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wo What do dreams look like as a Flash interface? An art student uses random
motion, half-glimpsed images, and vibrant but murky colors to carry users

through a remarkable database of the unconscious.
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Dreams logged in TCUP are displayed simply
with unadorned text taking up the left part of
the page, and the keywords that describe it
and the dream-viewing controls on the right
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Art student Simon King's friend Josh Dahl came up with the idea of a
Web site that would find connections between people's dreams.
Dahl doesn't build Web sites, but King does, and he soon started
thinking about how he might make Dahl's vision a reality. Still in
college, King proposed the idea as an independent study for his
graphic design degree at Western Michigan University and went
about creating The Collective Unconsciousness Project (TCUP).
The site, launched in March 2001, now holds more than 1,200
dreams, contributed by hundreds of different visitors.

King has no special expertise in dreams and their meanings, but
he didn't need it. “What I wanted wasn't something that would
provide interpretations, but something more subtle, where visitors
could make connections themselves by going from dream to
dream," he says. The subtlety works. The interface creates an
evocative atmosphere where visitors can speak—and draw con-
clusions, or not—for themselves.
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The dream-logging page (above, left and right)
provides a simple structure for describing a
dream, including fields (such as spaces for
keywords and colors) that will later be used to
sort and display the dreams from the database.
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> The Collective Mind

There's something undeniably fascinating about dreams. Poetic,
surreal, uncensored—they're all the things real life isn't. Do they
mean anything, really? Experts disagree. But their emotional
charge, their humor, and their mystery make for good stories. And
when the same images come up over and over, in your own dreams
or in others’, it's hard not to believe they have some significance.

The trick to finding the connections among these common images
is collecting a lot of dreams from all types of people. And if you
can get them on a computer, in a database that can automatically
sort them by their important images, all the better. It's the kind of
thing that can really only be done on the Web.
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> bathering Dreams

To make the site work, King had to first figure out how to get
people to participate—to build up the database that makes explor-
ing the site interesting. King asked himself, “Why would people
log a dream online? How can I get people to do it, and do it
consistently?” His answer: Provide a personal dream log, where
visitors can create a searchable record of their dreams.

It worked. The site was up for about two months with just the
dream-logging functions (and no way to explore the collection),
and netted 250 dreams—enough of a database to get started.
To help draw serious users, King posted to the alt.dreams news-
group and listed the site in Yahoo's dream-logging area.

The dream-logging area of the TCUP site is a simple HTML form.
The first part lets users record their dreams. The second lets them
icategorize them, using keywords, colors, emotions, and other
characteristics.

I
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A View function gives you access to all the dreams
you've logged, with an identifying title and date.

King feels that in some ways the interface for the logging
portion of the site is as important as the Explore section,
where you view the database of dreams. "If people find the
logging process interesting, it gives more fuel to the exploring,”
he says. Since the function of the logging section is pretty
basic, the most important consideration was to make logging
and viewing dreams as easy as possible. King accomplished
this with straightforward forms. Although it can seem cumber-
some to log in each time you want to view your dream log, it
does add an extra feeling of security. That way, no one else
can just click the Back button to read your unconscious.

King says that he hasn't been completely successful in getting
people to use the site regularly. Most users log five or six dreams
when they first discover the site, then move on to other things.
King has found, however, that he can increase his return rate
by inviting infrequent visitors back via the site's mailing list.
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Clicking Explore takes you to an HTML intro

page (left), which describes what to expect. |
Clicking Launch TCUP opens a Flash window

(right), where instructions on how to use the

screen mask the short loading time.
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> So Far, All HTML

The introduction and dream-logging sections of the site are all
built in straight HTML. Says King: “You can create experiences
with Flash that would be impossible to create without it, but I also
think that XHTML, CSS, and JavaScript have things that they

do exceptionally well.” One thing that HTML did better—at least
at the time King was building the site—was forms. “To custom-
code all the interactions that you expect with forms would have
been a lot of work that HTML had already taken care of for me,”
he says. Plus, he adds, in Flash 5, which he used to build the site,
“it was also a lot easier to integrate data from a database into an HTML
page than to create custom functions and custom form elements."”

