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Kurt Vonnegut on the shapes of stories��

Source: Kurt Vonnegut on the Shapes of Stories�.
Longer piece�with bonus stories (Metamorphosis and Hamlet).

https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/teaching/courses/2024-2025pocsverse
https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/videos/2016-05-11kurt-vonnegut-shapes-of-stories.mp4
https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/videos/2016-05-11kurt-vonnegut-shapes-of-stories.mp4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oP3c1h8v2ZQ?rel=0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4_RUgnC1lm8?rel=0
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The New Yorker, December 16, 2013, p. 56.

https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/teaching/courses/2024-2025pocsverse


The PoCSverse
Meaning arcs
7 of 26
Stories

References

Ron Swanson on metaphors��

� “I hate metaphors. That’s why my favorite book is Moby
Dick. No frou-frou symbolism. Just a good, simple tale
about a man who hates an animal.”

https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/teaching/courses/2024-2025pocsverse
https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/videos/2016-05-11ron-swanson-metaphors-moby-dick.mp4
https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/videos/2016-05-11ron-swanson-metaphors-moby-dick.mp4
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Aside: From a 2013 Believer Magazine� interview with
Maurice Sendak�:
BLVR: Did the success of Where the Wild Things Are ever feel like an
albatross?

MS: It’s a nice book. It’s perfectly nice. I can’t complain about it. I
remember HermanMelville said, “When I die no one is going to mention
Moby-Dick. They’re all going to talk about my first book, about forking
maidens in Tahiti.” He was right. No mention of Moby-Dick then.
Everyone wanted another Tahitian book, a beach book. But then he
kept writing deeper and deeper and then cameMoby-Dick and people
hated it. The only ones who liked it were Mr. andMrs. Nathaniel
Hawthorne. Moby-Dick didn’t get famous until 1930.

� Sendak named his dog Herman.

� The essential (true) Colbert interview:
Pt. 1� and Pt. 2�.

https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/teaching/courses/2024-2025pocsverse
http://www.believermag.com
http://www.believermag.com/issues/201211/?read=interview_sendak
http://www.believermag.com/issues/201211/?read=interview_sendak
https://www.cc.com/video/gzi3ec/the-colbert-report-grim-colberty-tales-with-maurice-sendak-pt-1
https://www.cc.com/video/2uwi0i/the-colbert-report-grim-colberty-tales-with-maurice-sendak-pt-2
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The emotional shapes of stories—Moby Dick:

0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1 1.2 1.4 1.6 1.8 2

x 10
5

4

4.5

5

5.5

6

6.5

7

Word number i

h
a
v
g

Moby Dick, ∆h=2.0, smoothing T=3162
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Online, interactive Emotional Shapes of Stories� for 10,000+
books:

http://hedonometer.org/books.html


Online, interactive Emotional Shapes of Stories� for 10,000+
books:

http://hedonometer.org/books.html


Online, interactive Emotional Shapes of Stories� for 1,000+
movie scripts:

http://hedonometer.org/movies.html
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http://whyfiles.org/2015/in-10-languages-happy-words-beat-sad-ones/�

https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/teaching/courses/2024-2025pocsverse
http://hedonometer.org/books.html?book=Moby%20Dick
http://whyfiles.org/2015/in-10-languages-happy-words-beat-sad-ones/
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The emotional arcs of stories are
dominated by six basic shapes
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Abstract
Advances in computing power, natural language processing, and digitization of text
now make it possible to study a culture’s evolution through its texts using a ‘big data’
lens. Our ability to communicate relies in part upon a shared emotional experience,
with stories often following distinct emotional trajectories and forming patterns that
are meaningful to us. Here, by classifying the emotional arcs for a filtered subset of
1,327 stories from Project Gutenberg’s fiction collection, we find a set of six core
emotional arcs which form the essential building blocks of complex emotional
trajectories. We strengthen our findings by separately applying matrix decomposition,
supervised learning, and unsupervised learning. For each of these six core emotional
arcs, we examine the closest characteristic stories in publication today and find that
particular emotional arcs enjoy greater success, as measured by downloads.

Keywords: stories; sentiment mining; narratology; language; society

1 Introduction
The power of stories to transfer information and define our own existence has been shown
time and again [–]. We are fundamentally driven to find and tell stories, likened to Pan
Narrans or Homo Narrativus. Stories are encoded in art, language, and even in the math-
ematics of physics: We use equations to represent both simple and complicated functions
that describe our observations of the real world. In science, we formalize the ideas that
best fit our experience with principles such as Occam’s Razor: The simplest story is the
one we should trust. We tend to prefer stories that fit into the molds which are familiar,
and reject narratives that do not align with our experience [].

