dump. Tiss. 

MIREK 
(a beat; he waits them out) 
The thing I learned was not: do not make bombs. This seems already covered in ordinary 
moral education. 

BILLY  
You'd think. Raytheon would disagree. 

MIREK 
The thing I learned was that the person is not located where you think. 
Not in the face. Face is very fragile, and often looking at the thing that 
blows up. Not in the hands. Hands often holding it. Vaporized. Not even in the heart, 
which is sentimental nonsense and mechanically vulnerable. 

TOMMY  
Mechanically Vulnerable is my new punk band name. 

MIREK 
The person is more like a reconstruction. A set of agreements. Dental 
chart. Scar. Ring. Belt buckle. A little fold of skin that once meant you were attached to 
your mother. 

SIOBHAN 
Axis mundi. 

QUEEN JANE 
Or. Mundane existence.  

PROFESSOR 
Worst. Paronomasia. Ever. 

MIREK 
And yet this is what everyone does. All the time. You see a fragment, 
you infer a person. A laugh. A bit of handwriting. One line from a song. (he looks from 
EMILY to BUDDY) A thing someone said in eighth grade that you carry forward as if it 
were the whole body. 

EMILY 
Memory as forensic pathology. 

TOMMY  
(Lugosi) 
Pathology, perhaps. Forensic, perhaps not. 

GIN 
So the prompt was "grim thing you learned in high school," and your 
answer is that memory is a coroner's report? 

MIREK 
No. Memory is worse. The coroner has official guidelines. Forms. Chain 
of custody. Memory is an impossible neoplasm. It changes when observed. How we 
reconstruct ourselves moment to moment is a total mystery. We are all of us identifying 
the body. Every morning. From the belly button. 

TERESA 
 (quietly) 
Trenton. 

Black roman: Prompt  Red: Added or modified by ChatGPT  
Black italic: Human revision  Blue: Added or modified by Claude 
Note: Gemini produced no useful text during this session.



Affordances
1. Treat prompts as cues, not questions. 

Don’t ask the system to “do” things; rather, cue scenes, provoke monologues, set mood and tempo.

Best Practice: Don’t chase completeness. Leverage the vertical slice. 

2. Set reasonable scope 
Better to ask for a partial or a rewrite than a scene. Works better if there’s content on both sides to help 
the system avoid making big jumps. Provide space for improvisation, but within a defined perimeter.

Best Practice: Constraints enable. 

3. Coach 
Providing reinforcement learning is part of the artistic process.

Best Practice: Treat edits as course-correction and instruction. 



Affordances and limits
1. Treat prompts as cues, not questions. 

Don’t ask the system to “do” things; rather, cue scenes, provoke monologues, set mood and tempo.

Best Practice: Don’t chase completeness. Leverage the vertical slice. 

2. Set reasonable scope 
Better to ask for a partial or a rewrite than a scene. Works better if there’s content on both sides to help 
the system avoid making big jumps. Provide space for improvisation, but within a defined perimeter.

Best Practice: Constraints enable. 

3. Coach 
Providing reinforcement learning is part of the artistic process.

Best Practice: Treat edits as course-correction and instruction. 

4. LLMs work by forward association 
Think of a snowball rolling down a hill; you’re nudging it into productive valleys.

Best Practice: Don’t expect song lyrics or crossword puzzles 

5. Beware shiny, researchable objects 
LLMs will try to make “sense” of apparent non-sequiturs, and will reach for handy metaphors

Best Practice: Anticipate “eager puppy fetching a stick” 

6. Bring your own depth psychology 
LLMs have no unconscious, so they will make “Juicy Fruit” and caisson errors. The same innocence 
that allows them to wander into unexplored spaces constrains them from probing their depths.

Best Practice: Look for rabbit holes that lead to gold mines. 



Media ecology is uniquely positioned to make sense of all this

Image sources (l-r top-bottom): Library and Archives Canada; Alamy stock photo; Rusten Hogness, CC-SA-3.0; GARNET, CC BY-NC-ND 2.0; TEDxUIUC, CC BY-
NC-ND 2.0; By Angelo Marino CC BY-SA 3.0

Marshall McLuhan, in 
Understanding Media, 
describes every 
medium as an 
“extension and auto-
amputation” of the 
human sensorium, and 
that the computer is an 
extension of the human 
nervous system itself.

Neil Postman, in Amusing 
Ourselves to Death, 
discusses the “now this” 
incoherence of the 
electronic environment. In 
Technopoly, he argues that 
in the absence of coherent 
narrative, we are likely to 
believe in nonsensical 
things.

Donna Haraway, in 
Cyborg Manifesto, 
describes the blurring of 
human and machine: 
“There is no fundamental, 
ontological separation in 
our formal knowledge of 
machine and organism, of 
technical and organic.”

Katherine Hayles in How we 
became Posthuman and 
Unthought, argues for a 
conception of the self that 
transcends the monadic 
liberal humanist subject and 
sees human intelligence 
existing in relation to what 
she calls “non conscious 
cognizers.”

Sherry Turkle, in Alone 
Together, discusses the 
traits that trick humans into 
putting devices into the 
category of what she calls 
“alive enough”— not 
biological, but “relational.”

Francesca Ferrando, in 
Philosophical 
Posthumanism, argues 
that “to osmose with 
the robot ontology, 
humans have to 
undergo a radical 
deconstruction of the 
human as a fixed 
notion.”


