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immersion, Engagement, and Presence
A Wielhot for Raalyzing 30 Vides Rames

ALISCHE McMmaHan

... Video games allow the viewers to engage actively in the scenarios pre-
sented.... [Adolescents} are temporarily transported from life’s problems by
their playing, they experience a sense of personal involvernent in the action
when they work the controls, and they perceive the video games as not only a
source of companionship, but possibly as a substitute for it.!

Hotshot digital cinematography doesn’t make a digital story immersive. What
makes it immersive is a world where no territory is off-limits, anything you see
is fair game, and all your actions have consequences.?

A recent shift in computer game design involves a move away from 2-D
level design in garnes like Prince of Persia {1992}, or from isometric design
in games like Warcraft, to 3-D design and a first-person point of view. This
shiftincreases the sense of immersion by replicating the aesthetic approaches
of first-person shooter games in other types of games, such as adventure
games, role-playing games, and even strategy games, which previously used
2-D levels or isometric views. The shift in design is indicative of an overall
trend to make desktop video games feel more ike virtual reality. Myapproach
here is to reexamine our concept of imrmersion in video games and suggest
that immersion has become an excessively vague, all-inclusive concept. It
is necessary to break down the concept of hnmersion into its more specific
meanings and develop a more specific terminology. In this essay, T take the



telmah
Typewritten Text
From: Wolf, J.P. Mark / Perron, Bernard (eds.): The Video Game Theory Reader. New York and London: Routledge


68 - Alison McMahan

concept of “presence,” as it is used in technical literature on virtual reality
for scientific applications, as the basis for developmg of a set of aesthetic
criteria for analyzing 3-I video game design.

immersion :
As we can see in the quotations at the beginning of this essay, immersion
means the player is caught up in the world of the game’s story {the diegetic
level), but it also refers to the player’s love of the game and the strategy
that goes into it (the nondiegetic level). It seems clear that if we are talking
about immersion in video games at the diegetic level and immersion at
the nondiegetic level, then we are talking about two different things, with
possibly conflicting sets of aesthetic conventions. No specific terminology
has yet been proposed to clarify those issues. In addition, humanities scholars
have started to pick up, from scientific literature on virtual reality, the term
presence, defined loosely as “the feeling of being there.” *The terms immersion
and presence are seen together more and more oﬁen, although both have
been 50 loosely defined as to be interchangeable-~which they often are.
The first step is to define each term carefully. The most accepted definition
of #mmersion is Janet Murray’s: :

A stirring narrative in any medium can be experienced as a virtual reality be-
cause our brains are programmed to tune into stories with an intensity that
can obliterate the world around us. . .. The experience bf being transporied w
an elaborately simulated place is pleasurable in itself, regardless of the fantasy
content, We refer to this experience as immersion. Immersion is a metaphorical
term derived from the physical experience of being submerged in water. We seck
the same feeling from a psychologically immersive experience that we do from
a plunge in: the ocean or swimming pool: the sensation of being surrounded by
a completely other reality, as different as water is from air, that takes over all
of our attention, otr whole perceptuat apparatus . .. in a participatory medium,
immersion implies learning to swim, to do the things that the new environment
rnakes possible . .. the enjoyment of immersion as a pasticipatory activity.”

Most scholars and scientists seem to agree that total photo- and audio-
realism is not necessary for a virtual reality environment to produce in
the viewer a sense of immersion, a sense that the world they are in is real
and complete, although this awareness has not stopped VR producers from
aiming for photo- and audio-realism. Also taken for granted is that the
more surrounding the VR exhibition tcchnolog}f ;s {the bigger the screen,
the better the surround-sound) the more immersive it will be. However, it is
quite possible to become very immersed in a desktop VR, for immersion is
not totaily dependent on the physical dimensions of the technology. Three
conditions create a sense of irnmersion in a virtual reality or 3-D compuler
game: (1) the user’s expectations of the game or enviro_nment mustmatch the
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environment’s conventions fairly closely; (2) the user’s actions must have a
non-trivial impact on the environment; and (3) the conventions of the world
must be consistent, even if they don’t match those of “meatspace.” Narrative
and narrative genres are often used as a way of defining the conventions of
a world and to help the user align their expectations with the logic of the
world. It is no accident that role-playing and adventure games, the video
game genres that have the most in common with more linear time-based
narrative forms such as the cinema, were among the first to go 3-D,

Enpasement

However, narrative is not a key component of most video games. Instead,
many users appreciate games at a nondiegetic level—at the level of gaining
points, devising a winning (or at least a spectacular) strategy, and showing
off their prowess to other players during the game and afterward, dur-
ing replay. To be so engaged with a game that a player reaches a level of
near-obsessiveness.is sometimes referred to as deep play. The term originated
with Jeremy Bentham, in his The Theory of Legislation (1931). Bentham was
referring o a state of mind in which users would enter into games almost
irrationally, even though the stakes were so high it was pointless for them
to engage in them at all. The example given was: a man whose fortune is a
thousand pounds; it he wagers five hundred of it on an even bet, the marginal
utility of the pound he stands to win is clearly less than the marginal disutil-
ity of the one he stands to lose. “Having come together in search of pleasure
{both participants] have entered into a relationship which will bring the
participants, considered collectively, net pain rather than net pleasures.”