We seek to better understand stories that are captured and shared in written form, a
medium that since inception has radically changed how information flows []. Without
evolved cues from tone, facial expression, or body language, written stories are forced to
capture the entire transfer of experience on a page. An often integral part of a written story
is the emotional experience that is evoked in the reader. Here, we use a simple, robust sen-
timent analysis tool to extract the reader-perceived emotional content of written stories
as they unfold on the page.

We objectively test aspects of the theories of folkloristics [, ], specifically the common-
ality of core stories within societal boundaries [, ]. A major component of folkloristics
is the study of society and culture through literary analysis. This is sometimes referred
to as narratology, which at its core is ‘a series of events, real or fictional, presented to the

© Reagan et al. 2016. This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in anymedium, pro-
vided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and
indicate if changes were made.

“The emotional arcs of stories are dominated by six
basic shapes”�
Reagan, Mitchell, Danforth, and Dodds.
EPJ Data Science, 5, 31, 2016. [1]

http://hedonometer.org/books.html?book=Harry%20Potter%20and%20the%20Deathly%20Hallows
https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu//research/papers/others/everything/reagan2016c.pdf
https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu//research/papers/others/everything/reagan2016c.pdf
https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu//research/papers/others/everything/reagan2016c.pdf
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Closest 20 Books

1: The Winter’s Tale (1539, 73)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/1539/

2: Oscar Wilde, Art and Morality: A... (33689, 88)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/33689/

3: The Terror: A Mystery (35617, 61)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/35617/

4: The Pilgrim’s Progress in Words ... (7088, 55)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/7088/

5: The Road to Oz (26624, 68)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/26624/

Top Stories:
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1: Lady Susan (946, 894)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/946/

2: Warlord of Kor (17958, 70)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/17958/

3: The House of the Vampire (17144, 188)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/17144/

4: Tom Sawyer, Detective (93, 112)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/93/

5: The Island of Doctor Moreau (159, 1083)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/159/

Top Stories:
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% of Book

SV 2

1: The Magic of Oz (419, 186)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/419/

2: Children of the Frost (10736, 82)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/10736/

3: Tamburlaine the Great — Part 1 (1094, 474)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/1094/

4: The Life and Adventures of Santa... (520, 76)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/520/

5: Justice (2911, 50)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/2911/

Top Stories:
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1: Shadowings (34215, 63)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/34215/

2: Battle-Pieces and Aspects of the... (12384, 194)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/12384/

3: The Slayer of Souls (36281, 63)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/36281/

4: The Bobbsey Twins : Or, Merry Day... (17412, 69)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/17412/

5: Allan’s Wife (2727, 128)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/2727/

Top Stories:

10 30 50 70 90

% of Book

SV 3

1: The Mystery of the Hasty Arrow (17763, 93)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/17763/

2: Through the Magic Door (5317, 81)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/5317/

3: After London; Or, Wild England (13944, 146)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/13944/

4: The Shadow of the Rope (12590, 75)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/12590/

5: That Affair at Elizabeth (35247, 62)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/35247/

Top Stories:

10 30 50 70 90

% of Book

– (SV 3)

1: This World Is Taboo (18172, 64)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/18172/

2: Old Indian Days (339, 139)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/339/

3: The Evil Guest (10377, 93)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/10377/

4: Pariah Planet (29448, 96)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/29448/

5: The Wind in the Willows (289, 1475)
http://hedonometer.org/books/v3/289/

Top Stories:

� Six basic shapes: Rags-to-Riches, Man-in-a-hole, Cinderella,
Tragedy, Icarus, Oedipus.

https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/teaching/courses/2024-2025pocsverse
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The intro to Veep��

Icarus (and then it’s ups and downs over and over)

https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/teaching/courses/2024-2025pocsverse
https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/videos/2024-08-04veep-intro-icarus.mp4
https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/videos/2024-08-04veep-intro-icarus.mp4
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The story of Jermaine and Bret��

Rags-to-rags. Full scene here�.

https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/teaching/courses/2024-2025pocsverse
https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/videos/2024-09-02flight-of-the-conchords-S2E10-evicted-rags-to-rags-short.mp4
https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/videos/2024-09-02flight-of-the-conchords-S2E10-evicted-rags-to-rags-short.mp4
https://pdodds.w3.uvm.edu/videos/2024-09-02flight-of-the-conchords-S2E10-evicted-rags-to-rags.mp4
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Emotional arcs for 1748 books from gutenberg.org�

