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Transcript of semi-structured interview with participant following their experience of Breathe by Kate Pullinger. Part of the Ambient Literature Project, Breathe (breathe-story.com) is a short story length piece of interactive writing meant to be read in a smartphone’s web browser, and features a text which changes based on the time and location of its reading. Participants were recruited through an open call that was circulated and recruited through other convenient means. Instructed to read the piece at home, participants were interviewed in person, over the telephone, or via Skype following their experience of the work in March, April, and May 2018.
After their initial agreement to participate, participants were sent instructions on how to access Breathe, how to schedule a time to be interviewed, and a few short questions to be completed immediately following their experience of the piece to serve as a memory aid for the interview. They were asked to read Breathe in a quiet place, preferably their own bedroom and that it works take about 15-20 minutes to complete. 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:	Basically, how would you describe this to a friend, if you wanted to tell somebody about it, and say, “Oh, you should do this thing”, and they said, “Well, what is it?” How would you describe it to them?

Respondent:	I think I would probably say it’s kind of like a short story that is personalised to you. It is almost a little bit like one of those books you used to get when you were younger that has your name in it, and the things that you know and recognise, but it’s a horror. It is more updated. It is more for adults. It can be quite chilling at points, but it is only very short. You could read this on the train. You could read this in five minutes on your lunch break. It is not a big undertaking.

Interviewer:	Okay. What were your impressions of it when you read it?

Respondent:	I really liked it. I thought, in terms of the actual sites that housed it, I thought it was a very sleek look. I quite liked that. I liked the personification of it. I thought the characters were perhaps lacking a little bit of depth in some sense. I just didn’t really get who she was, our protagonist. I didn’t really understand what my link with her was. I found her a bit puzzling at points. [Reefat 0:01:35], her partner, was much more, you got a very well rounded sense of who he was because of his back story in Syria. You didn’t really get loads about her. It all felt a little bit throwaway. I didn’t really get much about her mother, who her mother was either, and why she might be this sort of slightly sensitive character.

Interviewer:	Yes. When you started the work, what did you expect from it?

Respondent:	Well, I can say from the permissions that I ticked I understood that you were going to read my location, and possibly some other data on my phone, so I expected you to throw in something about knowing where I was, or where I had been recently.
But on the opening page where you take over the camera, and it says, “Is your phone in your hand? Are you ready?” I kind of assumed that at some point, you were going to really mess with my phone. Not in a damaging way, but I thought maybe at some point you were going to make, when they are talking about mix tapes playing in that restaurant that are terrible, I thought you were perhaps going to open my Spotify playlist or something, and I was going to be like, “Urgh.” That would have freaked me out that you had that level, because I don’t think it would be a complex control to put in place, but that would have been a bit more… Or, if you had opened YouTube on a playlist. That would have freaked me out. 
Likewise, if the camera had flicked on and off every now and again, that probably would have freaked me out as well. That would have felt a lot more like there was something near.

Interviewer:	Besides that kind of feeling where you were kind of expecting something that didn’t happen, was there anything else that was different about the work from what you had expected?

Respondent:	No, not really. Like is say, I don’t want to only do seemingly negative feedback, because I really enjoyed the premise. I thought it was a really clever idea, and a lovely sort of step down that pathway, I think. It was what I sort of expected reading about it in advance, because I knew what I was walking into. I think if a friend had recommended it to me word-of-mouth, I probably would be a bit more surprised at what had happened.

Interviewer:	Okay. When you were reading it, were there any things the piece made you think of, or what kind of things came to your mind when you were reading it and going through it?

Respondent:	Not hugely, no. The one thing, the pink colouration appeared on some of the pages, so when the yellow colouration appeared, it was quite easy to interact with it. With the pink, by the end of the story I understood that I wasn’t supposed to quite interact with it at that point, but it was on the periphery. But for quite a while before I understood that, I was poking at it being like, “This is glitched. This isn’t working. It isn’t doing what the yellow one did.” That distracted me for a little while. The actual prose itself was very well written. Yes, it was good.

Interviewer:	Okay. Was there anything you particularly liked about reading it?

