Being There Together?

Anthony Steed
Department of Computer Science
University College London
Gower St
London, WCIE 6BT, UK
E-mail: A.Steed@cs.ucl.ac.uk

Abstract

A man walks into a bar and looks around. A
bartender looks up and smiles quickly. The man
notices, smiles back and heads over towards the bar. A
very simple interaction between two people just took
place, but the punch line of this example from a recent
experiment in our CAVE-like system is that the
bartender is a simulated agent. Never the less the man's
response appears to be genuine: it seems that he acts to
some extent, even if its only subconsciously, as if the
bartender is real.

Two friends meet in a collaborative virtual
environment (CVE). Both are using CAVE-like
immersive virtual environments which give them a 1-1
scale view of the world. They are both quite tall, but
one comments that the other is looking quite short
today. They laugh about this and then get down to the
task in hand. The “shortness” is actually true in the
virtual sense and is due to a tracker calibration
problem in one of the CAVE-like systems.

These two small examples highlight what a
complex phenomena a CVE is. Today tens of
thousands of people regularly use simple versions of
such systems through online game technology. But
their experience of interacting with other people is
limited by the crude interfaces they must use.
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This talk investigates how good communication at a
distance can be using the best available technology.
We will look at the qualities of inter-personal
communication that are possible in CVEs using a
range of examples from recent experiments and trials.
We will then analyze how distributed system
technology supports and hinders various aspects of this
communication.
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