Copenhagen, Tuesday, 18 October 2005

Expression of Interest / Workshop in Theory and Practice of Experience Design, DAC 2005
Dramaturgy of Experience

Hereby I would like to express my interest in participating in the workshop. I have an academic background as an Interaction Designer (Arts and Communication Faculty, Malmoe University), and as a Theatre Scientist (University of Copenhagen). Too, I have been working as a producer of feature radio at Danish Broadcasting Corporation (DR) for seven years.

My contribution to the workshop would be an informal discussion of operational similarities and differences between digital experience design and theatre- & film dramaturgy; can dramaturgy successfully be applied in digital experience design?
Dramaturgy as concept has a 2000 year history of providing operational rules of thumb for construction of theatre performances; regardless of style and objective the theatre performance has to keep audiences’ attention and evoking their emotions, reflections or whatever the purpose of the performance is. Dramaturgy has been following different paths according to changing cultural paradigms and communication purposes, and its rules has been tested out by many rebellion theatre makers and directors. This to state that I, by the term ‘dramaturgy’ include a broader definition than just the “Well-made play” / Hollywood film dramaturgy as we currently mostly experience it.
HCI has one of its starting points in engineering and another in cognitive psychology. For years HCI thus has been incapable of discussing aesthetic dimensions in interaction and interfaces; not only in everyday task-oriented applications but certainly also in experience oriented applications as digital art and games. It has however developed its ‘rule of thumbs’ which has become a more or less consistent language of communication; e.g. most PC-users know where find the different functions in an application. Deviation from this language is being punished hardly by users in usability tests; these usability tests even confirm the existence of such a conventional ‘interface language’. The remaining should be a matter of applying correct interface orthography.
With dramaturgy as tool the scriptwriter, theatre director and actors constantly play with the expectations of the audience. Enigmas and mysteries are being presented, audience tries to puzzle together the pieces and the solution is being presented. However if some members too early realises ‘the solution’ or already knows the plot focus shift from story line to the performance it self; thus is it possible to watch e.g. an opera several times; the story line is mere a conveyor or ritual framework for singers to perform. Dramaturgy serves thus too as a ritualistic framework; we know all how a tragedy has to end and dramaturgy reveals its origin in Greek religious praxis.

Dramaturgy in a broad definition is a play with audiences’ expectations and prior knowledge within the framework of genre and expression. Some dramaturges even claim that the audience sign a ‘contract’ of expectation, fiction and ‘suspension of disbelief’ with the theatre or film or what ever media.
How do we deal with expectations of an active user, somebody which is no longer a member of an audience (passively receiving or actively pondering or even critically condemning the piece)? Attempts on creating ‘interactive narratives’ has shown the difficulties of telling something to a user impatient for making a difference. Maybe the true property of interactive digital media are actually their interactivity?
We as media creators always wants to tell our users something they didn’t expect. We need their patience and curiosity. Whenever they get too ‘goal-oriented’ we miss the opportunity to justify the added value of our nicely designed interfaces and cool features. We need to get them surrender to us as storytellers and dramaturges. Can we by understanding dramaturgy’s 2000 year old  play with meaning and expectation develop a true dramaturgy of interactive experiences on the conditions of the digital interactive interface language? Can we use this new dramaturgy operationally in constructing and assessing interactive applications?
Jannick Kirk Sørensen, 18 October 2005

My background:

Studies in Dramaturgy, University of Aarhus, B.A. in Theatre Science and Dance, University of Copenhagen. Scriptwriting course at National Danish Film school. Producer of  Radio features (”Radiomontager”) at Danish Broadcasting Corporation 1993-2000. M.A. in Interaction Design, Malmoe University 2002, Game designer at Danish Broadcasting Corporation 2002-2003, Former member of artist group “van Gogh”, producing a ‘single-use’ CD-ROM on subject of the perishable nature of language, memory, data, sound, etc. (“Forgængelighed”) The CD-ROM could only be seen once by the user and it featured no ‘back’-buttons. By viewing the CD-ROM the user simultaneously destroyed it; filling the screen with the tracks of the mouse. Members of van Gogh during the production of the van Gogh #4 CD-ROM (1999-2000): Christian Leifelt, Jacob Thøgersen, Simon Løvind, Lene Wissing, Steen Johannesen, Jannick Sørensen, Michael Madsen. www.soundart.dk
Currently I am employed at University of Southern Denmark, where I teach Interaction Design, Multimedia Production and Innovation, and work as an adviser in documentary filmmaking in EU-interreg project “FilmTrain”. I am researching in the field of Design studies – tool for facilitating collaborative creative processes and has with production designer Villads Keiding created a Concept Design Game for collaboratively discussing visual properties of e.g. TV-productions: “Visionpool”. For the First Nordic Design Research conference (www.nordes.org) I wrote a paper describing Visionpool: http://www.tii.se/reform/inthemaking/files/p13.pdf
my website: www.audiotales.net
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