No way around it – 

The Common Tales RT 3D VE project as an example of practice-based research

Michael Nitsche 

Espen Aarseth has famously referred to 2001 as ‘year one of Computer Game Studies as an emerging, viable, international, academic field’ (Aarseth 2001).

While Real Time 3-Dimensional Virtual Environments (RT 3D VE) have become a significant phenomenon as a digital media form (game sales figures are predicted to reach $ 35.8 billion by 2007 (PriceWaterhouseCoopers 2003)), academic research on them is still in its infancy. Even though research in digital media and narrative structures can be traced back to 1985 (Buckles 1985) few definite findings have emerged, because the field of research remains in a state of constant flux. The practice-based research project described below, carried out in collaboration with Sony Computer Entertainment Europe (Cambridge), prepared further research undertaken as part of a PhD thesis at Cambridge University Department of Architecture 2001 – 2003. It constitutes one attempt to fill the wide gap between the furious progress driven by commercial developers in the entertainment industry, and the state of academic research in spatial digital media, of which 3D computer games form a significant part.

The PhD posits three focal points- that

1. Spatial Structure is a fundamental part of narrativity in RT 3D VE’s
2. Cinematic Mediation is an intrinsic quality of onscreen RT 3D VE’s, which must be taken into consideration in any analysis or synthesis of narrative in this context

3. Evoking a narrative to unfold from a user’s experience within a RT 3D VE assists reading such a RT 3D VE, thereby making it more accessible and engaging 

All three points are interconnected, though they reflect perspectives central to three different disciplines, namely architecture, cinema and narratology, thus constituting an interdisciplinary approach to the issue.

In the course of research undertaken for the PhD (on ‘Virtual Story Spaces’) three main practical research projects (supported by Cambridge University Moving Image Studios (CUMIS)) provided space for experimentation, implementation, testing, analysis, and further theorising:

· Cuthbert Hall Virtual College (Haven) (with Centre for Applied Research in Educational Technologies (CARET); HEFCE funding) (2001-2003)

· Wayfarer (with West Herts College; East England Development Agency; EEDA funding) (2000-2001)

· Common Tales (with National Film and Television School (NFTS) and Sony Computer Entertainment Europe (SCEE); Sony funding) (1999-2000)

· Virtual West Cambridge (with EMBS) and other practice-based projects such as collaborations with the Real-Time 3D group at CARET and two short digital video movies plus a number of studio workshop projects and exercises supervised by CUMIS for the Department of Architecture

The Common Tales project described below illustrates a collaboration between two educational establishments with very different goals and constituents (NFTS and University of Cambridge), and an industrial production organisation (SCEE), and as such offers some valuable insights into both the problems and the advantages of these kind of research collaborations. The project was conducted at the SCEE Development Studio, Cambridge. Michael Nitsche acted as lead designer applying the work to his MPhil at the University of Cambridge.

The Common Tales project

The overall goal of the Common Tales project (1999/2000) was to combine cinematic storytelling with Playstation console-games technology – not to create a new game, but to test visual and narrative elements from cinema and television in the context of the Playstation. The work was carried out against the backdrop of an upcoming new generation of consoles (Playstation 2) that promised new technical features (e.g. more data storage, faster processors, internet access) to deliver new kinds of interactive titles. The basic narrative design of Common Tales applied TV-like series structures to storytelling for games consoles; and rather than the uncontrollable branching of storylines, focussed on the adventures of two main heroes – both under the player’s control. Depending on the player’s actions, the heroes’ characters were deepened, and their relationship developed, over the course of a number of episodes. The design philosophy was that of a character-driven endless series, to be experienced by story-seeking players on the Playstation.

Towards a prototype

Common Tales was able to utilise the advanced technology and know-how provided by the industry partner SCEE, in the form of programming, graphics, animation, design and production expertise. Access to SCEE’s in-house 3D engine (which drove three successful commercial games for the Playstation) allowed the fast development of a running prototype at a rate, and with a stability of software, that would have been out of the question for any academic project starting from scratch. Working alongside the experienced specialists gave the graduate students participants direct access to priceless practical support, and provided an invaluable introduction to effective working methodologies. Most work in this field is largely driven by commercial studios. It is a rare university which can provide either the expertise or the equipment for such a production. Only very recently have universities begun to involve themselves seriously in this area, usually collaborating with industrial game developers (e.g. the Games to Teach group at MIT / Microsoft), for this very reason. During the laborious production phase of Common Tales, work at the University, with its essays and supervisions, provided continuous discussion and development of the narrative and mediatory approaches adopted by the project. The work was reviewed, the design refined, and the field further explored and discussed in an academic context.
Fitting the ambitious concept into the technical limitations of the Playstation, as well as producing the prototype, while the design was refined again and again, were the main practical challenges of the project. The pragmatism of commercial developers and the theory-driven approach of academic research collided – but they did so only to resolve shared problems. Although not all of the ambitious goals of the project could be met, both approaches combined to solve tasks at hand, providing a focus for exchange and often leading to results which neither of the partners would have achieved alone.