King says he's considering doing the next version of the site
entirely in Flash MX, since its components make it much easier
to create custom form elements and hook databases up to them.
“I can imagine some nice integration happening between the
Explore and the Log sections once they are both accessible
through the same interface,” he says.




> A Site That Builds Itself

King exerts very little control over the site's content. He does
review each submitted dream before allowing it to be viewed
in the Explore function section (the dreams still appear in the
user's personal log). It's not a matter of censorship, however,
but of data integrity. He disallows entries that don't add to the
overall value of the database, such as "two-liners that say
something like, ‘I can’t remember my dream last night." "
Other entries that don't make it into the public site are ran-
dom characters. And sometimes, he says, people misunder-
stand the purpose of the site and write about their aspirations
for the future: the wrong kind of “dreams.”

Aside from this approval pass, the site runs itself. Visitors'
dreams and accompanying keywords are automatically filed
in a MySQL database. King wrote PHP scripts to query the
database and format the responses in XML, which is sent to
Flash for display.

The logging function is missing some features that might
seem like obvious additions, such as the ability to delete or
ledit dreams you've entered. "I want the initial conception of
the dream,” King explains. “Dreams fade quickly, and then
they kind of change in your mind." King says he wants the
dream stories in TCUP to have the urgency of the first telling,
not the polish of an edited version. He will delete dreams at a
user's request, but the person has to ask. "I don't want the
deletion to be impulsive,” he says.
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hen logging a dream, users select a color
hey might associate with it. That color is then

sed to display the dream in the Explore function.

ing characterizes the palette as "mellow.”

ark colors were required to set off the white
ext, but King also thought dark colors would
be more dreamlike. Bright or neon colors, he
feit, seemed too “awake."

> Explore—But First ... - L - Thol
The Explore section is the heart of TCUP; the other sections exist
only to feed it and make it richer. However, it takes a few clicks to
get to the section. It would be interesting to know whether users
could launch TCUP and then figure out its economical interface
without explanation. King felt they needed some help. That's why
when you click Explore the Collective from the site's first page, you
go through two pages of explanation before you get to the dreams.

After viewing an HTML page introducing the concept, you click
Launch TCUP, and a Flash window opens. Here, the first thing
you see is a page of instructions for how to use the Explore
interface. The page also fills the time while the dreamscape loads,
according to King. My guess is that most people simply click
through that page without close reading, since the page seems
dauntingly complex. To me, the interface seems discoverable
enough without the instructions.

The first dream loads, sliding in from somewhere offscreen. All you
see is the text of a dream. Across a blank area are a few controls
and one clear button: Continue.

“There are very few interface elements,” says King. “I wanted
everything to focus on the dream, not the interface elements.”
Color is the design's primary graphic element.
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we lived and warked together, all of us, as some sort of
team. it was 'my first day. i didn't entirely know what we
were doing or how it worked, but i was excited to be on
board. joining this thing required moving, and throughout
the dream the location shifted from the Bay Area to Eugene
to Portland

o
we were on a bus, and the traffic was stopped. we pulled
into a rest area and took off our shoas. eventually, we
reached home base. someone pointed to a lit window on
the second floor and said, that will be your office. i tned to
find my space -- | was exhausted, dirty, hot, trailing
through a rawther fawncy entryway -- but ended up among
the children and nannies who apparently lived on the next
floar up. they frightened me

i played my guitar, the beautiful one, the little acoustic one
Drix made especially for me. the is a little screwy in
real life & needs to be taken in for some unwarpage. in the
dream, it bowed up under my fingers, under my very eyes,

Rolling aver the blank area calls up keywords
that move randomly, changing size as they swim
in and out of view (top). Clicking anywhere in
that area aligns the keywords into a list and
adds a box of instructions that tells you how to
use them (bottom left). Relling over a keyword
shows how many other dreams that you haven't
seen are associated with it (bottom right).
Clicking a keyword calls up a related dream.
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> Navigating the Unconscious

The rest of the interface becomes apparent almost by accident.
Rolling over the controls in the right margin calls up a description
of their use: changing the text size of the dream display or search-
ing for a dream by a specific keyword.

As you roll over the blank area (almost impossible to avoid as you
move your pointer to the controls at the right margin of the page),
words swim into view. These are the keywords the writer supplied
when logging the dream. Again, the dream is the focus. King
explains the hidden interface: “I wanted the keywords to be there
but not be in your face as you're viewing the dream.”