Respondent:	I liked the fact that it was modern, and that it had a lot of the classic sort of ghost story tropes. I feel like there was a nod to some tarot cards at the end, and the dead interfering with technology, I really liked that. I loved the idea of sort of classic ghost and horror tropes appearing in a modern way, like the whole wizards working in coffee shops and all that kind of stuff. I thought that was really well handled, and really cleverly done. Yes, I really liked that about it. 
I really liked how the yellow takeover and the black smoke and everything, that you lost control of your screen and it did what it wanted to do, I thought that was nicely spooky as well. 

Interviewer:	Okay. You talked a little bit about the yellow versus the pink colouring, and that causing some confusion, trying to poke it and it not working out. But, was there anything else that wasn’t working for you in terms of the usability or the mechanics of the experience?

Respondent:	No. I think apart from that that was the only thing. Like I say, I was poking away at the pink for ages, thinking, “This must do something”, and nothing happened. But, the yellow obviously was much more, you could engage with it.
The only other thing, which I think I mentioned on my form when I filled it out, was the light comedy of the location that it picked for me occasionally. I have read it twice now, and I read it first when I was at work. It said, “I am here. I am on Thorpe Street.” I genuinely went, “Oh, that’s so weird” to all my colleagues. I went, “That’s really creepy.” Everyone went, “Oh yes, that’s weird.” Then, the next one that it picked up, “I could pick your face out of a crowd.” I think it picked Bullring, the shopping centre. I was like, “Okay. That kind of works.” Then, the orange voice, or the yellow voice, said, “Yes, and then I saw you at Asda ___[0:07:31].” That is just the least sinister thing that it could have said. That I thought was quite amusing.
The second time I read it, it picked up somewhere, again it was the final one, the yellow voice, it picked up somewhere that I had clearly walked past but not been in. it didn’t have a huge impact in the way that it could have. Both times, that point failed. 
Well, actually, this is to do with the usability as well. The next time it picked up a primary school that I walked past. It said, “I saw you at St Thomas Aquinas and wherever.” But, because there was an ampersand in the name of that location, it glitched that ampersand. You know when it feeds loads of random code instead of the symbol? It did that, as well. 
I obviously hadn’t been in that school. I had just walked past it and it clocked it. I knew where it was, but I did think, “I’ve just walked past it recently. It’s not somewhere that I ever go.” I don’t know if there is some way of perhaps getting the location tagging to be somewhere that has been clocked on the phone more than once, perhaps, or more than once in a certain time period. 

Interviewer:	You said you read it once at work, and then you read it at home, or just in a different place?

Respondent:	Yes.

Interviewer:	Okay. Would you want to experience something like this again?

Respondent:	Would I what, sorry?

Interviewer:	Would you want to experience a work like this again?

Respondent:	Yes, definitely.

Interviewer:	Why?

Respondent:	Because I think it’s really interesting. I write a book blog about immersive book experiences, like how to make the drinks they mention in them and that sort of stuff. That’s what really appeals to me about this, this idea of one step further, fully immersing yourself into a book, and it knowing where you are.
But, I also think as well that it is quite a nice way of getting people that don’t perhaps engage with books and literature a lot to do so, via a medium that they typically are on loads. My boyfriend is not a big reader, but I could give him that and say, “While you are on the train, just go through that.” I know he’d love it. I know he’d absolutely then be like, “Have you got another one?” 
I feel like it is quite a nice way of engaging new audiences, and especially with the right sort of books, and the right pieces of work at well, stepping them into Kindles and then actual books or whatever. Not that Kindles aren’t good, but I am a traditionalist. 

Interviewer:	If this kind of thing were commercially available, how much would you be prepared to pay?

Respondent:	Same as your standard book, I suppose. I usually pay about £15 for a decent hard book or new release, so yes, the same.

Interviewer:	Okay. You mentioned some things about immersion. Did you find the work to be immersive?

Respondent:	Yes. I think the moments where it knew where I was, and it phrased it correctly, were genuinely a little bit chilling. I did find my eyes flicking to the window. Those bits were quite immersive and quite well done. Like I said about the location selection, I feel like it could just be taken on a bit further to make it really accurate and really chilling.

Interviewer:	Did reading it make you think differently about your phone at all?

Respondent:	I confess, I work in digital a lot, so I am already very aware of how much my phone listens to me when it is not supposed to be and all of that. That doesn’t come as any huge shock to me. But, when I read it in front of my colleagues, they were all really creeped out. “How does it know where you are now? You haven’t checked in anywhere?” They were really surprised, but I perhaps was at a disadvantage on that one.