Figure 1 – from basic design to modelling, texturing, lighting, and implementation of interactive features – the development of a virtual space in Common Tales (carried out by student participants)
Probably the most important lesson learned from the Common Tales project by student participants from the University of Cambridge and the NFTS, was how the underlying practical functionality of RT 3D VE’s offers both potential and limitations for narrative. Working within the actual constraints of the medium made it possible to test the theories implemented, and thus to analyse and reformulate them through continuing academic work. These tried and tested formulations led to the development of new theories, which then drove later projects, such as the narrative structuring in Wayfarer and the models of cinematic mediation in virtual spaces in Cuthbert Hall Virtual College  (Nitsche/ Roudavski 2002 & Nitsche/ Roudavski 2003). Learning through practice how design and implementation in RT 3D VE’s are interconnected provided unique insight into an area whose rapid evolution complicates any attempt to work merely from an overview. This insight provided a solid foundation for research. With the exponentially growing body of works in RT 3D VE, the clear identification and formulation of fundamental methods of production and functionality becomes ever more important to theoretical understanding as well as practical production. 

For example, the inclusion of cinematic visuals was one task the Common Tales project set itself. The project offered a practical testing ground for the use of virtual cameras. Debate still rages over the validity of the use of cinematic techniques and narrative structures in RT 3D VE’s - King and Krzywinska (2002) analyse video games specifically in terms of their cinematic presentation, as opposed to Eskelinen (2001), who anathematises any such connection. To situate research within this debate on purely theoretical grounds is dangerous, but testing the contentions in practice produces valid results for further argumentation. The practical test beds also allow for new experimental exploration, which can grow beyond the initial theorising to prototyping and evaluation.

Discussion of value of practice-based research in the case of Common Tales
Practice-based research projects demand that researchers spend a great deal of time and maintain considerable focus on very practical problems. Time spent learning and using software (in the case of the Common Tales project, learning to use the Sony in-house modeller as well as mastering a meta-language for scripting events) cannot be spent on the development of theories, writing a thesis or reading relevant books and articles. Moreover, schedules are not always streamlined. The collaboration between three different partners in the Common Tales project, each of which had to follow its own schedules (the academic year for the University of Cambridge, a project-driven timeframe for the NFTS, part of a game development cycle for SCEE) led to varying input from individual collaborators over time. Apart from the lead designer (CU University of Cambridge? U o C?), not all participants were available all of the time to work on the project.

Technical restrictions on such a project are rooted in the tools available, which, at the stage of R&D, are often not yet optimised. Software compatibility, access, and re-use for later projects cannot be guaranteed. The Common Tales prototype, for example, never left the Sony Development Studios (except for demonstration purposes in an academic context), and its models, levels, settings, and functionality cannot be re-used outside that environment, owing to their dependency on Sony Playstation development platforms which are not available to the general public. This shortens the life of any project, and can somewhat compromise its value for the researcher, as later projects cannot directly plug into the existing technology. The intellectual property developed during the project is new knowledge about the field, rather than a product or a patent. Addressing this technical problem, the latest project in the series of practice-based research work for the ‘Virtual Story Spaces’ PhD project, Cuthbert Hall Virtual College (Haven), uses an open and accessible development platform, which does not conform so closely to professional industrial standards, and so permits continuing development, experiment and demonstration in the research studio. 

During the Common Tales project, the participants from the NFTS were able to input their expertise in hands-on moviemaking into the work on cinematic narrative, whilst learning the processes of actual production within the company. The participant from the University of Cambridge learnt how to lead a production team against real deadlines, following the schedule of a real project, while constantly developing and testing the effectiveness of the fundamental idea in academic as well as commercial environments at the same time. SCEE was able to observe upcoming talent at work and test a new narrative idea/content in a low-risk framework, as well as develop new relationships with the University,

Although many challenges undeniably arise in the context of such a practice-based research project, carried out between different organisations, the final question should not be “Is such a project worth the effort?” but “How can the integration of such projects into academic research be optimised?” At some point in the future, academic theories may catch up with industrial R&D, and the complexity of the field of RT 3D VE’s in production. However, for the moment we are still very close to Aarseth’s ‘year one’ of this viable international academic field. So far, identifying and formulating the underlying methods and constraints which actually determine the narrative and expressive possibilities of RT3DVE remains a challenging task which can only be met through practice-based research of this collaborative kind. Even when (and if) research draws level with production, and a consistent theoretical framework is established - as it has been, for example in film studies - practice-based research will remain necessary, to push development further, evaluate theories, and ensure that both the research field and the productions achieve their full potential.
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