The anthropologist Clifford Geertz extended the meaning of the term
to the kind of substantial emotional investment humans make in violent
rituals such as Balinese cock fighting. Geertz found the deepest investment
of human meaning in matches where the odds are more or less even and the
stakes “irrationally” high. His “decp play” requires a parity of force.

According to Diane Carr, the term deep play, as used in gaming maga-
zines, refers to “a player accessing/accumulating layers of meaning that have
strategic value .., like ‘deep play’ in a Dungeons and Dragons [board game]
context would mean knowing all the monsters and the different schools of
magic, for example, whereas ‘shallow’ play would mean more ‘up and run-
ning hack and slash’ style of play”® The term deep play, when referring to
video games, then, is a measure of a player’s level of engagement.

Presence

The shift to 3-D design in games has already led to the adoption of the term
presence, usually applied to virtual reality environments (VREs), to be used
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when discussing certain types of video games. However, the term presence is
often used synonymously with fmmersion, which sirﬁf}ly adds to the confu-
sion. By specificalty applying the criteria for presence developed for virtual
reality design to 3-D video games we can develop a setof design criteria that
will enable us to judge 4 game’s degree of immersiveness, engagement, and
the degree of presence possible. The development of such a tool takes on a
certain urgency i a legal environment in which games are routinely labeled
as addictive, as inductive of hallucinatory trances, and blamed as the source
for crimes such as the Columbine shootings.

The Trent Teward 3-D Besion

As Mark J. P Wolf has pointed out, most 3-IJ games represent their navigable
space using the conventions of Classical Hollywood Cinema, at least to a
degree. The difference, of course, is that these spaces are navigable; first-
person shooters and virtual reality games, for example, “provide plavers
with ar unbroken exploration of space, allowing them to pan, tilt, track,
and dolly through the space, which is usually presented in a first-person
perspective view and is navigable in real time”’ ;

Game historians generally agree that Battlezone, a 198(} Atariarcade game
described as a “hyperrealistic tank combat simulator™ was probably the first
game depicted from a first-person perspective” as seen through a periscope
that simulated the interior of a tank. Battlezonewas drawn invector graphics,
that is, straight lines that connect any two poinis on the screen. Games
like Lunar Lander (1979} and Battlczone pioneered the vector look. The
mountains and other landscape elements were depicted in luminous green
polygonal shapes but were realistic enough for the Army to ask Atari to
design a training simulator for them {it’s not clear if %hm simulator was ever
buile). ¢ -

“Wireframe” is the term used for objects that are outlmed but without
the planes fifled in.'! Wireframe is stili an acceptable way of depicting virtual
reality, and is used in films such as The Thirteenth Floor (1998). The first
game to use polygon-based 3-D graphics was I, Rabot designed by Dave
Theurer, and released in 1983.12 :

In 1982, isometric {i.e., “constant measurcmenté”) perspective was in-
troduced in a Sega game called Zaxxon. The term isometric comes from
the architectural practice of isometric drawings, “in which all horizontal
lines are drawn at an angle of thirty degrees to the horizontal plane of
projection.”™ The result is no vanishing points and equal emphasis given
to all three planes. As Poole writes: “In video game terms, this means
that an illusion of solidity is created while preserving an external view-
point. You could see three sides of an object rather than just one; and now,
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crucially, the game screen was not just a neutral arena; it had become an
environment.” !

Isometric perspective had its heyday and is now still used for games like
SimCity, Civilization, and Cormand and Congquer, all games in which the
player controls numerous units (people, tanks, factories, etc.) within a vast
playing area and with an omniscient overview.

But the foreshortening of scientific perspective had certain advantages:
it implied a subjective, individual viewpoint, and it promised a degree of
immersiveness that the God’s-eye-view of isometric perspective could never
deliver.’” Scientific perspective made a comeback with the first truly “im-
mersive” 3-D game, Wolfenstein 3-D (1992).1% Walfensteinput the playerinto
rooms, separated by doors, with walls receding realistically into the distance
and populated with bots that took the form of Nazi soldiers for the player to
destroy. There was o texture on the walls or ceilings so only the walls moved
with forward movernent, and the bots locked 2-D as they were drawn with
bit-mapped sprites whose pixels enlarged as they got closer. Wolfensteinmade
another innovation, which was adopted by the genre, which was to include
arepresentation of hands (the player’s hands) clutching a gun at the bottom
of the screen. The gun is not used for aiming, but it dees male the player feel
more fike they are incorporated into the space. These conventions were con-
tinued and developed in other first-person shooters, such as Doom {1993),
Hexen (1994), Quake(1996}, and Unreal (1998). Technical Hterature on pres-
ence in VR often male reference to the conventions of first-person shooters
as the standards for a sense of presence and a transparent interface, especially
Doom, Quake, and Unreal. For example, Randy Pausch et al. say that Doom