Interviewer:	Did reading it make you think differently about your surroundings?

Respondent:	About my what, sorry?

Interviewer:	Your surroundings, like where you were, or the things around you.

Respondent:	Not particularly, no.

Interviewer:	Okay. Where do you think the narrator of the story was?

Respondent:	I don’t know. I’m not massively clear on that. Not with me. Certainly, I didn’t feel like she was with me.

Interviewer:	Okay. Did you feel the book was tailored for you?

Respondent:	At times, yes.

Interviewer:	You have mentioned some things like the Asda and things like that. Can you tell me about the conditional texts that were used in the story? In the case of the Asda, the story puts the Asda in the story, or it puts the primary school in the story. Those are examples of conditional texts that were used. Can you tell me, besides those particular examples, what kinds of conditional texts were used in the story?

Respondent:	I think they were the main ones I spotted. I wasn’t sure about the playlist, when that was mentioned, whether that was something that had been taken from my listing history, because Spotify playlists are named so generically there is no real way of telling whether that was a conditional thing. Genuinely, I felt like it was all the location stuff. I didn’t spot anything else. That might just be me being a bit thick.

Interviewer:	Okay. How long did it take you to read it?

Respondent:	About 10 minutes.

Interviewer:	Okay. You read it all in one sitting?

Respondent:	Yes.

Interviewer:	You said you read it at your office, and then also one more time at your house.

Respondent:	Yes.

Interviewer:	You said you were able to figure out the tilting of the phone to get the text to appear?

Respondent:	With the yellow? Yes, I could figure out the moving of the phone and all of that. With the pink at the end, I got it to come on and work. But, the pink at the beginning, I couldn’t do anything to get that to work. I don’t know if I missed something, or whether it was an allusion to the fact that there was another character we weren’t speaking to yet.

Interviewer:	Okay. Is there anything else you want to make sure that we know about that you want to tell us?

Respondent:	No. Like I say, the only thing I felt, and I understand this would only be for this particular genre as well, but I did feel like, if I am giving permissions for you to control my phone for me in an immersive way, really go at it. Go at it full tilt. Take over the audio. Take over the camera. Do the lot, because that’s the sort of thing that would have made me put my phone down afterwards and be like, “Urgh, I don’t want to touch that phone for a bit.” That would have genuinely spooked me out about my phone. That would have creeped me out a little bit.
I know you’d have to do it very differently with different genres and the sort of things that presented, but I felt like there was an opportunity, certainly for audio integration, and perhaps the camera, better use of the camera as well.

Interviewer:	In terms of the camera, did it take a picture of your surroundings, of what your phone was pointed at?

Respondent:	At the very beginning, yes.

Interviewer:	Okay. Those are all the kind of research I have. I have some more straightforward demographic questions to ask you. Again, if you don’t want to answer any of these, if you don’t feel comfortable answering any of these, please just don’t, and just say you don’t want to answer it.
	But, what is your age and gender.

Respondent:	Thirty-one, female.

Interviewer:	What’s your highest level of education?

Respondent:	BA(Hons).

Interviewer:	How would you describe where you are from?

Respondent:	Like, the city?

Interviewer:	If I met you and I said, “Where are you from?”

Respondent:	Oh, Birmingham.

Interviewer:	Okay. Do you regularly read for pleasure?

Respondent:	Yes.

Interviewer:	Do you listen to audio books?

Respondent:	Yes.

Interviewer:	Do you read on a phone, tablet or e-reader?

Respondent:	Only if I have to.

Interviewer:	Okay. You were trying to be positive about the Kindle before. 

Respondent:	I have a Kindle. It’s great for holidays. But, I like books.

Interviewer:	Do you take part in street games, pervasive game, re-enactments or LARPS?

Respondent:	No.

Interviewer:	Do you play games when you are at a museum or heritage site, or use applications?

Respondent:	Yes.

Interviewer:	Have you used other kinds of locative, narrative Smartphone Apps before?

Respondent:	I don’t believe so.

Interviewer:	Okay. Those are all the questions I have. Is there anything else you want to make sure we know?

END AUDIO
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