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An emotion wheel (above) allows

Comic Chatters to select their charac-
ter’s expression; online conversation
then appears in comic form in real

time (top).
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Microsoft’s Comic Chat puts Net

surfers in the funny pages.

By e s

Understand that serious conversations in
cyberspace rarely take place in chat rooms, the
electronic settings where people can make idle
conversation with invisible strangers. Chat rooms,
which used to consist of nothing but scrolling
text, are about as profound as Happy Hours, so
it's particularly apt that text-only “rooms” are
being replaced by graphical environments that
are the virtual equivalent of theme restaurants.

In Time Warner’s Palace, for example, chat
participants are represented by disembodied
heads that spout lines of dialogue and float
through a two-dimensional representation of a
handsomely furnished chateau. By contrast, the
“avatars” — as these representations are com-
monly called — in the Microsoft Network’s Comic
Chat possess full bodies and have a wide range

of facial expressions and gestures at their disposal.

These characters (created by Seattle-based car-
toonist Jim Woodring) inhabit a world that
unfolds, panel by panel, exactly like a comic strip.
David Kurlander, a Microsoft researcher
whose mandate is to dream up new ideas for user
interfaces, developed Comic Chat. Kurlander has
a passion for comics and harbors the idea that
chat environments need to amass a “history.”
In other words, people may chat for a while, go
away, and come back wanting to know what tran-
spired during their absence — in words and pic-
tures. Kurlander’s colleague, Linda Stone, who
heads Microsoft’s virtual worlds development
group, argues that electronic environments such
as Comic Chat serve a serious societal purpose.

They provide a forum, she says, where people can
work out issues regarding their own identities,
what Stone dubs the interaction between “person
and self.”

The cartoon panels that follow are a documen-
tation of what occurred when I tried — like a good
citizen of the late twentieth century — to conduct
business in cyberspace. I assumed the form of
Hugh the Cat and interviewed David Kurlander;
he’s the one in the Tiki mask. Then I entered a
comic chat room geared toward “newbies,” novice
users of the software, and read an essay out loud,
as if I were standing on a soapbox.

What I learned during my stay in Comic Chat
is that deep questions about identity — or weighty
matters of any sort — quickly turn absurd. The
space and what takes place inside it are inescapably
silly, and the history that piles up in the form of
frames is not one that you can refer to in order to
find your place in linear, reasoned narrative. As
Hugh the Cat did my bidding among the virtual
aliens and beatniks, I sat on the reality side of the
computer screen and giggled. The fact that
Microsoft has invested its technological capital in
a virtual world that is literally a joke — a good joke
— makes me think that the megalith has a sense
of humor. Comic Chat makes Microsoft seem . . .
human. And that’s probably the point. #

Karrie Jacobs, a contributing editor of 1.D. Magazine
and New York magazine, is the author of “Electronic
Youth,” which appeared in our May/June issue.
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COMIC CHAT
INTERVIEW

STARRING

@ Karrie Jacobs
@ David Kurlander

WHAT'S THE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN COMIC CHAT AND
o TRADITIONAL COMICS?

OTHERS FIND IT STRANGE AS H

H WELL. THE MOST FREQUENT
COMMENT WE HEAR IS "THIS

UR 60AL WAS ALSO }

TO MAKE THE
8 PANELS LOOK

=

HAND-DRAWN, =

DAVID, HOW DO YOU THINK

B COMIC CHAT COMPARES TO

OTHER VIRTUAL WQORLDS?

Y WE TRY TO EMULATE THE

| RULES USED BY TRADITIONAL

= COMICS ARTISTS.

' SAY THAT IT'S "COOL." PEOPLE |
REALLY HAVE FUN WITH IT,

[WILL JIM ALWAYS BE

il
THE HOUSE

WHO ARE THE INTENDED ==z

ERS OF COMIC CHAT?

A ANYONE THAT

: ENJQYS
OMMUNICATING
By~ ONLINE!

{ WE BELIEVE THAT THE COMICS
B\ REPRESENTATION CREATES A A4
-

WARM, ORGANIC SPACE, THAT

IS MORE INVITING THAN =

Pp——

[ COMIC CHAT IS THE FIRST o]

h VIRTUAL WORLD WITH A
oy GRAPHICAL HISTORY.

WELL, QUR TECHNIQUES FOR H
: CONSTRUCTING WORD N
BALLOONS, LAYING THEM QUT,
AND PLACING CHARACTERS IN
THE PANELS WERE LEARNED BY

KING WITH A
NAL CARTOONIST. |

HOW DQ YOU FEEL THAT
COMIC CHAT ENHANCES

SENSE OF SPACE
AND COMMUNITY.

