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Transcript of a semi-structured interview conducted with participant following their experience of Duncan Speakman’s It Must Have Been Dark By Then at the British Library, 4, 5, 6 June 2017. The audience for the work could either book a place in advance or just walk up. 
It Must Have Been Dark By Then is comprised of a smartphone app, physical book, and a set of headphones. It takes about an hour to complete and involves participants being guided through mostly outdoor spaces by the smartphone app while listening to an audio track and reading selections from the book. Typically, after a brief explanation, participants were sent off from a table set up in a public space, with the experience returning them back there at the end. Participants were approached for interviews following their completion of the work.

Before the interview, in addition to being provided information regarding the project and consent in writing, participants were briefed on the independence of the interviewer from the makers of the piece and assured of the anonymity of their responses. 

Interviews were audio recorded, transcribed, and then edited to ensure participant anonymity. Deleted sections of the interview are marked by either X’s or bracketed summaries. 

START AUDIO

Interviewer:	You’ve done the experience, how would you describe it to a friend? If someone asked you what it was that you had just done, what would you say?

Respondent:	Me and my friends are interested in virtual reality and stuff, so I would probably say, “It was an audio immersive experience.” I would also say, “I was actually surprised ___[00:00:24] literature. I saw like, “Oh, this is really ___ literature.” Even though I live here in London, it took me on a completely different journey. It was a like – kind of – a magical trip in a way.

Interviewer:	In terms of where you walked?

Respondent:	Basically, I struggled to the British Library, but it took me an hour and it looked very different. I also never went behind the buildings, it was a new journey. The headphones, the ambience, and the book – it kind of felt like out of time and place, [and good 00:00:54]. When I was retracing the steps, I only did half because the app stopped.

Interviewer:	Oh really? Because you’d covered quite a lot of-

Respondent:	At the end of the experience, yes. So then it broke the spell, so I decided I’m not going to retrace all of them because maybe I’ll come back and see the memories in a different light another time.

Interviewer:	Okay. At the beginning, had you thought that it might be a lot – because when someone said it was an hour, did you say that you weren’t sure that it would take an hour? But then it did-

Respondent:	Well yes, I was wondering, “What’s it going to be?” I thought – maybe – you had to follow a map, rather than… I literally walked – more or less – a square-

Interviewer:	And saw places that you hadn’t seen before?

Respondent:	Yes, exactly, yes.

Interviewer:	When you arrived at the library, what were you expecting?

Respondent:	Sorry?

Interviewer:	When you arrived at the library – at the beginning – what were you expecting? Was it what you expected, or were you thinking it would be something different?

Respondent:	No. I hadn’t thought about it too much – to be honest.

Interviewer:	That’s good to know, sometimes that’s best.

Respondent:	Actually, I expected a headset – maybe. It also said we needed to use our own mobile phones. I thought you would be inside, so we would be shown something – maybe move around. I expected more of an audio experience.

Interviewer:	To you, it wasn’t an audio experience because it had a soundtrack [and recordings 00:02:10]?

Respondent:	Yes, yes, yes.

Interviewer:	Would you describe it as an audio experience?

Respondent:	I would describe it as an experience.

Interviewer:	Okay. What did you think of the story, the narrative of the piece? [Do you have any comments about that 00:02:30]? Did that engage you? It sounds like the sound and what you saw around you engaged you.

Respondent:	The ambient sounds engaged me. I also much liked the ___. What very much engaged me was the ___[00:02:55]. “Oh, great choice of places.” ___ Sahara, then water… Also, this idea of change and – obviously – memory – and these kinds of things. I – also – am a traveller, so I understand the idea of a journey. I have my own understanding – obviously – of a journey. What I very much liked [about this 00:03:18], the ambient sounds actually fitted my reading speed. I loved reading the translation of what is happening into the print. You know, [after the] flood

Interviewer:	The interplay between…

Respondent:	Yes, the water coming in ___, these kinds of things.

Interviewer:	___?

Respondent:	So I much enjoyed that.

Interviewer:	That’s good, that’s good. What did the piece make you think of? Do we need to start with, what did the story make you think of? What came into your mind as you were doing it?

Respondent:	I think that the story – kind of – was a little bit in the background because I was taking it in – the ambience and what was happening, like how it was done. Plus, I was – obviously – outside in busy London. I was thinking about how this fits together, also I was commenting- I’m writing about this experience, so I was commenting on it [Crosstalk 00:04:13].