... get[slusersto the pointwhere the interface becomes transparent and the
user focuses on task performance”" In another example, Michael Lewis and
Jeffrey Jacobson assert that: “The most sophisticated rendering pipelines are
now found not on specialized scientific machines but on PC video cards
costing less than $500. The most sophisticated, responsive interactive sim-
ulations are now found in the engines built to power games.”'® And finally,
John Laird, comparing the possibilities for artiicial intelligence research
in robotics and first-person shooters, prefers the latter: “Simnulated virtual
environments make it possible to bypass many of these problems, while
preserving the need for intelligent real-time decision-making and interac-
tion . . . computer games provide us with a source of cheap, veliable, and flex-
ible technology for developing our own virtual environments for research.”*”

As we can see {rom the above quotations, first-person shooter games
and game editors are used in virtual reality research because they promise a
high degree of immersiveness, engagement, and presence in an affordable,
manageable format. But when researchers ascribe a high degree of presence
to first-person shooter games, what exactly are they referring to?
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Grigins af the Term Presence

Steuer gives a useful outline of the provenance of the term presence:

Presence is <losely related to the phenomenon of distal atiribution or external-
ization, which refer tw the referencing of our perceptions to an external space
bevond the limits of the sensory organs themselves, In unmediated percep-
tion, presence is taken for granted-what could one experience other than one’s
immediate physical surroundings? However, when perception is mediated by
a communication technology, one is forced to perceive two separate environ-
ments simultaneously: the physical environment in which one isactually present,
and the environment presented via the medium. ... Telepresence is the extent
to which one feels present in the mediated environment, rather than in the
immediate physical environment. ... Telepresence is defined as the experience
of presence in an environment by means of a communication medium....In
other words, “presence” refers to the natura] perception'of an environment, and
“telepresence”. refers to the mediated perception of anénvironment. This envi-
ronment can be either a temporally or spatially distant “real” environment (for
instance, & distant space viewed through a video camgra), or an animated but
non-gxistent virtual world synthesized bya cnmput«.r {for instance, the animated
“world” created in a video game}.?

Steuer’s definition, which dates from 1992, is ugeful because it shows us
how the current usage of the term presence—which Marie-Laure Ryan has
defined as “we experience what is made of information as being material™-—
is derived from relepresence, which, as Steuer wrote iy 1993, originally meant
a successful experience of presence in a teleoperation environment, such as
scientists on Earth using devices to work on satellites in space, which gave
them the feeling of being astronauts, As Ryan noted, the word presence is
currently used to indicate a successful feeling “being there” in a synthetic en-
vironment, while telepresence has been reqcrwed for feleoperation situations
such as surgery, research in space, and so on.?! I will éxplore further changes
in the meaning of the the word telepresence later in this essay. For more detail
on what is meant by presence, Ryan refers to the work of Sheridan,” but a
more deta:led and more referenced series of studxes are those by Lombard
and Ditton.®

Matthew Lombard and Theresa Ditton deﬁne presencc as “the artifi-
cial sense that a user has in a virtual environment that the environment
is unmediated.”** They surveyed the literature on presence and found that
other researchers had conceptualized presence as the result of a combina-
tion of one or all of six different factors. Their summary indicated that an
increased sense of presence can result from a combination of all or some of
the following factors: quality of social interaction, realism in the environ-
ment {graphics, sound, etc.}, from the effect of “transportation,” from the
degree of immersiveness generated by the interface, from the user’s ability to
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accomplish significant actions within the environment and the social impact
of what occurs in the environment, and from users responding to the com-
puter itself as an intelligent, social agent. Lombard and Ditton’s elements of
presence are reminiscent of Michael Heim’s initial definition and categoriza-
tion, in his essay, “The Essence of VR.”” Heim defines VR as “an event or en-
tity that is real in effect but notin fact. . . . The public knows VR as a synthetic
technology combining 3-D video, audio and other sensory compeonents to
achieve a sense of immersion in an interactive, computer-generated envi-
ronment.” According to Heim, there are seven elements of VR: Simulation,
[nteraction, Artificiality, Immersion, Telepresence, Pull-Body Immersion,
and Networked Communications.”® For scientists, especially cognitive sci-
entists and therapists using VR as a treatment tool, Lombazd and Ditton’s
definitions make up the standard, and T shall follow that approach here.

Lombard and Ditton agree that each of these six dimensions of presence
are very different from cach other but, rather than focus on the differences,
they focus onwhat each dimension has in common: “the perceptual illusion
of nonmediation.” Clearly, some of these elements work against others; for
example, the learning curve required to act effectively can conflict with the
sense of immersiveness.” It is worthwhile to look at each of these aspects of
presence in turn.

Quality of Social Inleraction

The first element of presence is the quality of the social interaction available
within the VRE, that is, if it was perceived as “sociable, warm, sensitive, per-
sonal or intimate when it is used to interact with other people”*® Lombard
and Ditton surveyed studies which measured how different communication
media could “{a) overcome the various comimunication constraints of time,
location, permanence, distribution, and distance, (b} transmit the social,
symbolic, and nonverbal cues of human communication; and (¢} convey
equivocal information” Key concerns were how intimacy and immediacy
were achieved in the medium in question, especiaily how language choices
helped reach those goals.”

