_________________________________________________________________________________


    







Magda Popescu

Virtual Reality                                                   and John Fowles’ The Magus

To apprehend a world as real is to feel surrounded by it, to be able to interact physically with it and to have the power to modify this environment. However, not all that is real is satisfying, and thus human mind  is in  a permanent search for a world of fulfillment. Literature and the computer generated three–dimensional landscape are the possibilities in which all of our wishes can be fulfilled: seeing ourselves from the outside, adopting a new identity, being able to modify the environment through either verbal commands or physical gestures, seeing creative thoughts instantly realized without having them physically materialized. It is known that in the process of fiction writing the need to express oneself comes from the urge to enable the wish  be fulfilled, whereas, as far as reading is concerned, one reads words on a page and his mind recreates the pictures and emotions; a virtual world is built up through a process of creative reading. While reading one gets “immersed” and experiences a virtual reality effect. It is similar to using a head-mounted display or a data-glove. While in a VR system one doesn’t see the computer anymore, being left with himself and  the new created reality, the same thing happens when getting immersed in a fictional world. What actually happens in a postmodern text is that the text is created in such a way that the reality it builds is a computer–like reality: it communicates all that one can imagine using the freedom of combining ideas. There is no pattern traced. More than that, when the narrator’s sensations become the reader’s ones, fiction offers such a mobile point of view which is at least as extensive as that of VR systems. The disembodied self of the impersonal narrator can apprehend the fictional world from any perspective (character’s point of view), select any location as observer’s point, narrate in any temporal direction and switch back and forth these points of view.

Fiction, like virtual reality, offers the experience of a world which otherwise would be impossible to apprehend. It is, as I was previously saying, the would-be reality of all wishes to come true. More than that, in both these worlds we can adopt  a foreign identity with such a disconcerting ease     

 
 A novel that – to my opinion – follows the structure taken into consideration, is Fowles’ The Magus, as it is in this novel that we deal with different realities (the level of the story unfolding in  the present, the level of the stories narrated by Conchis where he tries to make N. Urfe a character of the scene and the reality beyond where actually Conchis wants to take Urfe, the reality where only “the elected” ones can transcend; it is the reality where one must accept oneself and accomplish the Weltanschaung, in order to acknowledge the self). These three layers of reality allow us to compare The Magus with VR.


The three-dimensional computer generated landscape is represented   in  the   novel  by  the scenes set up by Conchis (the  scene  with his fiancée where even the environment was  perfectly suited for going back in time as nothing betrayed the  time  of the action). Of course there are some features common both for VR and fiction but some of them -  in the case  of the novel, relate to the author,  some  to  the character  or the setting of the book. A VR experience may be considered the moment when Conchis hypnotizes Urfe  (the hypnocatharsis) as it  is then when they  enter a different reality and  Conchis can make  Urfe  see  himself  from the outside, speak about himself, thus Conchis becoming a sort of an “omniscient”  master for Urfe’s conscience. It is, as Lasko-Harvill pointed out :”in  virtual  reality we can, with disconcerting  ease, exchange eyes with another  person and  see  ourselves and  the  world from  their  vantage point”.1

Thus, what is important in The Magus is that hypnocatharsis is more or less VR experience. However,  if the author strips himself of his real world identity, in our case Urfe, it is because he  needs to go deeper to his  subconsciuous, to meet his  alter ego. It is both VR and fiction that allow the character transcend the boundaries of human perception. The same way VR system enables the penetration into places which are normally inaccessible, the   same way one can penetrate beyond, to the repressed emotions, by hypnocatharsis. By means of VR experience we can find  answers to certain daily aspects or  tormenting thoughts, the same way  we  can find motivation to our daily reactions,  by tracing  down the past experience through hypnosis.


In order to set up the environment for hypnotizing Urfe, Conchis relocates his consciousness in different places, through rememberings from the past (not any  plain remembering but a complex one) at different times.

             The so -called VR Urfe experiences by being hypnotized, is interactive, as he modifies the environment, that is the subconscious elements. In a truly interactive system the virtual world must respond to the user’s action and this is what happens with Urfe, though here is a little different and maybe more complicated process: it is Urfe who goes to  virtual world, but the one who takes action and actually uses Urfe’s VR. is Conchis. Urfe responds to his commands, therefore Urfe’s VR responds to the user’s actions (Conchis). This is a sort of interactivity different from the one performed in computerized VR. Laurel compares the users of such a system to the audience marching on the stage, getting involved in the theatrical performance. Conchis is the audience. The user gives directions and creates  data in real time.  A world immersed in time and subject to change is thus projected. Out of a given situation, the hypnotizer immerses the subject into a certain environment and thus, by means of a creative process, he can develop a lot  of histories in  order to find the side that needs  healing.


An interesting game played in The Magus unfolding the story is dismantling the belief of the reader. She/He can no longer know which thread to follow  in fiction as she/he has to deal  with fiction within fiction, interrupted by hypnosis. At  a certain moment  the interpreter needs awareness of the mechanism of fictionality: it is a game of  “in - and- out”, a game which for Urfe is hard to be understood: he doesn’t know what to believe - Is it real ? Is it a dream ?  Is it hallucination ? He even starts to invest emotional interest in the characters surrounding him.


