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ABSTRACT
This paper is the post-mortem write-up for our final project for LCC2730. It goes over the history of the development cycle for our project, “The Time Train.” In addition to this it goes in-depth on what we were thinking when we designed things the way we did.
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1. INTRODUCTION

For our final project we decided to create a train that moves on a circular track within a hobby room. This is no normal train though. Indeed, this train can travel through time on the memories of the man who was once the boy who played with it. Using the train the user can travel back to a time when the man was young. Alternatively, the user can see back to a time when the man lived in his bachelor pad or to the last of his glory days in the early 90s. All of this is made possible through the use of a chase camera and a mouse click interface. This paper discusses the purposes of our methods of presentation an interacion.

2. THE PLANS

2.1 Plan A.1 & A.2

At our first meeting we were initially unable to come with what might be called a cohesive plan. We came to the conclusion that doing something with a train would be a cool idea but that was about it. After much consideration we came down to two similar but different plans that shaped the direction the rest of the project would head in.

The first version of the plan involves traveling through a series of rooms. Each room represents a time period in human history and is filled with that time period’s hobby items. We wanted to use hobbies dating as far back as the year 1900 and to increment by 20 years in each room. If memory serves, our stumbling blocks here were finding out what hobby items people had in those times and what would actually happen in each room. We did know, however, that this plan would require a large amount of modeling to get everything we wanted.

In the second version of the plan we entirely abandoned the time aspect and instead concentrated on the narrative qualities of each set of hobby items. This plan came out of our fears around the large amount of research and sheer quantity of new 3D models required to create the project based on the first plan. In the second plan the series of rooms remain the main stage for the narrative. Each room, rather than represent a time period, represents a hobby set. That is to say, one room might be a kitchen full of kitchen items, and another a workshop full of tools.  Then each room puts on some kind of narrative using the kinds of actions that each set of items afford. For example, one room we had planned out is the workshop. In this room the hammers would be on some kind of Soviet style march being led by the circular saw. 

In these two plans we also developed our initial methods of interaction. The interaction for these two plans is based almost entirely on user-controlled camerawork. The user is locked into the train as it drives around the track through the rooms. The user is given full 360-degree control over the way that they are looking using mouse controls. (See Figure 1.) This version of the plan made the piece into what could be described as an extremely elaborate simulation of a Disney theme park ride.  
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Figure 1 Moveable camera locked in the train.

It was also suggested that we implement a branching paths style narrative. Certain key events, such as a ball rolling across the tracks, would cause a dramatic camera change and a visual prompt whereupon the person viewing the narrative would be forced to either act or to let the ball obstruct their path. Depending on their actions their path would change. (See Figure 2.) What made this particularly engaging was that there would be no indication to the user that their actions were affecting their destined path, much like in life. 
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Figure 2 Action prompt and two possible results.


Both of these plans were eventually dropped because we felt that it would be too difficult to create multiple, physically separate, rooms. Once we actually tried to put the camera-on-rails into practice we found that it was far too limiting on the viewer’s scope of vision. We also decided that the five individual narratives would be too difficult to come up with for the second plan. In the end, only elements of these first two plans actually survived to the very end of the project.

2.2 Plan B
After some thought the plan took a new direction.  We devised a new plan that implemented the time and train elements of the first plan but was centered on the life of one person. We decided that it would be for the best to remove the separate rooms and just stick to a train moving in a loop in one room. When the user clicks on an item in the room it takes them to a different time in the person’s life. This version of the plan is very similar to our final version but it is different in a few key ways.

First, we created a large back-story behind the character whose room the user is traveling in. We did this because we felt it would make for a more engaging narrative if the character whose life the viewer was watching actually existed at some level. Branching paths were also abandoned in favor of a more complete circular path that brought the times across one another as the user clicked.

Elements of this plan were ultimately abandoned in order to create our final take on what the project should look like.   For example, we found it to be unrealistic to create five distinct time zones. We felt the scope of the project was too large and that it spanned into time periods we knew relatively nothing about. This made it very difficult to plan out the narrative that we were counting on having surrounding the person who lives in the room. We felt that if we couldn’t come up with a satisfactory narrative then the whole thing would come off poorly. Based on this, and the difficulty we had coming up with a compelling narrative, we decided to drop the specific character and his story and opt for a more abstract  representation.

2.3 Final Revision

The final revision of the plan is heavily based on the second plan with some important changes. As previously mentioned we removed the extensive back-story from the narrative. Instead we replaced it with an unnamed and extremely symbolic human figure. We also stripped out two of the time zones and added a concept of a “neutral room.” The neutral room gave us a starting place, present day, and allowed us to move into other time periods by clicking on objects in the room. 

