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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. 
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Interviewer:	How would you describe the experience that you’ve just had to a friend, if someone asked you what you had done? 

Respondent:	I’d say it was an immersive experience with literary elements, that you read, and a soundscape that… That linked in with one another. That you go on a journey, almost like a trail, like a bit of stunning theatre, where you can go to different spaces and then have stories told and that. But it was done through the app and through the literature.

Interviewer:	Have you had an experience like that before?

Respondent:	At the Edinburgh Festival Fringe, I’ve done things where it has been in rooms, in a building, or immersive stuff with apps and audio. And VR stuff, but never walking around. But I know it has been done before.

Interviewer:	When you arrived at the library, what did you expect from the work? So, you’ve done kind of similar things, but did you have any- because you just walked up, didn’t you?

Respondent:	I just walked up, yes. I had no idea. I was actually coming here to see the Gay UK thing. That’s why I was thinking, “How late is it?” Hopefully I can see my friend for a coffee now. Anyway, I’ll come back tomorrow. So, I went, “Oh, that looks interesting.” And I just decided to [give it a go 0:01:13].

Interviewer:	What did the piece make you think of? So, the story - what did the story make you think of?

Respondent:	Oh, so many things. I mean, it made me think of conflict, of climate change, of places where there are disputed borders, like Sudan, Korea, Israel. Things about drought, Yemen, starvation. The impermanence of life. Death. J. G. Ballard, the writer who talked about his experience in a Chinese internment camp. Because he gave this whole thing about impermanence, of like, you’re there one day, there in Shanghai, and then the next day everything had been reduced to rubble. So, it gave you a sense that all these sort of solid structures, the entire city, the buildings, can all just be reduced to nothing overnight.

Interviewer:	What did the sound make you think of?

Respondent:	It was so immersive, I actually thought that it was happening for real in the street. So, I could hear barking or- I really jumped and looked around. I was a bit freaked out. ___[0:02:24] I quite liked having reality blocked out by ___.

Interviewer:	What about your surroundings? Where did you walk? Did you…

Respondent:	I walked around the back of St Pancras, where Somers Town is, and all the way down there, towards St Pancras Old Church, a place I had never been before. All the way down…

Interviewer:	What did it make you think of your surroundings?

Respondent:	It gave me a new sort of appreciation of my surroundings. I looked more keenly at the buildings ___[0:03:01] The British Library.

Interviewer:	Things you just don’t notice.

Respondent:	No. And just, like, people’s washing, and community centres and things like that.

Interviewer:	Because you were asked to find somewhere where people lived. So, I guess in this [county] you would think, “Oh, no one lives in a vent,” where all those people lived. How do you think the printed book, the app and the experience work together?

Respondent:	I think it would work a lot better if I didn’t have stuff with me, because I had to sort of juggle with the book and the other bits. And it wasn’t hard, it was interesting. I was thinking, “actually, if I had the book on its own, I probably wouldn’t read it.” So, it actually heightened the poetic prose aspect of the book, along with the music. And the interaction gave you a real sense of the story, and the philosophy and the poetics, which, actually, as disparate things would have been quite boring.

Interviewer:	So, the three things together…

Respondent:	It held it in balance, yes. I just think it brought it out. Brought out the deeper aspects of it.

Interviewer:	Was there anything in particular that you liked about the experience? Or things you didn’t like - you can speak freely about what you liked and didn’t like.

Respondent:	I really loved the soundscape. I really loved the ‘go to this place’ and the market, and then you interact with your surroundings. “Can you find water?” I was really interested in things like that. I think it got to about 40 minutes in and I started thinking, “Oh, this is going on a bit too long now, and I can see what’s coming. I’m going to have to retrace my journey.” I felt like it could have been longer, or shorter. (Laughter) But it just felt like it was dragging.

Interviewer:	So, the journey back didn’t quite work for you?

Respondent:	No, it did work. But because I knew that, a little bit of me was thinking, “Oh, I don’t want to go too far, because I’ll have too far to walk back.” Which is not the point of it really. But I fought against that.

Interviewer:	Were there any other things you didn’t like? Or things that didn’t quite work?

Respondent:	Well, I would have liked to have kept the map, but I suppose that’s defeating the whole-

Interviewer:	The book?

Respondent:	No, the map, on the app. Because it deletes it afterwards. It’s obvious why - because it’s all about impermanence. It would be stupid to keep it, so maybe I’m meant to feel like that.

Interviewer:	But what would you have done with it?

Respondent:	I don’t know. I would have told other people about the experience. I would have been able to blog about- share it.

Interviewer:	Another person did say that they wanted to tell people about what they had done, and show where they had been.

Respondent:	Not even to show them where you’d been, because the map doesn’t actually tell you where you’ve been. So, it would have made sense, it would still have been the same thing, but…

Interviewer:	Can you describe the usability of it? So, how do you think it worked in terms of the instructions, the technical stuff, the navigation?

