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ABSTRACT 
This paper describes the outcome of a public art project 
exploring collaborative, community-based authorship of a 
work of fiction with contributions transmitted over the 
Twitter social network. Between July 15th, 2011 and July 
17th, over 72 authors, 8 invited and the rest voluntary 
members of the community, collaborated over Twitter, 
tweeting a “novel” 140 characters at a time. Dubbed “Novel 
Iowa City,” the project was displayed to the public during 
the Iowa City Book Festival attended by thousands. This 
paper presents a qualitative analysis of the end product of 
this process, reflecting on the challenges community-based 
authorship imposes on the writing of fiction, including 
rampaging dwarves and spamming twitter bots, and 
suggests best practices for future collaborative fiction 
projects.  
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INTRODUCTION 
On July 15th, 2011, 8 authors were invited to participate in 
an ambitious community-based writing project. In just three 
days, they were to compose a “novel” over Twitter. (The 
project emphasized the usage of novel meaning “new” 
rather than a traditional fictional work of prose writing.) 
The invited authors were all experienced writers or 
performers. The project forced them to overcome serious 
challenges. Not only were they constricted by Twitter’s 140 
character limit; they also had limited contact beforehand 
(the authors lived in geographically diverse locales, from 
the Midwest to the East Coast of the United States; one 
voluntary author participated from Germany). In addition, 

the work was conceived as a public arts project and so it 
would be on display to the public during the Iowa City 
Book Festival. The project was designed from the 
beginning to encourage members of the audience to join in 
as authors by tweeting their own contributions. 

Most of the literature regarding collaborative authorship has 
focused on the technical development of systems that 
enable multiple individuals to edit the same document from 
diverse locations. The current paper seeks to understand the 
practical pitfalls of synchronous community-based 
authorship and to recommend methods of avoiding them. 

To this end, the authors of this paper have conducted a 
qualitative analysis on the resulting text. They have 
identified parts of the story that were affected by the use of 
collaborative authorship, including the story’s plot, 
character development, setting, descriptive language, 
dialogue and voice. Discussing the effects collaborative 
authorship had on each of these areas drives the 
construction of a list of challenges that arose during this 
project. For instance, we have found that such projects need 
to be able to quickly assimilate unexpected input (from 
“griefers” intent on disrupting the project or from spam 
sources) and that participants must be willing to “step on 
other people’s toes.” That is, in collaborative authorship it 
is essential that authors be willing to not just react to the 
contributions of others but to elaborate on them. This does 
not necessarily happen naturally!  

Before describing the project in detail we briefly mention 
related work. This is followed by a detailed description of 
the art project and a discussion of the lessons learned from 
the event. We conclude with brief reflections on future 
areas of study. 

RELATED WORK 
The vast majority of research on collaborative authorship 
has focused on developing systems to enable collaborative 
authorship, such as WebDAV protocol [8] as well as 
previous systems [3,5]. Much of the focus on collaborative 
authorship has examined Wikipedia. Emigh and Herring 
conducted an analysis of the formality and standardization 
of editorial control on both Wikipedia and Everything2 
using linguistic methods and factor analysis [1] while Pfiel 
et al have examined cultural differences in editing 
Wikipedia [4].  
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Still others have studied the concept of territoriality and 
ownership of content on collaborative editing systems [2]. 
Thom-Santelli et al discovered that if an individual is given 
curatorial control of content they frequently feel ownership 
even when systems encourage openness and lack of 
editorial control over it [7]. Wikipedia differs from the task 
at hand as it is used by thousands of users in largely 
asynchronous manner rather than attempting to compose a 
text in real-time. Very little research touches on the topic of 
collaborative fiction, except for work by Swanson and 
Gordon, who explored collaborative authorship between a 
human and a computer able to draw on phrases composed 
by other humans [6]. 

THE NOVEL IOWA CITY PROJECT 
The Novel Iowa City community-based authorship project 
began at 12 noon CST on Friday, July 15th, 2011 in Iowa 
City, IA. Between that time and the end of the project, all 
tweets that contained the twitter hashtag #icbfn were added 
to the text of the “novel.” The end of the project coincided 
with the end of the Iowa City Book Festival, approximately 
5pm MST on July 17th, 2011. Members of the community 
gathered at a local theatre to watch the final contributions to 
the text. The concept behind the project was a short-lived 
exercise in community-based authorship. The artist who 
conceived of the exercise had contacted 8 authors to request 
their participation. A majority were graduates of the Iowa 
City Writer’s Workshop or had received a Master’s of Fine 
Arts from a different program. The authors were asked to 
“seed” a story to which the larger community participating 
in the Iowa City book festival would be invited to 
contribute.  