We also finally came to an agreeable method to work the camera. Instead of locking the camera inside the train we turned it into a third person chase camera. This allows the user to have a much greater range of vision, as opposed to the in-cab camera. We also decided that it would be helpful if the camera pans out and gives an establishing shot of some kind while the room is transitioning to a different time zone. We came to this conclusion during some testing and debugging because we found it was very difficult to see if our transitions were actually working. Since we couldn’t tell what was going on while it was transitioning someone who was unfamiliar with the whole concept behind the room certainly wouldn’t know. 

3. METHOD IN THE FINAL REVISION

3.1 Interaction

In the final version of the project we have incorporated three methods of user interaction. The first is one that was intended all along, camera control. We feel it is extremely valuable for the user to have control over the camera. As that is a method of interaction not usually afforded by traditional visual media. To help us facilitate this we limited the interaction in regards to movement greatly. We decided to go with a train because of the unique constraints afforded by it. It can be moved under its own power and can steer itself on a track. When the viewer is put on rails like this it facilitates their interaction with the camera because they no longer need to be concerned with steering. We briefly considered changing the vehicle in each time period to represent the time even more visually. We decided, however, this was not a good plan because to run a spaceship or car on rails does not take full advantage of the styles of free movement that they afford.

This on-rails style also facilitates our point and click interface. If the user needed to concentrate on steering, camerawork, speed and clicking it would be too difficult and they would likely become frustrated. The point and click interface is not without its woes even on its own, however.  In our original configuration the camera was entirely controlled by the mouse. This makes clicking anything on the screen nearly impossible as the camera moves with you while you try to click the objects. 

As a third level of interaction we have added the ability to adjust the speed. This was originally planned as the method of time travel. The user would click on the desired time period and then would accelerate, causing the time skip. This proved to be cumbersome and confusing so it was removed as the method of time travel. We did, however, find that it adds a level of interaction to the narrative that does not exist otherwise. The train moves just fast enough that simply clicking on an object difficult. Often the user will miss the object entirely and this can be frustrating. In addition to all this increasing the speed of the train also causes the time change to happen more quickly. We feel that this adds a greater sense of speed and control over the world on the part of the user.

3.2 Visual Presentation

3.2.1 Review

The visual presentation of our project is something that we have altered a few times. As stated above, in earlier plans the user was going to be locked into the train and have the world framed in that way. There was also going to be a concept of separate rooms. We did not feel these methods conveyed the message we desired so they were not realized. Instead we make use of a third person chase camera and keep the train looping in the same room so that the user is given a sense of surrealism.

3.2.2 The Man

In the center of every room the man that the narrative is about is seated in a chair. (See Figure 3) This is done in order to unify every zone with a familiar character. It helps the user comprehend that it is not just any series of rooms they are traveling through but the rooms that this person has resided in over the span of their life. The man also allows the user to return to the neutral room by clicking on him. This was done so that, in case the user missed him, they realize that he exists and it is the rooms in his memory that they are traveling through. 
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Figure 3. The man in the neutral zone.

3.2.3 Time Travel

Time travel is initiated by clicking on a time-specific item in the neutral room. We decided to use this method of time travel because it allows for a level of control on the part of the user that would not be there if they were merely to ride the ride and watch time change before their eyes. We decided that the visual presentation of time travel should be a soft fade between the neutral zone and the desired time. (See Figure 4) This is because we feel that it better represents the fuzziness of memories and how intricately tied they can be to material things. This reinforces for the user that they are not physically being ripped across time but are being sent through a person’s memories to a time long past. 
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Figure 4. A fade between the neutral zone and the 80s/90s.

3.2.4 The Neutral Zone

The neutral zone is an idea that happened very late in development. Initially we were merely going to have items in each age that could take the user to any other time that was desired. The neutral zone can be thought of as a museum to the person’s life that the user explores. The three other zones can be thought of as roughly the 50s, 60s-70s, and 80s-90s. The neutral zone is actually beyond the 90s era and is set in current times in the person’s life. The hobby room is full of relics from the person’s childhood and adulthood. It can be seen as a physical manifestation of the memories attached to the items that exist in the neutral room.

The room was originally going to only contain objects that could take the user back in time. As we developed the idea further, however, we determined that it would say more about the psychology of the person in the room if we selected multiple items from each age and grouped them in the neutral room.

4. CONCLUSION

The narrative makes use of a mouse point and click system in order to faze the user backward through the life the man. The camera is set up in order to facilitate searching for clickable items and so that the user can take a look around the environment. The use of a train was intentional due to the fact that the user does not need to control where the train goes but only where they are looking. This also allows them to ignore where they are going so that they can concentrate on clicking items in the room. In the end the controls should be entirely transparent and all that should be noticed is the narrative itself.
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