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The Future Internet

Is It Real or Is It Virtual?

n the set of VH-1 game show My Generation, host Craig Shoemaker
Oand four contestants stand in a small, single-level studio, the
empty walls behind them painted a near-flourescent green, and the
day’s game topics *listed on' a makeshift wooden board.

But viewers see quite a different scene. The group stands in an
expansive room with broad stairs *leading up to’ the stage. Around
them glows a bank of luminous blue squares and a giant electronic
screen displaying the show logo *along with® a colorful, three-dimen-
sional game board.

So what’s *going on* here?

Television’s legendary ability to craft illusions is being greatly ex-
tended by a new technology that not only creates more elaborate visual
effects but can save money and time in the process.

It’s virtual sets, and some say it’s better than the real thing.

Virtual set technology is * far from® the blue screen used for
weather forecasts.

It lets producers create live productions using real actors sur-
rounded by a graphically generated, three-dimensional environment in
which they can walk around objects, behind and in front of them, even
cast shadows.

Virtual sets can appear large but take relatively little space for

filming. Because the sets exist on computer disk, storage space isn’t an
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The Future Internet

issue, and a set can be changed in seconds, freeing studio space for
multiple productions.

The potential financial benefits are also great, although compli-
cated by a range of production factors.

Says Gregory Petroff, director of creative services for Studio DVP,
the Hollywood, Calif. -based firm that created the set for My Genera-
tion, “The economics of virtual set technology * is partly related to®
whether you have to strike your set. ~

Hard sets, the ones that exist in the real world, *add costs to’ a
show when they are used in a shared studio because they take time to
dismantle and set up.

"By contrast®, it takes only seconds to change sets in the virtual
realm, and no physical space to store them is needed because they
*reside in® computer data bases.

And while creating a high-end hard set can cost $250, 000 to
$500, 000, comparable virtual sets generally cost one-third the price.
Scott Lelieur, Studio DVP’s creative director, say, “The design fees are
identical, it’s the construction that is hugely different. ”

Meanwhile, the hardware for creating virtual set systems can cost
as little as $100, 000 — or as much as $500, 000. But once a station or
a production company owns such a system, the cost of creating indi-
vidual sets decreases dramatically.

Cost and convenience are not virtual sets’ only benefits. For in-
stance, the VH-1 set for My Generation cost more than $75, 000 to
build, much the same as the producers would have spent for a hard set.

But, notes Petroff, “The set they would have built would have looked

4



AKPEH R

FECETHREE P CHEZEAREE, HRER 2T,
FE/ENSEG LB R HRETERBEER,

BENSFRIBORBAN, REST-RIEFEENES
MEAREHR

BEXE - RIFBKE DVP HEL A BERFHATA,
EA R T MM A RXRN " HES R, i, s
BARNEHUERHBEE LY RAGRTEBREFNAR, ~

E-THANEEEREAASFENBE R RSMMNYH
A, BB PR & R IR [,

MR, ERUSB SR ®RGRABILDHS, MTAFRASER
YR, B R BRE T A RIRER,

WE—ERNEERRELRN25~50 HET, MHMEE
AR RN 1/3.DVP HE LA AMRIESTORHE -
FURBR "R R —HK, KEEEMNRR RS,

SR FET, 9 4E B U R R G B A AT R XA 10 T E T,
HARHEE SO XL, Al —-BERBREREMALAARET
BH—ERE W4, 5O HROHERAREBEL T,

A B SRR A RLA R IF L. P, “RXA
AN B VH-1RRIET 7.5 AR, FENRBRSER 4

6. be related to: BB ;G- A K e A%
7. add--to: 1§

8. by contrast: /R

9. reside in: /B{t



The Future Internet

very small, and the game board would have been very simple. Whereas

the set we built looked enormous, and the game board was
three-dimensional.  Adds Lelieur, “You can produce something that
looks much more expensive than what it really cost you to make it.

Virtual set technology was not always so effective. Early forays
were cartoonish-looking and obviously fake. The U.S. television in-
dustry initially rejected its use for serious programs. But in other parts
of the world — South America and Europe, for example — the tech-
nology found a niche in the mid-1990s.

Now, virtual sets have found a foothold in the States. Says Petroff,
“For the U.S. market, for the quality to be acceptable, you needed
mature tracking technology, mature hardware, mature software and
mature know-how. "

*Now that'® the technology has matured, it’s being seen in a wide
variety of news and sports programs, which have a greater need for
graphic content. Children’s programming and game shows are likely
candidates for the technology.

Studio DVP’s Lelieur sees another possible use. “There’s also an
opportunity to create something that could never exist *in reality'’, " he
says.

One of the company’s current projects involves creating a surreal,
almost gothic virtual environment for an Internet client. “It doesn’t look
real, " Lelieur says. “but it’s a place you'd want to go.

Concludes Petroff infers, “Most people will say it’s the wave of the
future. They’re just not sure if the future is here. ”

Just as virtual set technology allows producers to put television
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reporters *on location'? when they are in the studio, it has the capa-
bility to create a reality that doesn’t exist. One could, for example,
blend images to make a fake city or to add actors to a scene.

But designer John Adel of Post Effects, a virtual set design com-
pany based in Chicago, doesn’t foresee misuses of the technology, ar-
guing that “television is kind of *by definition'* dishonest. If we built a
hard set, it wouldn’t be a real place, either. "

Besides, the technology isn’t advanced enough to make it worth-
while. “If I were trying to falsify information, real-time graphics don’t
look good enough, " he says, “There are much easier ways to do it that
look more realistic. ~

But precisely this kind of manipulation of information is already
being applied in television advertising. Using virtual-set technology, for
example, producers of TV sporting events add billboard for viewers that

is not displayed in the stadium or arena.

{ From www. Micro. com)
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