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Discourse

Although fabula and sjužet basically got adapted from the Russian formalists by their French colleagues such as Todorov [Todorov 1977 (first French publication 1971)] and Genette [Genette 1980 (first French publication 1972)] as histoire/ story and discourse. Whereby the discourse was seen as ’”any speech-act supposing a speaker and a listener, and in the speaker an intention to influence the listener in some way”’ [Benveniste cf. Todorov 1977 p 25]. It consists of the written or spoken presentation of the events from the fabula to a “reader”.

Simplified, the discourse layer in a book is what a reader can read which overlaps to some extend with the sjužet definition. But including the reader in the discourse led to a less rigidly interpreted approach than the structuralists interpretation of sjužet. 

So instead of looking for fixed grammatical rules and entities in the delivered work, Barthes re-positions the reader into an active and creative role towards the text [Barthes 1970]. He enforced the creative force of the reader over the text – one that also lead to a new view of the author occasionally proclaiming “The Death of the Author” (the title of one article by Barthes [Barthes 1977]. This thesis does not see the death of the creator of fiction but very much the change in the creation of the individual story. In this change the discourse is the textual element that complies with using the interface of digital media.

In digital media the discourse happens between the computer as media and the user (for computer as media see [Kay 1991 [in Laurel 2002=1991! TO BILBLIO] p 193]; [see also Laurel 1993 p 126]). It is located in the Human-Computer-Interaction and due to the varying possible interactive features that any piece can offer as interactive access this discourse is limited and can be shaped. It furthermore happens at the same time of the event generation: the event that is conducted in a collaboration between system and user gets immediately transformed in a discourse addressing the user. 

Larsen points out that Genette’s discourse definition still covers such an immediate response system but was not conceived with such a process in mind but instead in reference to written words that, Larsen argues, ‘circulate “freely”, isolated from the original act of narrating’ [Larsen cf. Lothe 2000 p 7]. But with the real-time generation of the discourse as seen in oral cultures (Larsen refers to) and digital media the act of narrating itself becomes more central.

THIS IS WHERE YOUR LAST READ PAGE ENDED
In addition the position of the user as active participator in text generation shifts the focus of the discourse in digital media towards the interplay of user and system. Here, Aarseth outlined an ‘ergodic discourse’ [Aarseth 1997 p 114; Aarseth’s italics] referring to Genette but more so to Chatman. He develops the concept of the ergodic discourse from his concept of “intrigue” that delivers a structuring element in the text generation ‘a secret plot in which the user is the innocent, but voluntary, target’ [Aarseth 1997 p 112]. Thus, the rejected interpretation of plot by Aarseth (see above) lies at the heart of this construct and renders is unfeasible for this thesis. The availability of structuring elements for the discourse is a valid point. But they are seen to be implemented in the interface layer.

Narration

Finally the narration refers to how a piece is communicated to the reader/ user. As Genette argues ‘the producing narrative action and, by extension, the whole of the real or fictional situation in which that action takes place’ [Genette 1980 p 27]. Genette separates into the levels of activity, means of telling about this activity, and the telling itself (which effectively is an activity in its own right and can be told about). His notion of narrating, then, describes the integral part of the creation and delivery of a narration itself. Narration itself closely relates to the discourse but approaches it from the authorial side. While the interactive features of digital media emphasised the role of the user in the discourse the narration focuses on the activity of the narrator – the digital media themselves. The delivery of a narration in digital media is a crucial element and Genette’s separation of it from the content itself will be used as one reference point. 

Narration and discourse are, then, both meeting on the layer of the interface. Both operate hand in hand during the interactive process but have slightly different focal points. While the interactive access enhanced the position of the user in the discourse the real-time delivery of the narration puts the emphasis on the narrator – the computer.

From this short excurse into the field of narratology a layered model can be extracted that assembles the different principles:

The starting points for such a model are individual actions in the layer of the fabula. They are part of the discourse wherein the user participates in the events. These activities are told about, which is the level of narrating which creates the sjužet. The readers’ position within this discourse/ narrating complex can vary but it is their ‘interpretative activity’ that creates the plot.