Instructions also appear, explaining that you can roll over the key-
words to see how many unviewed dreams are associated with
each, and you can click a keyword to see one of those dreams.

This method of interacting with the keywords is a recent addition,
added at users' request. The first version included the swimming
keywords but no option for picking the one you wanted to follow.
The only way to move to the next dream was via the Continue
button. "I thought that the fact that the keywords were moving
would make them seem not clickable,” says King. Visitors,
however, tried it anyway. The new interface assumes that users
will click the moving words; the list and instructions don't appear
until they do.

If users are feeling laissez-faire, the Continue button will choose
a keyword and a dream for them—the first dream listed, if there
is more than one associated with the keyword. This action offers
a more passive, dreamlike path: just reading and clicking, going
where the dream machine takes you.




> [reative Disorientation

The site enters deeper into a dreamworld when you click to
continue. The window begins to deconstruct itself, seeming to
pan across a vast canvas of dreams, colors, and dreamlike
photographs before reassembling itself in the monochromatic,
single-dream view.

Intermixed with the dream texts are 48 photographic images
by Lucas Shuman. “I wanted photos that are nonspecific as to
place and time, that can be read into. You glimpse the story as
you go past,” says King.'Occasiona]ly there are coincidental
matches between the photos and the dreams you've viewed.
A photograph of the World Trade Center was on the site pre-
September 11; now many posters are submitting dreams about it.

The effect looks complex, but it was surprisingly simple to cre-
ate (see "A Dream Landscape,” page 110). The seemingly
endless landscape of text and image that the window appears
to pan across is really a 5-by-5 square grid. The first dream to
load is chosen randomly from the database. Each time the
user clicks a keyword or the Continue button, the database
draws on a related dream and photo, loads them into one of
the 25 squares, chosen at random, and moves the view to the
new dream text. "It moves over gray space on its way to the
second dream. On the way to the third, you may move past
the first one, or you may not,” explains King. When all 25
squares are filled, the program begins writing over the first
texts and photos.

All the loading takes place offscreen; the window doesn't
move to the new dream until loading is finished. For the user,
this creates the effect of an endless landscape containing
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every dream. King says, "I wanted to create something where
you felt like you were going from dream to dream, but not
losing the past ones as you move. The feeling is that they're
behind you, and you could find them again.” Interestingly,
though, you can't. As part of a general strategy of keeping
things uncontrolled enough to seem dreamlike, there's no
easy way to find a dream you've seen before. “On your way
to the next dream, you might encounter the ones you've
already viewed, but you can't stop on [them]|,"” King says.

The patchwork of colors is also surprisingly complex, seeming
to use more than the palette offered in the logging page. King
explains that when a new dream is loaded, the page turns the
color associated with that dream (the one selected by the
writer, or if none was chosen, a color chosen randomly from
the palette). The alpha level, though, is set to 20 percent, grad-
ually fading up to 100 percent as the window moves to the new
position. The mixing of the colors in different percentages as
the alpha level changes creates the complex coloration.
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As one dream exits the screen and another
enters, the window seems to pan across a
vas containing other dreams and
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The chrome movie clip is a simple box that frames the keywords interface
nd the cuire

:nt dream. (Another movie clip, chromeOverlay, fits inside the
ip to hold the keywords and navigation tools.) The calor of
vith each dream it holds, as assigned by the XML . onLoad

TCUP creates the illusion of a never-ending landscape of dreams
and photos with a 5-by-5-box grid, created from 25 instances of
a single movie clip. Another movie clip, chrome (Figure 1), forms a
frame around the currently viewed area. When the user clicks

a keyword or the Continue button to move to the next dream, a
new dream is loaded into one of those boxes, randomly chosen,
and the grid moves to position the new dream within the frame.