(37) The Shadow Line: A Confession
(48) Lady Windermere's Fan
(16) The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark
(18) Operation: Outer Space
(36) Hamlet, Prince of Denmark
(47) The New Pun Book
(31) Headlong Hall
(36) The Girl Next Door
(19) All for Love; Or, The World Well Lost: A Tragedy
(38) Tom Swift and the Electronic Hydrolung
(31) Nonsense Novels
(26) Rinkitink in Oz
: Wherein Is Recorded the Perilo...
(30) The Chimes
: A Goblin Story of Some Bells That R...
(28) The Trees of Pride
(37) Small Means and Great Ends
(72) Alice's Adventures in Wonderland: Illustrated by...
(47) Love's Labour's Lost
(37) A Man of Means
(44) Our American Cousin
(24) All's Well That Ends Well
(35) The Black Dwarf
(20) To Him That Hath: A Tale of the West of Today
(6) Frankenstein; Or, The Modern Prometheus
(12) The Barrier
(20) An Essay Upon Projects
(26) The Time Machine
(12) The Brand of Silence: A Detective Story
(10) Manalive
(11) The Man Who Knew
(13) The Elusive Pimpernel
(1) A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man
(3) Paradise Lost
(4) Little Fuzzy
(4) The Marrow of Tradition
(7) The Ultimate Weapon
(12) The Napoleon of Notting Hill
(9) The Cosmic Computer
(8) In the Days of the Comet
(5) Eastern Standard Tribe
(4) When the Sleeper Wakes
(6) The Triumphs of Eugne Valmont
(26) The Winter's Tale
(14) Tolstoy on Shakespeare: A Critical Essay on Sha...
(34) Oliver Twist, Vol. 2 (of 3)
(9) The Keepers of the King's Peace
(25) The Idle Thoughts of an Idle Fellow
(32) The Wrong Box
(26) Deadwood Dick, the Prince of the Road; or, The ...
(26) Book of Wise Sayings: Selected Largely from East...
(18) India's Love Lyrics
(10) A Little Princess
: Being the whole story of Sar...
(46) Through the Magic Door
(13) The Celtic Twilight
(17) Nonsenseorship
(15) England, My England
(23) The Haunted Room: A Tale
(13) Rewards and Fairies
(12) The Mirror of the Sea
(19) Peter and Wendy
(19) Pagan Passions
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Stories with a few ups and downs most downloaded:

Mode Mode Arc Nm Nm/N DL Median H DL Mean O DL Variance Download Distribution

SV 1 263 15.1% 295.0 644.3 2207201

-SV 1 442 25.3% 337.5 636.0 913464

SV 2 230 13.2% 314.0 630.3 1058916

-SV 2 169 9.7% 296.0 569.1 780365

SV 3 104 6.0% 298.0 874.5 7826797

-SV 3 108 6.2% 298.0 748.7 2517822

SV 4 108 6.2% 316.0 848.8 2763060

-SV 4 50 2.9% 292.0 770.7 1546202

SV 5 48 2.7% 280.0 421.7 182443

-SV 5 48 2.7% 263.5 462.0 211259

FIG. 6: Download statistics for SVD Modes with more than 2.5% of books. Modes SV 3 through

-SV 4 (both polarities of modes 3 and 4) exhibit a higher average number of downloads and more

variance than the rest.

align closely with plot types (Fig. 5) [16]. We again find the first four of these six arcs

appearing in the eight most di↵erent clusters from a hierarchical clustering (Fig. S5), with

“man in the hole” being found for a range of di↵erent intensities. And yet again we find

these arcs from unsupervised machine learning on the emotional arcs (Fig. S7).

There are many possible emotional arcs in the space that we consider. To demonstrate

that these specific arcs are uniquely compelling as stories written by and for homo narrativus,

we compare to the emotional arcs of “word salad” versions for each book which randomly

permute word locations. An example of the emotional arc for a single book is shown in Fig.

S14, along with 10 shu✏ed (word salad) versions.

Finally, we examine the downloads for all of the books that are most similar to each

SVD mode in Fig. 6. We find that the first four modes, which contain the greatest total

number of books, are not the most popular. Both polarities of modes 3 and 4 have markedly

higher downloads, and somewhat higher variance. The success of the stories underlying

these emotional arcs shows that the emotional experience of readers strongly a↵ects how

stories are shared. We find the “romance” (SV 3), “man in the hole: tragic ending” (-SV

3), two sequential “man in the hole” arcs (SV 4), and “romance: tragic ending” (-SV 4) are

the most successful emotional arcs.

10
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Another Great Moment in being Andy Reagan:
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