This game of make - believe is another form of interactivity , between the user and the used : the user manipulates the strings and acts upon the VR system (Conchis, by interrogating Urfe through hypnosis tries to modify some of his beliefs). Yet, when Conchis plays scenes from the past  for Urfe, he plays the role from inside and chooses different  identities for those that actually are always the same. They have  the freedom to act, in daylight, under their own identities, while at night they imperson different characters, according to the user’s will. 

              From the two aspects (Conchis manipulating Urfe on one hand and Conchis being a sort of stage director for his own crew on the other) only the latter is considered an immersive experience.  


Referring to VR Howard Rheingold’s opinion is that the VR developers “want a world that you can walk around  in, that will react to you appropriately, that  presents a narrative  structure for you to experience” 2 This reminded  me  of Conchis burning all the books because “the novel is dead”3. “Why should I struggle through  hundreds of pages of fabrication to reach half a dozen very  little truths. Words are for truth. Not fiction.” Therefore he  evaluates the living  reality,  but he  uses a world that “you can walk in” to heal Urfe. Does VR  have healing powers?       


Does VR help people release the driven  back complex and  also  forget about hardships in life - while fiction not? Should we think of the perfect identification  of the reader with the character and the transfer of personality, the concluding idea might be that this statement is wrong. “VR challenges  the concept  of reality”4. When one  takes the VR as possibly existing and feasible, the question that might arise would be what  the reality we are actually witnessing is? What reality are we part of and how  many sorts of reality can we  experience? This  aspect is well represented in The Magus. Here one can also deal with the idea of immersion and interactivity. To immerse in a world is to feel surrounded by it, while to interact is to  have the power to modify it. What is different yet from the VR is the fact that in the novel one cannot apprehend immaterial objects and also one cannot modify the environment through verbal commands or physical gestures, like in VR. This is possible only at the authorial level; however  resemblance is not perfect, even in this situation. It is also at the authorial level that the creative thoughts are instantly realized without going through the process of having them materialized, aspect  common  the VR. Conchis makes Urfe immerse in the world of his stories (narrated only at night time) but Urfe doesn’t interract with this world, he doesn’t have the power to change it but once, in the scene with the Russian  roulette system, with the die that had   number six engraved on all its faces.  Had he not chosen that way, he might have been dead - Conchis states,to later show it was a trick anyway.


The immersion is not quite perfect in “Urfe – Conchis” case because it doesn’t  suspend the disbelief in totality. Even when being wrapped up in the so-called VR experience, there is a small part in Urfe that wonders whether  he should  let himself immersed or not ; thus his awareness is not totally absorbed so as to contemplate freely the non-actual possible worlds. The convention, however, does exist, both in the case of the VR and fiction   immersion- it is the convention of selecting an  object and regarding it as something else, usually in agreement with other players. (Conchis agrees with Lily and Rose to pretend they live scenes from the past).


Both in fiction and  in VR the reader or the one experiencing VR deals with interactivity as  he witnesses a three dimensional reality, a world with hidden depth, where the characters are as realistic as possible - they have minds, intents, desires, emotions and the reader is  encouraged to reconstruct all this (by interpreting  the written text) in order to evaluate and criticize their behavior. 


One gets totally immersed when his self is weak and lets itself be led by the story. For a powerful mind,  interactivity is the one to play the part. A positive thing is that immersion and interactivity exclude each other or , as M.L .Ryan puts it :”The more interactive, the less immersive the text.”5 Those texts that combine the two are those that play “in and out” reality. She further considers that this doesn’t happen in VR, where interactivity and immersion go together. Maybe this would be the crossroads where fiction chooses its own path, while VR goes the other.


However, considering the ambiguities hanging up “in the air” , the mysteries and Fowles’s foreword for The Magus (this book is for the reader what Rorschach test is for the psychiatrist), the game of in-and-out, then The Magus doesn’t suit the idea that immersion and interactivity exclude each other in fiction, because the reader can freely navigate in the story as the landscape is three dimensional, the reader feels free to act, seeing all multi-levelled networks from above, thus being fully engaged in the environment.On the contrary, what happens in “The Magus” is similar to what  happens in VR. The question that rises in this case is:


“Is The Magus purely a fiction novel?”

___________________________________

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Lasko-Harvill, Ann – Identity and Mask in Virtual Reality ,Discourse
                                       14.2 (1992): 222-234

Rheingold, Howard – Virtual Reality. New York: Simon & Schuster,





1991

Ryan, Marie-Laure – Possible Worlds, Artificial Intelligence, and

     Narrative Theory. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1991

Fowles, John – The Magus. Frogmore, St.Albans, Triad/Panther Books, 1977

PAGE  
3
Magda Popescu – “Virtual Reality” and John Fowles’s   “The Magus”