King organized his movie into two frames. The first holds all of
the preloaded elements, while the second contains all of the

code (Figure 2). A movie clip called dreamHolder (Figure 3) holds

the 25 instances of the dreamBox movie clip. The dreamHolder clip
is instantiated by an initialization function that runs as TCUP
loads. As the site loads, another function, findMovePos, picks a
random number between 1 and 25, and correlates it to the grid
coordinates within dreamHolder. (That randomly selected number
will be used later to target the container for loading movies.)
Finally, the initialization function defines and runs a setupBoxes
function, which sets up the dreamBox instances and sets properties
for each, including location and assigned number. Each dreamBox
is 450 pixels square—small enough to allow room for the keyword
interface as well as the dream within the chrome frame.

When the user clicks a keyword or the Continue button, an
onRelease function calls a changeDream function, passing it a
random number between 1 and 25 (excluding the number of

The gGotolink function manages links from inside the movie (as opposed
to calls that go through the server). The gCompareLink function is used by

| gHistory (see Figure 6).



attachMovie("dreamHolder", “dreamHolder”, 1);

// call a custom function (findMovePos) that correlates a number

// to that container's grid coordinates. this is so we can start at
// a random location on the grid

var holderPos = findMovePos(Math.getRandom(1, 25));

// position the dream holder based on the coordinates we found
dreamHolder._x = holderPos.x;

dreamHolder._y = holderPos.y;

// create an onload event that will load all our dream boxes

dreamHolder . setupBoxes = function() {
// loop through the grid structure and create all of the
// dream boxes, setting their location and default properties
var n = 1;
for (var 1 = @; i<5; ++i) {
for (var j = @; j<5; ++i) {

this.attachMovie("dreamBox", "dreamBox"+n, (i-1)*5+j);

// assign ourselves some variables to use later
this["dreamBox"+n].location = 1+"_"+3;
this["dreamBox"+n].num = n;

// set the location of this dreambox

// each one of them are 45@px square
this["dreamBox"+n]._x = j*450;
this["dreamBox"+n]._y = 1*450@;

N+

}

i H
// call the function we've just created to set up our dreamBoxes
dreamHolder. setupBoxes();

Method: changeDream ()
Desc: Performs preliminary work before loading dream.
Parameters:

dreamBox The dreamBox to load the dream into.

keyword An optional keyword to find a dream based on.

_global .changeDream = function(dreamBox,keyword) {

// get our keyword ready to be a part of a URL

var keyword = escape(keyword);

// change our tool tip to let people know the dream is loading

// this is calling a custom tool tip handling function
tooltip.set(" loading...");

// save the last box we were at -- useful when loading images,

// and for when a search result goes bad

—global .lastlastDreamBox = _global.lastDreamBox;
_global.lastDreamBox = _global.currentDreamBox;

// note our current dreamBox for use in other functions
_global.currentDreamBox = dreamBox;

// inside of every drecmBox there is a Movie(lip called photoHolder
// in case there is a photo in our box, get rid of it
_root.dreamHolder["dreamBox" + currentDreamBox].photoHolder . unloadMovie();
// call loadDream, the next step in our dream loading process
loadDream(keyword) ;




Method: loadOream ()
Desc: Loads XML, parses the dream and sets everything else into motion.
Parameters:
singleKeyword An optional keyword to base the dream lookup on.
If not specified, it will use all keywords in the dream.

_global .loadDream = function(singleKeyword) {
dreamXML = new XML();
dreamXML.1gnoreWhite = true;
// create a function that defines what to do when it's loaded
dreamXML .onLoad = function() {
// our XML structure is known, so we can hardcode these variables
var dream = this.firstChild;
var nodelist = this.firstChild.childNodes;
var color = dream.attributes.color;
var rand = dream.attributes.random;
var keywords = new Array();

// pass our dream information on to our current dreamBox

var thisDream = eval("_root.dreamHolder.dreamBox" + currentDreamBox);
thisDream.plainText = text;

thisDream.color = color;

thisDream.rand = rand;

// the following are all custom methods that set up
// some aspect of the interface now that the dream is loaded

_global . keywordList keywords;

_global .numkKeywords = keywords.length;

updateKeywords();

changeTextSize(fontSize);

changeColor(thisDream, color);

// now that everything is loaded, move to our next dream
moveDream(rand);

// since we have some free bandwidth now, load an image in the background
loadImage();

// update our tool tip, we're done loading now
tooltip.clear();

