Re-Locating Literary Study: give the attendees a taste of what the future of three

dimensional computing in the humanities might
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dimensionality in their own study of computing in

394 Summerwalk Circle, Chapel Hill, North Ca- 'erary research.

rolina, 27514, USA.
Definitions, history and current trends
KEYWORDS VRML, drama, virtual rea"ty The Virtual Rea“ty Modeling Language known as
VRML (and sometimes pronouncedghr-muh) is
AFFILIATION: Research Assistant, The Institute an ASCll-based language specification that al-
for Academic Technology and Doctoral Student, lows for the description of three dimensional spa-
Department of English, The University of North  Ces, a language standard that can then be interpre-

Carolina at Chapel Hill ted by rendering engines on different software
platforms. VRML allows detailed description of
E-MAIL chad_kearsley@unc.edu three dimensional spaces. With this standard, one
FAX NUMBER:  919-560-5047 can create a world in three dimensional space as
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The emergence of Internet technologies into the The ASCII nature of the language allows worlds

academy promises to shift the way we do about described in VRML to be compact enough to be

our stu d?/es and teaching. We are s)éein gmore an c{easonably accessible across the Internet since the
~aching. Yve -€ing client-server relationship underlies the basic pre-

more courses shifting syllabi and discourse onto _. ) -

email, listservs, the World Wide Web, and into "= of VRML 1.0°s portability. A complete

’ " ) P VRML file, marked with a .wrl extension, resides

other technologies emerging on the bleeding edgeon a server and is accessed and downloaded across

of communications technology. One of these . .

. : ; . the Internet through a client browser, either a two
emerging technologies, the Virtual Reality Mode- dimensional browser like Netscape or a three di-
ling La}nguage (V.RML)’ and the browsgrs and mensional browser like WebFX or Fountain. The
authoring tools being developed to use this stand- L

X : . . VRML file is only rendered by the browser when
ard, brings the promise of three dimensional spaceCompletely downloaded to the local computer
to the Internet. Until the explosion of the World X

Wide Web in 1995, the Internet has been primarily (The presentation \.N'” talk in more detf':ul qbout the
. . . advantages and disadvantages of this kind of use
a text-based medium, and even with the prolifera-

. X . of the client-server model; for the moment recog-
tion of the Web, texts primacy as the lingua franca _. .

o . . nize that this model does not allow for person to
of Internet communications still remains central.

. . .~ person interactivity within that three dimensional
But with Fhe advent of VRML and |t§ cousin space.) The ASCII nature of the VRML file allows
technologies, the metaphor of space in the term

cyberspace becomes a real potentiality. This abi- it to be relatively compact and allows it to be

lity to create virtual spaces easily transportable pf].”ab'e a(t:)r?ss platforms% much “IkefHTle'
across the Internet opens the doors for many dis—T IS portability across software platforms Is one

ciplines, not least of which are the disciplines of o:‘ the sr:rongdgst ad\{antallges |?jf VRML& For exgms—
the humanities. ple, a three dimensional world created in a DOS-
In my presentation, | propose to explore VRML based AutoCAD application can be translated
S : " from that proprietary software’s language into
and the possibilities it offers in humanities com- ) 4
: . . ; VRML, allowing the file then to be ported across

puting, especially as related to literary studies. The :

! ) . . to a MAC-OS system, a Windows system, an
presentation will cover briefly the history of the

development of VRML, offer a survey of its cur- X-Windows system, etc. VRML developers are

rent uses in both the hard sciences and the huma—nOt restricted then to development on any single

nities, and examine limitations of the VRML pIatform but are free to devellc.)p in potentially any
o . . computing environment familiar to them.
standard as it is currently written. The main focus . . . i .
. . The presentation will also include a discussion of
of the presentation will center on three prototype )

L ) ; the history of VRML development as well as offer
applications. By demonstrating prototypes in two ; ;
areas where VRML might be used in literary study 2 update on the state of VRML and its cousin-

! 9 'y y technologies as of June of 1996. Given the youth
—drama and literary history — | hope to show some

) L . of VRML 1.0 as a standard, the current move-
of the potential advantages and limitations of this .
: X : ments to develop VRML 2.0, proprietary develop-
three dimensional modeling standard as well as



ments of VRML+, the development of QuickTime a means of describing the three dimensional spa-
VR, and potentially other cousin-technologies, it ces of their set designs. We might as easily bring
serves the purposes of this proposal and abstracthe same technology into our teaching and study-
simply to mention that the presentation will dis- ing of drama as literature. The presentation hopes
cuss up-to-date issues and trends as related to thest® show one way this might be done.

technologies. With an appreciative nod to the host nation and
city, | have chosen to use in this demonstration
VRML prototypes Henrik Ibsen’sThe Wild Duck1884) as the sub-