Durlach and Slater™ assert that the sense of being with someone, or the
sense of togetherness, contributes to a heightened sense of presence; this
definition includes the ability for all the participants in the VRE to interact
with the space as well as with each other,

The goal of their research is to improve virtual systems such as telecom-
munications by increasing the sense of presence by adding the sense of
“togetherness” They assume that the criteria for establishing a common
environment are essentially the same as the criteria for defining a com-
mon environment in the real world, and the same problems will appear: for
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example, the different backgrounds, viewpoints, and sensitivities of the par-
ticipants can complicate social interaction. '

The key to a sense of presence derived from social interaction is that
alterations of the environment caused by the actions of one participant
are clearly perceived by the other participants, and interactions with the
environment in which the environmental changes are not only perceived by
many or ali of the participants but also are the result of collaborative work
on the environment by the participants (an example given is moving heavy
furniture together).

In writings about 3-D environments {as well as in text-based MUDs
and 2-D MUBDs), discussions of social realism often focus on the use of
avatars (textual or graphic representations of users that include a character
designed o fit into the fictional environment in guestion, complete with a
set of personality traits, skills, and health status) and ‘the methods players
have for commumicating with each other. How the avatars are designed is
a key concern here; in particular, how each participant relates to his or her
avatar. How is the sense of presence in the common environment and the
sense of togetherness influenced by the choice of viewpoints?

Participants can choose an egocentric viewpoint, see the environment
through the eyes of the avatar, and see one’s own avatéf in the same manner
as one sees one’s own body in the real world. Alternatively, participants
can assume an exocentric viewpoint and view one’s own avatar in much
the same manner as one views the avatar of the other participants. A goal
of Durlach and Slater’s research is to discover in what ways such choices
influence the sense of presence in the common environment and the sense
of togetherness. 5'

Alluguére Roseanne Stone”’ describes presence as the result of the unique
persona within the physical body being transported to a mediated world,
rather than the transformation of persona or instances of muitiple persona
within the same physical body. Stone is distinguishing presence from what
the users aim for in MUD and MOQ environments which Jay Bolter and
Richard Grusin have described as “. . . the freedom to Be onesell is the free-
dom to become someone (or something) else”* MUDs and MOOs offer
users a variety of subject positions to choose from, from creating multi-
ple avatars, to networking with others to jointly make up the psyche of a
single avatar, to riding invisibly on the back of someone else’s avatar, to
encountering an Al form wha has an agentless subject position.®

The effectiveness of avatars as a way of facilitating social interaction has
not received much in the way of academic attention. Flow players relate to
their own avatars ina single-player enivironment, however, and—of course—
how well an avatar works for a player in a muttiplayer environment depends
ont how the player engages with the avatar to beginf: with. Some avatars
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have inspired enough devotion to achieve an independent cult status. For
example, the figure of Lara Croft from the Tomb Raider series was one of
the humanoid avatars™ who achieved stardom (twenty-six million copies
sold* between 1996 and 2001 and her own Hollywood films). Lara appeals
to players across genders, ages, and social classes and has generated a fairly
large body of criticism.*®

The quality of a game’s social interaction also depends on its networks.
Many games are designed as stand-alone, but playing the stand-alone game
is often seen as a prelude to playing the networked version. These can range
from six to eight person games, such as those possible with Warcraft 117
and similar games, to massive multiplayer online role-playing games such
as Lineage, EverQuest, Ultima Online, Asherow’s Call, and The Sims Online 7

Realism

A sense of realism is also an important factor, that is, how accurately does the
virtual environment represent objects, events and people. Realism is subdi-
vided into social realism {the extent to which the social interactions in the
VRE matched interactions in the real world), and perceptual realism (how
closely do the objects, environments, and events depicted match those that
actually exist).

“Social realism is the extent to which a media portrayalis plausible or ‘true
to life’ in that it reflects events that do or could occur in the nonmediated
world.”*® Perceptual realism is what is usually vaguely meant by “realism”
or “photorealism”™—how well the environment looks and sounds like the
real world. An animated cartoon, for example, could have a low degree
of perceptual realism but a high degree of social realism. Social realism is
achieved by designing the world to match the real one, with streets and
stores and homes and parks, as well as organizing rituals and ceremonies
that enable players to identify their social place in the world. In most MUDs,
for example, ceremonies such as “beheadings,” funerals, and MUD weddings
are cormnmon practices,