—

HISTORIES ALLOW YQU TQO
p/ FIND QUT WHAT HAPPENED
WHEN YOU WERE AWAY FROM
| THE COMPUTER, AND TO SHARE
y THE EXPERIENCE WITH
HERS AFTERWARDS.,

WILL HAVE A SPECTAL PLACE IN
THE COMIC CHAT UNIVERSE.

IT ALSO ALLOWS PEQPLE TO
EXPRESS EMOTIONS VISUALLY,
L AS IS DONE IN TRADITIONAL
e, CONVERSATION.

==

LIKE SO WE CAN BETTER
DESIGN FUTURE VERSIONS.




SIGHTED IN
CYBERSPACE

STARRING

&\) Karrie

KARRIE JACOBS, DISGUISED AS §
A CAT, ENTERS COMIC CHAT,

A VIRTUAL ENVIRONMENT
CREATED BY MICROSOFT.

HERE I AM IN TWO
DIMENSIONS, YOUR
CORRESPONDENT
TRANSFORMED THROUGH F—
COMPUTER MAGIC INTO A S

BATHROBE-WEARING FELINE. }—4 §

L ARE REPRESENTED BY CARTOON §

57 T AM. IN AN ELECTRONIC %

ENVIRONMENT WHERE PEOPLE |

"AVATARS."

AND YQU ARE A %
PECULIAR AVATAR.

IN THE HINDU RELIGION, AN

L AVATAR IS THE INCARNATION

ANYWAY, WE AVATARS, WE &
DIGITAL BODS, ARE HANGING
OUT IN 4 PLACE THAT LOOKS

LIKE SOME LAS VEGAS
VERSTON OF ARABIAN NIGHTS.

[ ALTHOUGH WE'RE PRETTY

MAUCH STUCK IN THIS ONE

NOT A THEORY TO WHICH
YOQUR KITTY IN CYBERSPACE
NECESSARIL‘/ SUBSCRIBES, f

IN THE CULTURE OF
CYBERSPACE, AN AVATAR IS
THE INCARNATION OF A FLESH
AND BLOOD HUMAN BEING IN

A WORLD THAT ADMITS
NEITHER FLESH NOR BLOOD. }

o

QY=

THE THEQRY BEHIND GRAPHIC
ENVIRONMENTS IS THAT THEY
ALLOW RICHER INTERACTION
[\ THAN CHAT ROOMS COMPRISED
OF SCROLLING TEXT,

s

WORDS, OF COURSE, ARE BUT
ONE OF THE TOOLS USED FOR
HUMAN INTERACTION, WE
ALSQ COMMUNICATE THROUGH

EXPRESSIONS, gomm

BODY LANGUAGE AND FACIAL 4

PARTICULARLY EXPRESSIVE
FACE,

PEOPLE TELL ME THAT I HAVE A §

IN COMIC CHAT, NON-VERBAL
COMMUNICATION IS
ENCOURAGED. AN INTERFACE,
[{ CALLED THE "GESTURE WHEEL,"
ALLOWS US TO CONTROL THE

RANGE AND INTENSITY OF
OUR EMOTIONS. ,




COMIC CHAT IS AN "EXPERT
SYSTEM." A COMPUTER
SIMULATION OF THE WAY A
HUMAN BEING WITH
H SPECTALIZED SKILLS THINKS

AND ACTS.

THE EXPERT, IN THIS CASE, IS
=y JIM WOODRING, AT THE <

MOMENT, T AM ONE OF
WOODRING'S DRAWINGS.

1 .. ALL OF THESE THINGS ARE }-
PRODUCTS QF A COMPUTER
THAT HAS LEARNED TO BEHAVE
= LIKE A CARTOONIST. ==

— .,

«THE GLINT IN YOUR EVE, THE
WIND IN ¥YOUR FUR, THE
™ WHISKERS ON YOQUR ==
PROBQOSCIS.. ==

[ SCENE ARQUND ME IS

TELL JIM THAT WE }f || COMPOSED, THE WAY T WINK =
WANT MORE ART! /~ —

N OR BRIN.. et

FOR ME TO BE HERE TALKING
TO YOU, THE NUANCES OF
CARTOONING HAD TO BE
DISTILLED INTQ RULES AND —
et NUMBERS, focsmes 2 I'M NOT A NUMBER,
— - e = I'M A FREE MAN....

J = kR - - ERRR.... WHATEVER.

QVER HERE, ON THIS SIDE OF b
THE COMPUTER SCREEN, WE'RE f-

IF YOU WANT SPONTANEITY, |
WE CAN FAKE IT..

| LET'S PLAN TO BE —— =
SPONTANEQUS! —
e weia = FREE WILL IS AN Q===
ILLUSION, /~=

-

L PLACEMENT OF THE AVATARS, |
HAVE ALL BEEN CALCULATED
2 IN ADVANCE BY COMPUTER. &
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