Rather than using specialized software, contributions were 
elicited via Twitter. The Twitter social network was 
selected due to its ubiquity and portability. The intent of 
this was to lower the barrier to contributions: members of 
the public only needed a Twitter account and an internet-
enabled device to become authors. Monitors were set up at 
various locations around the Book Fair and displayed the 
most recent contributions to the public, along with 

instructions for sending one’s own contribution. 

The novel is loosely plotted. It follows a group of three 
main characters (Tom, K and Nico) and their interactions 
with several characters that arise later on in the story 
(Albert, Mathilda and Annie) on their jaunts throughout 
Iowa City. Overall, little actually occurs. The characters 
frequent bars and cafes. A fish is stolen from a local 
establishment. Nico is dumped by Albert, who fails to find 
some hinted at treasure. Nico in turn rejects K. 

Of particular note are the frequent meta-references to actual 
events that occurred in Iowa City and around the world that 
weekend, including a Harry Potter event in conjunction 
with the Book Festival, a heat wave, the status of former 
Egyptian President Mubarak, and a World Cup game. 

Statistics 
Over the course of 53 hours, a total of 72 authors 
contributed 878 tweets to the novel. This amounted to 
15,748 words (89,362 characters) for an average of 101 
characters per tweet and an average of 16 tweets per hour. 
As anticipated, the length of the final product was more 
consistent with a novella than a novel. The most frequent 
contributor tweeted 92 times, slightly more than 10% of the 
total. Figure 1 displays the number of tweets contributed by 
each author, ordered from the most contributions to fewest. 
30% of authors only contributed a single tweet. 8 of the top 
10 contributors were invited authors. Figure 2 displays the 
temporal nature of the tweets over the course of the project. 
A clear diurnal pattern is evident and expected based on the 
concentration of the event around the Iowa City Book 
Festival. 

EFFECT OF COMMUNITY-BASED AUTHORSHIP ON… 

Plot 
The invited authors were instructed that the novel was to 
take place in Iowa City and occur roughly 
contemporaneously with the book festival. Other than that, 
they were left to design a story of their own devising. The 
lack of a central authority or other figure meant that many 
plotting decisions were left to the cohort of individual 

Figure 1 The number of tweets contributed by each author. Figure 2 Number of contributions each hour. 



 

authors online at any one time. The transitory nature of the 
authors made it difficult to sustain narrative threads over a 
long period of time. As a result, events do not proceed 
according to a traditional plot arc and there is no real 
climax or dénouement (resolution). 

Character development 
Characters come and go rapidly in the text. At the 
beginning of the text something of a weeding-out process 
occurred. Many authors proposed characters until enough 
authors were interested in one of them to establish a 
narrative around them. In general, introducing a new 
character was only successful when the other authors could 
quickly grasp the identity of the character and how they fit 
the present situation. Otherwise, they tended to be ignored. 
Figure 3 is a high-level character map of character 
persistence in the novel. Characters who appeared in only 
one scene were omitted from the figure.  

There are several recurring characters that know the central 
trio. Most of these characters do not come into play until 
midway through the text. This includes a junkie named 
Willie, who appears to be writing a song throughout the 
course of the text. Albert is a Professor in a relationship 
with Nico, his former student. Annie and Mathilda become 
intertwined with the others. A fish plays a small part along 
with Mr Dog, a dog.  

Setting 
The project flits from place to place far more quickly than a 
traditional novel. Characters have a propensity for changing 
location nearly instantaneously and typically walk 
everywhere. The characters visit at least 10 distinct, named 
locales. Despite this, it is often left unclear just where the 
characters are. Most of the named locations are well-known 
Iowa City establishments locatable on Google maps for 
those who were unfamiliar with them, such as the Hamburg 
Inn, the Foxhead Tavern or the Pedestrian Mall. The invited 
authors who were physically in Iowa City planned several 
meet ups to work on the novel together. During these 
events, the characters were often moved to the same 
location the authors occupied at the time.  

Descriptive language 
There is a lack of physical description of characters or 
locations in the text. We posit that this is due to the fact that 
the characters were crafted as a result of group effort and 
each author may have been hesitant to privilege their 
personal version of a character over that of the group. Most 
of the descriptions that are present add texture to a scene or 
moment. The composition of the work took place during a 
heat wave in the US and many authors incorporate the heat 
into the story: a character’s thighs leave sweaty marks on a 
counter, Nico, Mathilde and Tom are all described as 
sweating at various points in time. 

Dialogue 
Authors adopted different conventions in terms of writing 
dialogue. Most used single or double quotation marks, 
others indicated dialogue with a character’s name followed 
by a colon, other contributions were clearly intended to be 
dialogue but were not distinguished as such. The 
interweaving of contributions from various authors made 
dialogue difficult. It worked best when one author would 
have a character pose a question and then rely on another 
author to respond. 