// loop through to get at the info we need
for(var 1=0; i<nodelist.length; i++) {
if(nodelList[i].nodeName = "text") {
// define our text var
var text = nodelList[i].firstChild.nodeValue;
lelse if(nodelist[1].nodeName = "keywords") {
keywordList = nodelist[i].childNodes;
for(var j=@; j<keywordlList.length; j++) {
if(keywordList[j].nodeName = "keyword") {
// fill our keywords array
currentKeyword = new Object();
currentKeyword.word = keywordList[j].firstChild.nodeValue;
currentKeyword.matches = keywordlList[j].attributes.matches;
keywords . push(currentKeyword);

¥

// Here is where the actual XML loading begins
// set up our guery string to feed the select page our keywords
var xmlfile = "select.php?random=" + Math.random();
// make sure that singleKeyword is a usable string
1f(singleKeyword.length > @) {

// if we are looking for a particularly keyword, we only create

// a query string with that one keyword

xmlfile += "&keywords=" + singleKeyword + "&search=1";
}else{

// otherwise we loop through all the keywords in the current

// dream and build a guery string with all of them

xmlfile += "&keywords="

for(var h=@;h<numKeywords;h++) {

xmlfile += _global.keywordList[h].word + ",";

dreamXML . load(xmlfile); // Load our xml file
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<?xml versio encoding="1s0-8852-1" 7>
<dream reoccuring="0" lucid="@" random="1" color="0QA0AQ">
<text>There were two speed boats on the ocean, not far from the
shore. I was in one of them and friends of mine were in the other. We
wanted to dock the boats next to each other so that we could go from boat
to boat and hang out with each other without going to shore.<br><br>Every
time that either one of us started to head toward the other the boat would
go uncontrollably fast and the driver would have to quickly steer away so
as not to hit the boat. We couldn&#8217;t go slowly for some
reason.<br><br>We developed the idea to start going in the wrong
direction, thinking that it would speed up and then we could just turn
around and glide near the other boat. Instead, the boat went haywire and
started turning in circles violently. It then pointed itself toward the
other boat and rammed it at full speed.</text>
<keywords>
<keyword matches="11">friends</keyword>
<keyword 7">boat</keyword>
<keyword "4">speed</keyword>
<keyword Y
<keyword water</keyword>
<keyword >direction</keyword>
<keyword @">glide</keyword>
<keywords>
</dream>
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As soon as the system knows what dream it's
going to display next, it changes the screen to
that dream’s color—but at a 20 percent trans-
parency, which slowly fades up to 100 percent
as the new dream slides into view. The effect
creates an interesting palette far in excess of
the ten basic tones.
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King was worried that all the randomness involved in the
interface could become monotonous. “Sometimes randomness
feels like a cop-out. It gets boring," he says. “You need a
certain amount of reason to be interesting, a balance between
randomness and reason.” The randomness here is balanced
by the connection between the dreams created by the
keywords. To keep things interesting, he also added code

to vary the speed of the movement.

> Less Is More

King has limited his site to the simple functionality described
here: entering your dreams and viewing the dreams of others.
Visitors have asked for more features, but King has resisted.
“I wanted the site to have one simple thing that it does—I
don't want it to lose focus,” he says.

King has a special interest in community-oriented Web sites,
where people can share thoughts or just pass the time with
others. Another project of his, MopedArmy.com, is a site
where moped enthusiasts can share stories and advice. At
first, a dream-sharing site seems a perfect place for interacting
with other users, but King decided against including that fea-
ture because dreams are so personal, and so emotionally
charged. “When you have a database of information like
TCUP has, it's tempting to add all sorts of features to it," he
says. “I thought about rankings, and ‘Email this dream,” and all
sorts of silly things that don't really belong on this site.”
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But what about features that might enhance the core idea—
like allowing people to add their own interpretations of other
people's dreams? King says he decided against offering the
ability to post any kind of comments, again due to the oddly
private nature of this particular public forum. “I thought
people would be much more likely to post if they didn't have
to worry about people making fun of their dream or posting
immature nonsense about the dream into a comments system, "
he says. Similarly, he decided against hosting discussion
groups, worried, he says, that the tone might degrade into
something “unserious.”

It's a paradox. Only through tight control—over the features of
the site and the workings of the code—can King create TCUP's
sense of a dreamlike world that's beyond conscious control. =