This presentation will use as its focus two proto- 16Ct of the first VRML prototype. (I spent the
type applications developed in accordance with 1992-93 academic year at the University of OS,|0
the VRML 1.0 standard. These prototypes will aS & Fulbright Scholgr studying Henrik Ibsen s
serve as examples of the kinds of humanities com- M&jor prose drama with the help of Dr. Hans Skei
puting possible with VRML in a discipline not ~and Dr. Vigdis Ystad.) How might the study and
immediately thought of when talking about virtual €aching of Ibsen’s play be enhanced through
space and virtual reality: literary study. VRML technology? Ibsen’s experience in Bergen
Some literary genres and forms seem quite naturalVas as a dramaturge, a technical director of sorts.
candidates for study in a virtual space, however. H& began to learn during his years working in the
Their creative and literary expression work within Bergen (at Den Nationale Scene) about the space
and evoke three dimensional space as part of the?nd place of the theatre, about sight lines and

fabric of their textuality. Other areas of literary 2acoustics, about entrances and exits, and other
study are not as readily adaptable to movement €leéments of stagecraft. The technical theatre Ibsen

into three dimensional, virtual space. This presen- |€&rmed in Bergen plays out in his dramatic work
tation will walk through two prototypes that illu- N the explicitness of the stage cues and INStruc=
strate how virtual reality applications might be tions he givesin the t(_ax_ts of hl_s pla_ly_s. Ibsen’s texts
developed in literary study and teaching, that de- &€ full of these (_axpllcn_and implicit clues abon_Jt
monstrate the possibilities and limitations of cur- Props, stage design, exits and entrances, I|ght|r,19,
rent technologies based on VRML, and that sug- Movement, etc. By adding to our study of Ibsen’s
gest directions literary studies and instruction Craft & movement into a virtual place rendered
might take as the technology moves us further into &ccording to the VRML standard, we are able to
a virtual reality environment distributed over the €-locate one aspect of our study of Ibsen’s drama
Internet. Please bear in mind that these application@nd to shift our perspectives on that drama in new
designs are only prototypes developed with blee- Ways. i .

ding edge technology. Seeing the reality of that This part of_the presentation will revol_ve around a
bleeding edge has value, however, despite thedemonstration of a_1V|_rtuaI space designed to rep-
potential pain to both presenter and viewer. (Rest "€Sent the set as indicated in Ibsen’s text o
assured, at the same time, that | will prepare and Wild Duck Through the prototype the presenta-
test the technology to be demonstrated in this tion will demonstrate the capabilities of VRML to
presentation.) Keeping in mind the nature of this hyperlink between three dimensional worlds/spa-
new, bleeding edge technology, the presentation €8S and HTML documents. Additionally, the pro-
demonstrates these two prototypes by in order of totype demonstrates the range of behaviors allo-

their natural affinity to being located in three di- Wed by VRML 1.0 and the limitations of the
mensional space. VRML 1.0 standard. The prototype will also pre-

sent other uses of virtual spaces to tédenWild
Duck including the importance of Ibsen’s own
virtual space within the play’s symbolic structure:
the attic. Finally, the prototype will show how this
type of technology advances earlier efforts to
bring computing to drama studies. A couple of
years ago, Eric Johnson developed software called
ACTORS, designed as a tool to process the elec-
tronic text of a play in order to tell which dramatic
characters are on stage simultaneously and thus to
suggest possible doubling of roles for a perfor-
mance. Johnson suggested at the time that additio-
nal literary and dramatic insights might be gained
if researches noted which characters are on stage
together, when, and how often (Johnson, 399).
With VRML, we might extend Johnson’s work
'into a three dimensional visualization, locating

Drama studies

When we think of three dimensional space and
literary studies, we often find that drama comes
first to mind. By its dual nature as a performance
text, drama resides in a liminal space, half-way
between text and performance, between imagina-
tive, virtual space, and concrete, physical place on
a stage. This duality as text and performance ob-
ject allows drama to lend itself to computer appli-
cations in three dimensional space. For some time
now, scenic designers have been using AutoCAD
software to aid in designing sets. Directors have
used the same software to help them visualize
blocking and stage focus. In fact, stage models
have been around for centuries. Today, however
a few designers are beginning to turn to VRML as
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those actors on stage and giving the student orto the two dimensional space and page alone.
scholar (as well as the theatre professional) a chan-Certain aspects of literary studies lend themselves
ce to place those actors and, in so doing, to visua-to the capabilities of three dimensional, virtual
lize the performance text. Pushing the concept reality environments. By re-locating the learning
even further, this presentation will suggest how in a virtual space, we give students and scholars
bringing Ibsen’s play (and any other drama for that new tools for understanding the impact of litera-
matter) into a virtual space allows students and ture in three dimensional space. We return litera-
scholars to study interactively the complexities of ture, in part, to the three dimensional culturally
set design and its impact on theatrical metaphor connected space in which it was written and make
and dramatic meaning. Unlike film, virtual spaces those cultural connections explicit to students. The
created in VRML allow users to interact more broad scope of cultural studies that now widens
directly with the objects on the virtual stage. It is our perspective of literary construction and that
hoped that with the demonstration of this prototy- asks scholars to return writers to their place within
pe the presentation will give the attendees a chancea culture might benefit from computing tools that
to see directly what can happen when we re-locatere-locate literary texts within three dimensional
an inherently three dimensional literary text into a spaces.
space and place, albeit virtual.
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Conclusion

Book-based literary studies may be enhanced by
locating aspects of that study in three dimensional
spaces, spaces that allow for asynchronous and
interactive learning in ways that break out of tra-
ditional pedagogical models and into new places
and new spaces. Clearly, literary studies are not
the most readily ideal place for talking about three
dimensional humanities computing applications.
The work of literary studies is in texts, books, the
printed word and image, in text-based communi-
cation. We should not limit that study, however,
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