Voice 
The contributions by so many different authors makes the 
text polyphonic, most authors write in a style comfortable 
to them rather than attempting to match styles. The amount 
of internal monologue and introspection combines with a 
lack of plotting and description to give the work a stream-
of-consciousness feel. Simultaneous contributions by 
different authors often jumble the order of thoughts or 
events, which adds to this feeling as well.  

CHALLENGES AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
COLLABORATIVE FICTION 

Reacting to unexpected contributions 
One of the realities of open authorship is that trolls and 
other griefers (that is, individuals who intentionally attempt 
to disrupt things and provoke a negative response) are free 
to contribute to the project as well. The community 
response to these interjections varied.  

On the first day, one author from the community began a 
subplot in which a group of dwarves invaded the town. The 
discordance of the dwarves with the setting and tone made 
it clear that their contribution was intended to subvert the 
process. The remarkable thing about collaborative 
authorship is the ability of authors to tacitly signal 
acceptance of another author’s ideas by riffing off of the 
original idea and expounding upon it. Similarly, unwelcome 
contributions tend to be met with silence. That was the 
general response in this case. Only one individual (in 
addition to the dwarves’ creator) made reference to the 
event. Despite the lack of direct communication, it was very 
instructive to observe the community developing an 

Figure 3 A map of character interactions broken down by scene. 
Circles close to one another represent character interactions in 

the text. 



 

obvious way of expressing opprobrium. 

In another instance, one of the contributing authors 
mentioned the anti-anxiety medication Lorazepam. This 
message was sufficient to entice a Twitter bot to join the 
conversation. Within 20 minutes, it repeated the original 
mention of Lorazepam and added the message “Buy 
Lorazepam Online” and included a link. Unlike the instance 
with the dwarves, the authors elected to acknowledge this 
contribution. The Lorazepam bot was incorporated into the 
story as a traveling salesperson that provided shovels to 
Nico and Albert. 

Twitter and technical issues 
Electing to use Twitter as a mechanism for collaboration 
required the authors to work within its confines. The most 
obvious restriction was Twitter’s 140 character limit. This 
tended to artificially constrain, and increase uniformity of 
sentence length. 

In addition, Twitter is designed to highlight the most recent 
information submitted to the service. As a result, the tweets 
were ordered from most recent to oldest. We note that this 
is not how one consumes a traditional book. This ordering 
was useful as it displayed the most recent contributions on 
screens at the book festival but required individuals who 
wanted to contribute but hadn’t been following the story to 
look up the older contributions. 

Finally, Twitter no longer displays tweets in search results 
after 72 hours. If the project had gone on for a day or two 
longer, the beginning of the project would no longer appear 
when one searched for the #icbfn hashtag. Aware of this 
restriction and with an eye towards preserving the work, the 
piece was archived by a librarian at the University library. 

Planning and structure 
Most of the issues highlighted in Section 4 could be solved 
with additional planning. The authors struggled to maintain 
the structure and coherence expected from traditional 
modes of writing, consider the lack of character 
development and physical description. The result is a text 
that bucks traditional plot structure, lacking the progression 
towards climax and resolution. However, too much 
planning runs the risk of undermining the community-based 
intent of the project by excluding those who were not 
present at planning sessions. 

Encouraging community contributions while still imposing 
more structure on the narrative could be achieved by 
hosting a wiki on which authors plan the narrative 
alongside the twitter feed. The wiki could serve as a 
repository for information; such as the physical description 
of characters or potential plot points to aim for. 
Contributing authors could refer to the wiki when planning 
their contributions. The planning would serve two roles: 
increasing coherence and highlighting the amount of 
planning that necessarily accompanies the writing process. 

Publicity 
A community-based project can’t exist without a 
community. The artist who conceived of the project 
successfully courted local and regional press to publicize 
the event. In addition, 5000 cards containing only a QR 
codes leding to the event’s URL were circulated during the 
book festival as well. Without this publicity its very 
unlikely the event would have been successful. 

CONCLUSION 
This paper described the Novel Iowa City project, an 
experiment in collaborative fiction authorship. The authors 
identified challenges facing such projects and examined the 
impact the collaboration had on traditional story elements. 
Several recommendations were made to ameliorate the 
challenges, particularly using a wiki or other mechanism for 
shared note taking so authors could more easily construct 
and track details and the importance of community self-
policing: acknowledging contributions that are constructive 
and developing a mechanism for responding to unexpected 
contributions. 

In the future, we hope to conduct a study of how individual 
authors approach collaborating over Twitter and how it 
changes their perception of the writing process. 
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