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elepresence is an emerging technology of broad potential. The term
means that, with the help of advanced technology devices, a person
may figuratively project himself into another environment, say, for
example, the surface of a distant planet being explored by a robot; the
telepresent person sees exactly what the robot sees with a sense of
actually being there, and he can control the robot's movements although he
is millions of miles distant.

Telerobotic control of automated systems in space is not yet a reality,
but it is a NASA goal considered entirely feasible. Telepresence, to a limited
degree, is a reality — or, to use the scientist’s term, a “virtual reality.”

Although the technology is still at the “ground floor” level, systems that
permit a human operator to “virtually” explore a computer-generated artificial

environment — and interact with it — are routinely
A FAMILY OF being demonstrated in both government and business
applications. The key component of the technology
— 3D computer graphics — is already in wide
commercial use and expanding explosively.

A world leader in virtual reality/telepresence
SYSTEMS HEADS A research is Ames Research Center, which is exploring
future uses of the technology and at the same time
actively employing it in current applications. For
example, Ames’ Numerical Aerodynamic Simulation
Facility is using virtual reality devices to add an extra
SPINOFFS IN THE dimension to the science of computational fluid
dynamics. In an aircraft design effort, for instance, a
virtual reality system allows a NASA scientist, wearing
an electronic glove, to “enter” the virtual wind tunnel,
release a smoke tracer and observe at first hand the
TECHNOLOGY smoke flow around the aircraft model.

A basic system Ames employs is a stereoscopic

display presented on two small screens, one for each
eye; the display may be an artificial environment generated by a computer
or a real environment relayed from remote video cameras and converted to
computer compatibility. With an electronic glove, the operator can interact
with the computer environment; he might, for example, grasp an object
within the simulation, a chair perhaps, and move it — and the computer
will accordingly move the chair in the display. Taking it a step further, one
can don a sensor-equipped suit that makes possible full-body interaction
with the computer-generated virtual world.

Several telepresence systems manufacturers are taking this technology
into the commercial world. One of them is Fakespace, Inc., Menlo Park,
California, a spinoff company that got its start as an Ames contractor for
development of a teleoperated motion platform for transmitting sounds and
images from remote locations. The system, known as Molly™, pans, tilts
and rolls in real time, matching the head motion of the user; coupled with
a stereo viewing device and appropriate software, it creates the experience
of telepresence, or “being there.”
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