It is one achievement of interactive media that the direct and necessary influence of the user onto the text pushes Barthes’ actively engaged reader into a new dimension – as outlined above in Aarseth’s textual machine. The influence of the user covers fabula and sjužet, plot, and narration to various extends in a RT 3D VE. Due to this shift a direct adaptation of the here outlined narrative elements is not advisable as they are rooted in a different field. A test of the outlined model and utilisation of elements, nevertheless, is useful insofar as interactive media did not materialise out of context, but in relation / difference / and parallel to established media
. What is needed, then, is an investigation into the question how narrative models might be present in RT 3D VE, where the differences are situated and how a possible structure can be developed. 
I.1.1 Narrative in RT 3D VE

‘If the body in space is the dominant theme of VR narratives, the most important component of the plot will be the setting, and the narrative structures will be predominantly epic: the user will explore fantastic landscapes, navigate a space fragmented into multiple domains (the rooms of a castle, the diversified geography of an island, even the books of a library), take possession of virtual worlds through movement and action, or achieved intimacy with the environment.’ (Ryan 2001 p 322)
The notion of “setting” will be important in my thesis – so maybe the idea of a narrative setting that also hosts non-narrative elements NOTE: could the setting concept be linked to the idea of genre? And then setting would be more than just a spatial definition but instead include interactive access and general functionality + presentationDO NOT DELETE!

Narrative and space

Traditionally narrative is interpreted as ‘a way of organizing spatial and temporal data into a cause-effect chain of events with a beginning, middle, and end that embodies a judgment about the nature of the events as well as demonstrates how it is possible to know, and hence to narrate, the events’ [Branigan 1992 p 3]. That relates to Metz’ ‘“A narrative is not a sequence of closed events but a closed sequence of events.”’ [Metz quoted from Branigan 1992 p 5] Metz definition indicates a focus of many researchers in narrativity on temporal and causal connections (see also narrative as ‘the semiotic representation of a series of events meaningfully connected in a temporal and causal way.’ [Onega/ Landa 1996 p 3] or Chatman’s focus on narratives ‘”chrono-logic”’ [Chatman 1990 p 9]). The same tendency can be traced even in definitions of interactive narrative: ‘An interactive narrative is a time-based representation of character and action in which a reader can affect, choose, or change the plot. The first-, second-, or third-person characters may actually be the reader. Opinion and perspective are inherent. Image is not necessary, but likely’ [Meadows 2002 p 62; this definition was assisted by Laurel].

Time is an essential element of narrative and temporal structures will be discussed for RT 3D VE especially as the discourse, here, becomes an interactive one and the temporal dependency can vary. But the discussion has to include the spatial aspect. Branigan’s ‘spatial data’ is less well covered in discussions. 

If, as postulated, narrative should be implemented as evocative elements without forcing a linear or somehow “unnatural narrative” structure onto an interactive piece, then the outline narrative structures of fabula, sjužet, plot, and narrating have to be introduced in dependency to the user’s interaction. At the same time the evocative elements that assist the user to create the narrative have to be included in a way that refers to the RT 3D VE’s specifications.

On the basis of such a user-centred approach the narrative elements can be applied by focussing on two elements that are tied to the interactions but controlled by the system: 

· the underlying rules on a basic level of event structuring

· the cinematic mediation on the level of narrating.

Rules for event structuring

Any form of user interaction has to be implemented through certain rules and granted through the code. This inevitable leads to a structure of availability and functionality of events in any RT 3D VE. In interactive pieces the text not only depends on the user’s interaction but also on the system’s functionality. The code defines the conditions for any interactive access and this feature can be used to apply narrative elements on a basic level left to be explored through interactions by the user.

This interplay of rule-governed system and user interaction mirrors the principle of theatrical performances that have a varying amount of underlying rules and pre-conditions but always depend on the actual activity of the players on stage. 

On fundamental way of structuring this interplay is in the design of the stage itself. Likewise, the space and the general setting can be used to implement the necessary structure in RT 3D VE. This feature is essential to RT 3D VE as a presentation of space is at their core. Therefore, implementing a definition of access and rules through spatial design in RT 3D VE is a media-specific approach and highly appropriate.

