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NAVAL POSTGRADUATE SCHOOL USING HOLLYWOOD WIZARDRY
TO CREATE INSTRUCTIONAL VIDEO GAMES

By ALEX FRIEDRIOH
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Still think video games are kid stuff?
Tell that to the military. It sees them as
the ultimate training tool.

And with the help of Hollywood, it's
making them eerily realistic.

Naval Postgraduate School techno-
wizards discussed at an open house
this week how Tinseltown technology
is helping them plunge soldiers into vir-
tual battlefields. They want to train war-
riors to deal with harrowing new situa-
tions and weapons — and even see
how they fare under the stress,

The virtualreality scenarios they
paint are stunning. An infantryman will
be able to practice keeping the peace in
a simmering vi in Kosovo. A nine-
man squad could infiltrate and clear an
enemy-infested building. A helicopter
pilot dealing with engine problems and
heavy winds could by to rescue a
downed comrade,

“We're trying to build the next gen-
eration of video game,” said Michael
Zyda, director of the school's Modeling
Virtual Environments and Simulation
Institute, also known as MOVES, With
a budget of $7.2 million, the Smonth-
old institute taps the minds of its 43
paid engineers as well as the academic
projects of 45 NPS students,

Computer simulations are actually
nothing new in military training. Pilots
have used flight simulators for
decades. Tacticians plot strategy using

computers. And Marines have been
blasting away with a modified version
of the gory video game Doom since
1996,

But modified games are usually infe-
rior to the originals, and creating
games from scratch has been clunky
and expensive. And one crucial ele-
ment is lacking: emotion. After all, how
can a soldier take a simulation seri
ous;lly when he knows he's in no dan-
ger?

That's why NP5 engineers are look-
ing to Hollywood — and such special-
effects gurus as those at Lucasfilm —
to make games look and sound like the
real thing.

The aim: Immerse the soldier in a
virfual world where he confronts emer-
gencies and closeup combat. Don't
just make him feel the thump of the
helicopters. Put him up against new
weapons and soldiers he's unfamiliar
with. Give him computerized comrades
who réfuse to follow his orders,

“It has to be so realistic it makes you
sweal," said Michael Kapp, a MOVES
adviser and retired Time Warner exec-
utive. “And that's what Hollywood is
good at: pushing emotional buttons.”

Just look at the 1998 World War II
blockbuster "Saving Private Ryan." The
realism of its special effects helped
make the movie so compelling that it
actually boosted military recruitment.
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This week, MOVES pre-
sented its newest baby, the
NPSNET-V. It's a “dynamic” vir-
tual environment that allows

engineers to constantly update
the virtual world with new sol-
diers and weapons that our sol
diers have never seen before,
“If you want to test a new type
of gun, you load it in" said
Zyda. For example, “if you've
never been shot by a shotgun
before, you learn what it's like
and what it can do."

The MOVES conference

“We're one of the few places
that sits down and thinks about
where this is going," Zyda said.

Alex Friedrich can be reached
at 648-1172.