Clive Fencoit™ believes that as presence is based on perception, it is the
content of the virtual environment, and how that content is designed, that
Is most important: in close agreement are Prothero et al.** who believe that
presence is enhanced by how the user perceives the space, specifically, an
increased sense of presence results from a wide field of view and a sense of
foreground and background, which enables the user to orient themselves in
space and understand the orientation of virtual objects in the same space.
Clive Fencott’s research focuses on the perceptual realism necessary to gen-
erate a feeling of presence in a virtual environment, or VRE. According to
Fencott, “presence is a mental state, it is therefore a direct result of perception
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rather than sensation. In other words, the mentat constructions that peopie
build from stimuli are more important than the stimuli themselves.” The
~im of Fencott’s research is to discover how content affects perception. To aid
him in this goal he has come up with the model of Perceptual Opportunitics:
“The art of V[R]E design is surely to provide users with carefully structured
opportunities to allow them to explore, strategise, and generally feel some
sense of control over what they are doing.” Perceptual opportunities include
Sureties, Shocks, and Surprises. -

“Sureties” are mundane details that are attractive because they are highly
predictable. Examples of sureties include: Architecturai details such aslamp-
posts, street furniture, and marks to indicate distance; indicators to tell us
where to go such as railings, paths, doorways; and background sound that
reassures us {cars in distance, etc.). ;

Shocks are poor design elements that jar the user out of the sense of
“reality” of the VRE, such as the “end of the world” shack—the user can see
where the environment ends; “film set shock”-—buﬂdings are incomplete;
polygon leaks—secing through cracks; and latency and motion sickness
caused by poor design or overlong use of the hardware.

Surprises are nonpredictable details that arise logically out of the VRE
design. There are three types of Surprises: attractors, connectors, and re-
fainers.

Attactors termpt the user to go or do something. These include mystery
objects the user may want fo examine, such as moving objects that attract
attention {such as animation), objects needed for tasks in the VRE, objects
that cause fear, alien objects that indicate the end of a level, sensation objects
that attract attention through the nonvisual sense, awesome objects that
impress by their size, and dynamically figured objects that relocate in space
and time. B

Connectors are configurations of perceptual opportunities that help the
visitor figure out how to use/explore the VRE, such as axes or direction signs,
choice points that should indicate outcome of both choices, and deflectors
such as a closed door. 5

Retainers are the interesting things that make users linger and enjoy the
VRE such as hot spots, learning areas, puzzles, gadgets, and so on.

Perceptual Maps are designs that show how sureties, surprises, and shocks
work together. f

Ieignresence, Teleoperation, Teleporiation

Lombard and Ditton, in their 1997 article, referred to this as “transporta-
tion” (When they wrote the abstract for their study in 2000, they re-
ferred to this category as “teleportation” or “telepresence,” using the words
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interchangeably}.*! Lombard and Ditton have identified three types of trans-
portation: (1} “You are there,” in which the user is transperted to another
place, the oldest version of presence; {2) “It is here,” in which another place
and the objects within it are transported to the user—the example given
is of how television “brings the objects and people from another place to
the media user’s environment™*; and (3) “We are together,” in which two
or more communicators are transported to a common space, such as in
immersive video conferencing.

For the the purposes of humanities scholarship, however, especially when
it comes to the analysis of 3-D games, it seems better to apandon the first
meaning of “transportation” as this is too similar to the conventionai defi-
nition of the ward presenceitself. By the same token, it seems belter to retain
the term “telepresence” for the second meaning Lombard and Ditton as-
cribed to transportation, that is, “telepresence systems use video signals and
computer graphics to place the user at a remote or inaccessible location.”*
Telepresence can also cover the “we are there together” meaning, as this is
only different from “You are there” in that it covers more users, whereas fele-
operation will keep its meaning of people controlling tools, such as surgical
instruments, and performing manipulations such as surgery on a patient
that is made present to them through the use of virtual reality, covering
Lombard and Ditton’s second meaning.

Finally, a third term needs to be added to cover something that does not,
as vet, happen in real life but is quite frequent in games: teleportation. In
Diablo, for example, players can open portals that will transport them from
the dungeons below to the village above and vice versa, Other games, sach
as Titanic, have maps as interfaces; the player can click on where they want
to go on a map and they are instantly there.

Pereepiual and Psyehalegical Immersion

Presence is-also the result of perceptual and psychological immersion. The
first is accomplished by blocking as many of the senses as possible to the
outside world and making it possible for the user to perceive ony the artificial
world, by the use of goggles, headphones, gloves, and so on. The second
results from the user’s mental absorption in the world. Theorists such as
Schuemie et al.* have followed Lombard and Ditton in assuming that the
ability to interact with the mediated environment is the most important
factor in the sense of presence, and that this explains why immersive virtual
reality environments have been shown to be effective in the treatment of fear
of heights, fear of flying, arachnophobia, claustrophobia, and agoraphobia,
and the fear of being in places from which escape might be difficult or
embarrassing.
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A well-known example of a VRE with a very high level of imm er§iver‘3€ss
is Osmose, by Char Davies. Davies believes that full body immersion in a
virtual environment can lead to shifts in mental awareness. She also feit that
the technology associated with the Cartesian types c,j-f virtual reality i'nherf
ited from the Western-scientific-industrial complexis not neutral. Davies set
out to deliberately circitmvent these conventions. “ Ostose . . . shuns conven-
tional hand-based modes of user interaction which tend to reduce the b(?dy
to that of disembodied eve and probing hand in favour of an embodyl'ng
interface which tracks breath and shifiing balance, grounding the immersw.e
experience in that participant’s own body.”* The mgtaphoF for Osmo.se is
scuba diving: the environments are slightly blurred and without horlz.()n
lines, much like the ocean; users move from spaceito space by brefathmg
or adjusting their balance. Some users have strong emotional reactions to
Davies’s environments, suggesting that the high degrée of immersion, Wlth
an interface that involves the kinesthetic sense as well as hearing and sight,
results in a high degree of presence. ;