Interviewer:	Oh, so you were writing about it?

Respondent:	Yes. So I’ve got three things going on.

Interviewer:	What kind of things were you writing, if you don’t mind saying?

Respondent:	I was making notes of things that struck me as very fitting or very well done. I was taking pictures of the papers and – sometimes – of the places. It was funny, there was ___[00:04:32] everybody going – more or less – the same way, the same route-

Interviewer:	Yes, there are often those moments-

Respondent:	Because there was something ___... We are changing our cities – surroundings – but nature often finds the cracks to break through. I was [scanning], looking for a piece of nature – I was standing in front of a door where little flowers ___[00:04:55]. I took pictures of these kinds of things, to make my own ___ of my journey.

Interviewer:	Were they for your own interest, or are you going to share those? Were they just for you?

Respondent:	[I’m probably] going to share those ___.

Interviewer:	Okay, okay, that’s interesting. Okay. So how do you think the printed text, the app, and the experience worked together? I think you’ve talked about that a little bit. The interplay between what you were hearing, what you were reading, what you were seeing around you – how did that work for you?

Respondent:	I think that worked really well, especially ___[00:05:25]. Also, I thought the physicality… Because you could have thought… The same task, you could have done as an interactive digital narrative [in the media]. To have this physicality of the book counteracting the ___[00:05:45] of a journey was very nice.

Interviewer:	Okay, yes.

Respondent:	Yes, plus it underlined what was being told. You know like, when they talk about the Sahara you have the shifting patterns of the characters and these kinds of things-

Interviewer:	Okay.

Respondent:	Yes.

Interviewer:	So they’re – kind of – metaphors between the forms?

Respondent:	Yes.

Interviewer:	Yes, wonderful. Was there anything you particularly liked? I know you’ve talked about things. Is there one kind of thing you – if you were talking about it to someone else, is there one thing you liked in particular? Or anything you didn’t?

Respondent:	I think this interplay. With all these ___[00:06:17] experiences - or virtual reality experiences - there is this idea that the audience becomes part of the performance in a way. In a way, it was weird to think, “Would I like-” There are these little tasks, I had to look for water, I ended up standing next to a manhole ___[00:06:39] and reading this book – [you’re always asked to read a chapter] [Crosstalk]-

Interviewer:	Yes, yes, yes, yes, standing in ___?

Respondent:	Then, all of a sudden, there is this police officer telling… I was taking a picture, so there was a police officer asking me to be careful not to stand too close to the edge because people are snatching mobile phones. I like this inter…
Also, actually, I liked this part when you’re then asked, “Follow the flow of the water, or where you think it’s going.” I went from manhole to manhole. It’s kind of this idea – to follow the water is very adventurous. When you are lost somewhere, you look for water and you follow it upstream or downstream – or whatever – because that’s how you find cleaner water or a settlement.

Interviewer:	Yes, yes, navigating, but in a city it feels different?

Respondent:	Yes.

Interviewer:	It’s interesting. Okay, can you describe the usability of the work? So the technical functions, did you find that it worked well as a piece? The technology, was that easy to use?

Respondent:	Yes, super easy. Also, I liked that the quality of the headphones. Also, the audio was very good. I’ve been to an experience where the audio was really shit ___[00:07:54] mess. I like this kind of thing here, because it’s obviously important. It’s obviously very simple.
I just found it a little bit… At the end, to be asked to retrace your steps, that kind of… Then the app stops - all of a sudden, you are left unaccompanied – that was the only downturn. It’s also true for the book, it kind of stops – [and then opens for the credits 00:08:24].

Interviewer:	Okay, you hadn’t done it?

Respondent:	I’m like, “Okay?” Yes, so that was a little bit sudden.

Interviewer:	Okay. Were there any other problems that you encountered as you went along?

Respondent:	No.

Interviewer:	That’s good. Did you feel comfortable walking in public with the headphones on? This is something people have mentioned at times. How did you feel walking?

Respondent:	As I said, I do get this idea of this performative aspect of the audience. I was actually wondering that no one was asking. Obviously the police officer, I said, “I’m sorry, I’m doing an experience.” I don’t know what he was thinking I was talking about.

Interviewer:	Oh, is that what you said?