Respondent:	Very simple. I didn’t get the maps on the page- they didn’t always correspond with the way I actually moved on the map. And sometimes - like navigating anything - I was sort of veering toward one direction just to check it was- like you do on Google Maps anyway. So, I did get a bit stuck at one point, trying to work out getting in the circle.

Interviewer:	Yes, the circles can be a bit tricky. Did you manage to get into the circles? You didn’t have to press the, “No, I can’t get there”?

Respondent:	No, I didn’t have to do that once. 

Interviewer:	So, it was easy to engage with. You didn’t find any problems. The sound kept going?

Respondent:	The sound was amazing. It was so immersive. Originally, I thought, “Oh, I can use my own headphones.” But whatever headphones we were using are so good, I couldn’t actually hear the outside world for most of the journey.

Interviewer:	How did you feel about that - the kind of being separate from the world?

Respondent:	I really liked it. Luckily, there wasn’t many people about it. I think if you ran into anything problematic, it would be quite difficult if someone like shoved or you got in the way. Because you end up sort of so lost, that you end up walking- I just started walking down a road that I’d never seen before, that was all boarded up. It was like a big water tower.

Interviewer:	Did you feel vulnerable?

Respondent:	I didn’t feel vulnerable, no.

Interviewer:	How do you feel with headphones on generally, walking in public? Is that the kind of feel?

Respondent:	Yes. It was a lot more immersive. Also, because before they were saying, “Turn off everything on your phone, so you’re not going to be disturbed.” You know, you’ve always sort of got one earphone out, or you’re ready to- I knew that I couldn’t take it out for the entire journey, so I was sort of stuck. I thought, if I ever got a phone call from my friend, I’d have to ignore it, and things like that. So, that’s why I’m looking here.

Interviewer:	I’m sure you could have taken it off, but yes - let’s skip to-

Respondent:	I don’t know, I didn’t feel I wanted to. (Laughter) 

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

Respondent:	Yes, definitely.

Interviewer:	And you haven’t really done things like it before? Only little things that are similar?

Respondent:	Yes.

Interviewer:	So, why would you want to do it again?

Respondent:	Because I think it’s an interesting medium. I think it combines aspects of poetry, journalism, writing. The voiceover was beautifully done. Soundscapes… It just gave it a really interesting…

Interviewer:	Was it the combination between the things that you liked, or do you think of it as kind of a literary work, or did it work for you because it was all those different things together?

Respondent:	No. I mean, the focus was on the literary side, obviously. The thing that made it was me reading the book-

Interviewer:	So, to you the book was quite fundamental in the experience?

Respondent:	Oh, of course, yes. I don’t think it would make much sense without the book. And I think if it was just the app on its own, without the chapters, it would lack something profound. 

Interviewer:	So, it’s all the things together that made it?

Respondent:	What I’m trying to say is, if you’ve read a bit - like, you could do this with any book - you could do it with a Bloomsbury guide to London, like a Virginia Woolf short story, and then they could pinpoint- I bet they will do this, English Heritage and stuff. So, it’s like that. You’re enhancing, but at a more metaphysical level.

Interviewer:	It gives you more space to think about where you’re at.

Respondent:	Yes. It’s like, you’re dealing with philosophical stuff as well, so I don’t think you get that in other literary experiences.

Interviewer:	If it was commercially available, would you be prepared to pay for such a [Crosstalk 0:09:39]?

Respondent:	Yes. I’m surprised it was free today actually.

Interviewer:	Okay. How much would you pay if it was a… it’s hard to say.

Respondent:	Three quid? (Laughter) That wasn’t hard to say at all.
Interviewer:	Okay. That’s good. That’s very precise. Did anything notable happen while you were taking part in it, that you want to share? Any moments that-

Respondent:	I mean, it made me much more aware of my surroundings. It made me want to, like, go on different journeys within the story, I suppose. Like when I found water, I found a drainage cover, and when I went back later, someone was on it, in a wheelchair, so I couldn’t get to it again. And then I walked through this weird little garden space, when they’re talking all about things growing through the ground and stuff, so it all took on a… A lot of it synced up. And just going in the St Alton Pancras Church, and seeing the sort of blue well statue thing, and things like that. It’s all good.

Interviewer:	You did go to some interesting places. (Laughter) It sounds good.

Respondent:	It was really interesting, yes. I think also, it only works as much as you’re willing to put into it. I think if you’re like, someone who is quite cynical, I don’t think you’d get much out of it at all. (Laughter)

Interviewer:	But I think it’s interesting that you didn’t know about it, and you just kind of saw it and thought you’d have a go. It’s quite nice to do that kind of thing sometimes.

Respondent:	Oh, yes. Definitely.

Interviewer:	Thank you very much for your time.
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