The Use of 2 Social Actop In the Medium

The use of a synthetic social actor also can lead to a heightened sense of
presence. Users respond to virtual guides and virtual pets ig fnuch the same
way they respond to the direct address of newscasters on TV, .
Synthetic social actors can be of different types. For example, an inter-
action with a social actor can be preprogrammed. Ini the text-based MUD
Angalon, users can battle with a scarecrow, a battle {hat plays like a cut-scene
in a graphic game: the user’s actions instigate the stru:g__g]e‘, but once started it
plays out according to the MULYs programming. More interactive encoun-
ters are possible, for example, in the same MUD users also can adopt one
of the kittens that are nested in a barn, and the kitten will make its presence
felt by perching on the user’s shouider or climbing up their leg. In spite of
the clearly programmed nature of these synthetic social actors,.use’:’r.s tend
to respond to them realistically. An excellent example is “The Thing” in The
Thing Growing, a virtual apimated character in a CAVE (Computer Auto-
mated Virtual Environment) designed by Josephine Anstey and Dave Pape,
The Thing Growing takes advantage of everything that VR in CAVESs has to
offer fo create a situation in which the user takes a leading role and develops
an emotional relationship with the Thing. First the'user follows the sound
of the Thing’s voice and lets it cut of its box; then the Thing inf;ists on a sort
of couple relationship, expressed mainly through dancing (with the T hli}g
and the user alternating in leading). No matter how'cooperative the user is,
however, the Thing is never emotionally satisfied and even takes revenge by
locking the user in a space where they can no longer interact. The user gets
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a chance for revenge, however, only to discover that such intimacy between
virtual character and human user is “forbidden” and other police-things are
on their way te judge and sentence the Thing and the user.*

Intellinent Envirenment

Finally, a sense of presence can result from users responding to the computer
itself as an intelligent, social agent, Humans tend to do this, even though
they consciously understand that such responses to computers are illogical.
Responses, such as treating a computer with politeness and ascribing it
with gender stereotypes are aimed at the computer itself, and not to the
programmer. Therefore, when the virtual medium itself follows basic social
cues, the user will feel a higher sensc of presence. This includes most artificial
intelligence (A} programming, such as natural language programming,
which is designed to make the machine seemn more human.

T am currently conducting an experiment in how the sense of presence

s altered if a 3-D CAVE environment responds to the user’s subconscious
cues as well as conscious ones. The name of the project is The Memesis
Project. It is an experiment in interactive narrative designed to test certain
theories of presence and immersion in the environment and transparency
or immediacy in the interface. In this version of Memesis, the environment
is designed to resemble a haunted house that collects information about the
user’s phobias and deep-seated psychological fears in order to provide an
ultimate, more thrifling “haunted house” experience. If the first, single-user
version Is successful, future versions of Memesis are planned to carry the
interactive narrative and engagement research even further.”” The principle
goal is to see how much and in what way a more intelligent environment
can affect the user’s sense of presence.

As we can see from the above, fimmersion and the nondiegetic level of
involvement with a game that 1 have labeled engagement are both aspects
of what researchers in virtual reality have labeled presence. As we have seen,
many elements, some overlapping, some fairly incompatible with each other,
go into making up a sense of presence. In surming up their six conceptu-
alizations of presence, Lombard and Ditton emphasize that: “Because it is
a perceptual illusion, presence is a property of a person. However it results
from an interaction among formal and content characteristics of 2 medium
and characteristics of a media user, and therefore it can and does Vary across
individuals and across time for the same individual”*® Individual scientists
working in virtual reality have focused on particular elements that make up
a feeling of presence. We can now take advantage of their findings to devise
a method for the aesthetic and cultural analysis of 3- 1> video games. This in-
vestigation can take two forms: a quantitative, analytical one ora qualitative,
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aesthetic one. My goal in this article is the articulation of a theoretical tool
for the qualitative, aesthetic analysis of 3-D video games. The important
thing to remember is that the various elements of presence should be seen
as a continuum that each game will embody differently. Once we analyze
how different elements of presence are weighted in each game, we can ask
ourselves what purpose that serves in this particular game. As an example
of application of this methed, I have conducted my own analysis of of Myst:
Exile {2001},