Respondent:	Yes.

Interviewer:	I know what I’m doing.

Respondent:	[Crosstalk 00:09:00] of course, they care. I’m ___ with two phones ___.

Interviewer:	Yes, did you feel vulnerable carrying a phone in public?

Respondent:	After that, [I hid it]. Actually, my bag was perfect. I think – maybe – for some other people… I’m used to working like that, but it may cause some other people… It might be a little bit stressful. Also - the book – maybe it would be a little bit easier if you could have one of these – more like – notebooks you can turn the page [Crosstalk 00:09:27]-

Interviewer:	Tuck your phone in?

Respondent:	Trying to keep it open while reading-

Interviewer:	Yes, was it a bit fiddly with all the-

Respondent:	Yes. I could imagine that – maybe – for some people it’s-

Interviewer:	But you found it…

Respondent:	For me it was-

Interviewer:	Yes.

Respondent:	It’s something I have ___[00:09:41].

Interviewer:	That’s good, that’s good. It takes a little while – sometimes – to get used to the whole thing. Would you want to experience a work like this again?

Respondent:	Yes.

Interviewer:	Why not, if you didn’t? Yes, you seem-

Respondent:	Oh yes, yes.

Interviewer:	If it was commercially available, what would you be prepared to pay for it? Would it be something that you would pay to do, or would it be something you’d prefer to do as part of an event that was…

Respondent:	I think if I would have to pay for it, I think I would ___[00:10:06], rather than pay to – also – get the app and the book. So I could do it in other cities, which I would find – actually – very easy to understand that.

Interviewer:	Yes, okay. So rather than pay for the experience, it would be a book with something?

Respondent:	Alone, I would, yes. Like a ___.

Interviewer:	Yes, yes, no I would. Yes, I’d like that. Do you have any further comments? Any other things you thought as you were doing it, that you wanted to talk about? Anything you didn’t like, that you might want to add?

Respondent:	At the end, it stopped – as I’ve already said. It said, “Your stats are only for you, and then they’re going to be erased.” It would have been kind of nice to have an option to send them to me – ___[00:10:55] or something like that. I think there is a lost opportunity to share.

Interviewer:	What would it be that you’d want sent, sorry?

Respondent:	Well it could have been just the image of the ___, as a picture to share. Then, like, “I’ve just done the ___ Experience.” Or whatever. Or – actually – maybe even the underlying data of it. There is navigation data I would imagine.

Interviewer:	So the route?

Respondent:	Yes, exactly.

Interviewer:	Okay [Crosstalk 00:11:22]-

Respondent:	I mean, it could be just like a little playful gadget ___, “Oh, okay.”

Interviewer:	You want a little bit more?

Respondent:	I also have another ___.

Interviewer:	I’ll take that back in a minute. Yes, that’s an interesting idea. So something to share at the end?

Respondent:	Yes. I mean, also, for you guys – in a way. So it’s like, “Here, I’ve just done this, would you like to do it as well?”

Interviewer:	Some advertising, yes. Anything - I’m just thinking – from your background - creative producing, virtual reality. Do you have any insights on that aspect, that you would… Something you would change, or anything you would add – other than that, because that’s just a really interesting point so I just wondered if you had any others.
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Respondent:	Another thing that was interesting for me was how you can play with imagination without actually offering too much ___[00:12:14]. Like at the beginning, as well - when I was walking – the music was nice. Then she started talking and ___, “Oh, actually I would be fine to be left alone with my thoughts.” But then I realised, “Oh, these suggestions to ruminate about a sense of place…” I actually found these suggestions very interesting. 
Usually I would travel – or walk – and have my own thoughts. There was – kind of – someone entering your mind, but only in a suggestive manner. I quite liked that. In a way, through this audio - and through what was happening – intellectually, the city looked… I felt differently. I found that it was actually a fascinating experience, rather than being in a full immersive – visual, often – experience where the world is kind of unfolding in front of your eyes.

Interviewer:	Would you see this as a piece of literature? You talked about sound and you talked about it being an experience, is it literature do you think?

Respondent:	I think it’s a [brilliant 00:13:28] piece of ambient literature.

Interviewer:	Okay, yes.

Respondent:	___, “Oh yes, I can understand what that means.”

Interviewer:	Okay good, that’s great, thank you very much. I’ll just stop the recording.

END AUDIO
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