Narrating through cinematic mediation

A second defining feature (see chapter III.3.Forms of Presentation above) of RT 3D VE’s is their way of cinematically mediated real-time presentation of the actions to the user. This feature realises Genette’s concept of “narrating” in RT 3D VE. Through the real-time cinematic mediation an active user can be narrated to while actively immersed in the production of the event itself. In practical terms, users can steer avatars through the virtual worlds while the system delivers a cinematic mediation of this space exploration: one sees the avatar moving in the virtual world while operating it.

There is an actor and a narrator (two demands towards a narrative from Bal; [cf. Manovich 2001 p 227]) in the form of the user and the system that generates the scriptons (or – if one follows hypertextual structures: lexias). On the one hand the cinematic mediation unfolds in dependency to the user’s interaction as they depend on the actions to be depicted; on the other hand the events are interpreted through this cinematic mediation and delivered back to the user. Thus, the cinematic mediation as the main narrating device can have the ‘interpretative activity’ that Brooks referred to a reader who creates the plot from fabula and sjužet. Insofar, the cinematic mediation can have an indirect plot-constructing element through its interpretative freedom. For example, applying certain camera styles to certain situations of locations conditions the user’s understanding. As the user’s interactions have to be based on this understanding an indirect shaping of these interactions is possible
. 

The final assembly of any story still happens in the user’s mind, but the way that the cinematic presentation interprets the events shapes the perception and thereby influences this story-forming process.



A model of narrative implementation in RT 3D VE

A basic model of narrative structure in and for RT 3D VE on the grounds of the outlined narrative key principles has to start from the pre-conditions of event generation. These are the rules and definitions that allow the events to be created and are to be found in the RT 3D VE’s setting. The setting includes the regulation of interactive access, the virtual space design that operates as stage for the performance of the user’s events, as well as conditional regulations for interactions. A RT 3D VE’s setting defines the grounds for unfolding user’s interactions. 

These interactions generate the events and thereby the fabula as a real-time environment immediately narrates these events back to the user (the element of “narrating”) it is difficult to distinguish between the order of the events and the order of their telling (sjužet). Events can be put in a temporal relationship to each other (see the following chapter on Time) but a complex temporal construction cannot be based in the level of the sjužet that follows the events directly, but in the level of the setting. It is not merely the level of the interface, or Aarseth’s scriptons that define such a temporal structure, but as well the underlying code of the RT 3D VE. Fabula is the order of the events as they happen not as they should happen.
 While the later can be influenced through the setting, the former is dependent on the user clearly positioning the fabula in the user’s interaction’s realm.

Finally, the construction of a plot and the interpretation of events into a storyline ultimately happen in the user’s mind. The element of narrating through cinematic mediation influences this interpretative activity but the final cognitive effort of creating a storyline depends on the user.

The two main points of access to shaping narrative in RT 3D VE – rules for event structuring and narration through cinematic mediation – work in-between different levels.

While the rules for event structuring are part of the setting that influences the fabula, the cinematic mediation influences the shaping of the plot between fabula and sjužet. 

�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� maybe the discussion about the applicability of narrative models on interactive pieces is comparable to the desktop metaphor discussion: a computer “desktop” is not like a real desk but the metaphor is a guideline – so might a interactive narrative not be a story but narratologist’s principles are guidelines (maybe a look into Laurel’s interface book?)


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� action and theme are divided in Seger’s screenwriting advice: ‘If you’re not sure which is you “A” story and which is your “B” story, ask yourself, “Where is the movement of the story coming from? Where is the most action?” Chances are, this is your plot line. Then ask yourself, “What is my theme? What do I want to say? What through-lines are helping me to say it?” Chances are, this is your subplot line.’ [Seger1994 p 58]


�sidenote: note that the mediation can become part of the user-interaction (e.g. when editing a race in Gran Tourismo) – then it is handed over to the user


�the fabula of MYST is not the underlying background story but the user’s uncovering of it – this opposes [Juul Time_to_play TBP especially p 8]