Myst Il Exiie: The Gase Study

Exile is the third in the series of ﬁmundbrgakmg V1deo garnes released by
Cyan, beginning with the original Mysrin 1993, which was a breakthrough
in 3-D rendering in its day and became a bestseller across all game categories
and stayed on the bestseller list for 104 weeks. The original Myst was com-
posed on Apple computers, and consisted of still images Linked together in
HyperCard. The images were of stunning beauty, a tradition kept up in the
sequels. In the original, the Miller brothers, the game’s creators, focused on
realistic images, especially textures. There were puzzles ta be solved involv-
ing fanciful but mechanical {(and therefore easily understandable) machines.
There were some short video clips in which the user was addressed by a Him-
ited number of characters, but these were rare, The {user was addressed as
someone known to Atrus, who could help repair the tragic effect of the ac-
tions of Atrus’s sons. The sequel, Riven, {1997} continued the conventions
of Myst, although it was a much larger game, this time composed on SGI
machines using Softlmage. Riven added journeys in a variety of mechanical
contrivances, to great effect, and there were more characters. Although not
produced by the Miller Brothers, Exile builds on and continues the conven-
tion of both games. Images for Exile were modeled i 151 Discreet’s 3ds max on
Mac computers. :

Like its predecessors, the game is not designed ffdr multiplayer play, so
social interaction is limited to conversing with the artificial characiers. As
in the earlier games, the game characters, depicted through video footage,
speak to the player but the player has no way of speaking back.

The game begins with the player finding him or herself in a sheltered
garden, overlooking a dry landscape. After a moment the player realizes that
he or she is being addressed by Catherine, Atrus’s wife, who is holding a baby.
Catherine directs the player to go into Atrus’s ofﬁce} as Alrus is expecting
them.

This first scene sets up most of the elements relating to presence for
the entire game. The user has no avatar, other than?the most basic carsors
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(pointer for setting a direction, open hand for grasping an object, zoom
in/zoom out, and the lighting bolt for indicating a site where fast tran-
sitions to another part of the game environment is possible). The player
has a first-person perspective at human eye-level (following the cinematic
convention, this eye-level is set roughly at the level of a six-foot-tall hu-
man) throughout the game. Players cannot see their own reflection in glass
or water, or even see their own feet when they look down, but they can
talke rides in elevators and zeppelins and other related contraptions, can
turn the pages of books, peer closely at objects, and “pick up” certain items
as well as maniputate mechanical contraptions. As a result of these mea-
sures, the game has an extremely high degree of sociat realisi, as the ma-
jority of the elements in this fantastical world conform quite dosely to
how things would be in cur world. The carefully designed, beautifully elab-
orated 3-D graphics and a soundtrack consisting of well-timed ambient
sounds as well as sound effects give the game a high degree of perceptual
realism.

Beyond the introductory scene, however, the player does not see an-
other character for very long stretches of game time. The player’s journey
through the Exile environment takes the form of pursuit of a character called
Saavedro, who has stolen the book of a new age Atrus had just composed,
called Releeshan. Occasionally the player gets a glimpse of Saavedro, and
sometimes Saavedro has left recorded video messages that help the player
advance through the game. But, apart from that, the world of Myst III: Exile
is as lonely and empty as its predecessors were. This makes the environment
feel less like the real world and more like a dreamscape, part of the designer’s
goal, Nevertheless, although the characters (when they appear) look very
realistic, the fact that their appearances are rare and do not allow the user
to talk back, Jowers the sense of presence that would be provided by more

“synthetic characters.

The game does have a sense of environmental intelligence built into the
puzzles. The puzzies must be solved in an exact way, but they are built mto
the environment very creatively. Plavers familiar with the prequels will have
a sense of how to solve the puzzles, as they are a reflection of Atrus’s way
of thinking and philosophy. So the player has a relationship with Atrus in
a removed sense, and the game is partly a treasure hunt that can be solved
by how well the player understands Atrus’s mind. In Exile, the Atrus layer
in the environment is there, as Atrus designed and built the environment
and puzzles, but a new layer has been added on top, Saavedro’s, who has
altered and reset all the puzzles to make life difficult for anyone who might
come looking for him (he assumes in fact that it is Atras who is looking
for him and addresses the player as Atrus in the middle of the game; only
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later does he realize his mistake). So the player finds thermself inserted into
a long game of cat-and-mouse that is really taking place between Atrus and
Saavedro, with the player assumed to be on Atrus’s side {there is no option
to play from any other perspective). The way fo lose the game is by not un-
derstanding Saavedro and being taken advantage of by him. Though subtle,
this intersubjective triangulation between Atrus, Saavedra, and the player
gives the game environment a feeling of presence that it would otherwise
lack, based on the intelligence of the environment.

Teleportation is used in this game through the linking books, as in the
original Myst. The designers have included many references to other forms
of virtual reality, such as three telescopes that need to be carefully lined up,
to holograms, to portals (the linking books) that {ransport the player to
other parts of the game. Ironically, these medlauom add to the feeling that
the world itself is nonmediated.

Because the game is a desktop computer game, the degree of perceptual
immersion is limited. The player is always aware of the relatively small screen
and the need to use the mouse. Using the mouse groperly can be a chal-
lenge on certain puzzles. This low degree of perceptual immersion is amply
made up for, however, by a very high degree of psychological immersion.
Once the player adapts to the game’s conventions it is possible, if one is so
inclined, to lose oneself in the beauty and peacefulriess of the environment.
There is not much need to strategize as the realistic environment also uses
sureties, shocks, and surprises to guide the player from one place to another
and from one puzzle to another. If the player daes not resist the logic of rail-
ings and closed doors (trying to jump down the elevator shaft, for example,
or off a cliff, does not accomplish anything) then it is perfectly clear where
to go and how to get there. There is no time limit to solving the puzzles and
{hcreﬁ)re no sense of hurry. This contributes greaﬂy to the overall sense of
psychological immersion.

For a sense of how the perceptual realism works in Myst III: Exile, let’s
take a closer look at the first age, 'nanin: The Lesson Age. Inanin is full of
sureties that guide and show the player where to go: catwalks, stone steps,
stepping stones, sandy paths, curving metal stairways, and ladders. Only
by following these paths can the player move through the game (and of
course, link to different Ages through books, a Myst convention that would
be familiar to players from other games with similar devices, such as the
portals in Diablo). So “Sureties,” as Fencott has defined them, are one of the
principie elements that add to the presence in this world. Shocks, the signs
that we are playing a game, are rare. If a player insists on trying to jump
mto a pool of water, off an cliff, or down an elevator shaft, nothing wili
happen, and they will hear a whispery warning sound, the closest thing this
game has to a shock. Of course the game is very large and requires switching
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CDs regularly, but once started on a CD the player can play for a| ong time
without other interruptions.

What makes the Myst franchise special are its surprises. Attractors
abound: players want to read the diaries scattered throughout the world
(and know that the information in them functions as a retainer, as a device
for helping them solve the puzzies). They want to play with the numerous
gadgets like lamps, gears, and levers, and, best of all, go for wild rides in rail
cars or blimps. They know that in order 1o do this they need to solve the
purzles, Attractors that appear early in the game, such as the Venus flytrap
and the scale that balances wooden and crystal balls, serve as connectors to
other parts of the game, because the plaver will encounter puzzies later that
can be solved with the information garnered from the scale or the flytrap.
This type of surprise is typical to adventure games and therefore feels very
intuitive o players with a minimum of experience.

To sum up, Myst III: Exile, like its predecessors, offers players the oppor-
tunity to explore a particular kind of world-—the typical adventure game
experience. Exile provides 2 more meditative experience, the result of the
way the game’s design emphasizes perceptual realism and minimizes sociaj
interaction. All of this is in keeping with the game’s genre and theme. Other
games emphasize different elements of presence. For example, Diablo I has
an isometric view; the player can choose from a number of avatars; the game
is populated by numerous nonplaver characters and can be played alone or
in multiplayer versions, Compared to Exile, however, the world is not ail
that visually immersive, and each new dungeon does not look all that dif-
ferent from the next. [Yighlo emphasizes social interaction. Social realism is
low, which means that there is a lot of information the player must learn
about weapons and monsters in order to succeed. However, once this is
accomplished, psychological immersion can be very high, as battling the
various monsters and other players requires the player’s constant attention
and strategic calculation. The monsters are not very complex social actors,
unlike Exile’s Saavedro, who has a long history and a complex set of moti-
vations. But the Diablo player does not have time to really think about such
issiles, anyway,

In short, Lombard and Ditton’s c;oncepma]ization of presence enables
critics and analysts to conduct an aesthetic analysis of various types of games,
which can contribute to a fuller overall analysis as well as to a badly needed
claboration of game genres, which have experienced some rapid changes
recently. An elaborated concept of presence also can help those working in
virtual reality, those working in games; and those working in interactive
instruction design develop a common vocabulary and therefore learn from
each other. It also provides players with a terminelogy to discuss the games
that they like, so they can ask for more.
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Hyperidentities
Postmogirn Heaiy Paterns i Miasiuely Mititaper Snine
Ral:Plapng Games

MIROSLAW FILIGIAR

Our erais defined by computer-based technologies. Computers subtly model
our way of thinking about the world.! Through computers, new cultural
phenomena and abstract ideas are presented to the public in a simple and
accessible way. For example, Sherry Turkle claims that “computers embody
postmodern theory and bring it down to earth” I would like to show
here the common dealings of video games——especially MMORPGs——in the
context of general transformations of our culture occurring along with the
expansion of electronic media. By MMORPGs (Massively Multiplayer On-
line Role-Playing Games), I mean any computer network-mediated games
in which at least one thousand players are role-playing simultaneously in
a graphical environment. Every player uses one or more avatars, which are
described by various statistics. Changing the statistics influences the in-
teraction with game’s environment. MMORPGs—despite their large-scale
nature, and perhaps because of it—are in the forefront of some of the culearal
trends now materializing. Naturally, it is impossible to determine whether
the popularity of these games is just the effect of their compatibility with
such processes. However, MMORPGs have much in common with the rules
governing the lives of people—often unaware of such relations—now living
in the industrial countries.






