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"This piece succeeds 1in placing the viewer
in uncomfortable immersive situations that
communicate well the underlying issues of
mental health.”

ICIDS 2020 Jury
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Abstract

The aim of Bairro 112 project was to create a virtual experience that focuses on mental issues and
suicide awareness, problems that still are somewhat invisible and neglected in our society. Based
on a real life experience, with the help of animations, sounds and interactions in a VR environ-
ment, this interactive narrative aims to enable users to understand what are early signs of mental
distress, and makes one aware of future situations. Using a first-person perspective to achieve an
immersive experience, Bairro 112 manages to pass the most reliable message of this true event, du-
ring which the user becomes interested in the narrative that is being told and becomes a part of it.
Most of all, Bairro 112 encourages the audience to pay attention to the ones that live nearby, to one’s
friends and neighbours, often struggling with one or more problems and issues and giving a hand
before it is too late. The experience offered may make everyone more aware of their own responsi-
bility of living in a community.

Keywords
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Bairro 112 offers a virtual experience to
the users, one in which they become a silent wi-
tness in an episode of mental issues and suicide
awareness. With the help of animations, sounds
and interactions in a VR environment, the user
is able to understand what were early signs of
mental distress, and hopefully become more
aware for future situations. Bairro 112, was envi-
saged by a group of students from the Master of
Interactive Media Design programme at the Uni-
versity of Madeira, who were challenged in the
class of Interactive Narratives I to create a piece
inspired by this year’s ICIDS art exhibition the-
me, Roland Barthes’ concept of the Text of Bliss
“..the text that imposes a state of loss, the text
that discomforts... unsettles the reader’s histori-
cal, cultural, psychological assumptions..” (Bar-
thes, 1973, p.14). Therefore, the authors thought
about conveying an interactive experience that
instead of providing a pleasurable immersive
experience would actually raise discomfort to
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the participant, in a way that makes them feel
lost in the darkness. This interactive experience
allows the audience to engage in a story that can
be your own, a story of a family that isn't perfect
in so many ways.

Most of all, one might open one’s eyes
to see what is hidden behind the appearan-
ce's curtain and what causes discomfort in so
many of us: loss. By presenting a personal and
past experience to the audience in a way that it
could help people to gain the ability of not only
looking at someone, but really seeing them, as a
whole, the authors wish to help the audience to
become more aware of problems and situations
that each day affect our modern society, althou-
gh most prefer to ignore them. Bairro 112 in its
narrative unsettles the audience by confronting
them with mental problems, depression, suicide,
death wishes, and others. By going through this
narrative, the participants can gain knowledge
or establish connections to some of these situa-
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tions which can already be happening around
their life and therefore can serve as a warning
for future situations. By enabling the interaction
with such issues in an interactive and immersi-
ve experience, the authors envisage that a clo-
ser connection will be established.

The story behind Bairro 112 is based on a
real story event witnessed by one of the artists
of this piece, and it retells not only the events
of a tragic night when his neighbour decides
to take his own life but also several episodes
showing what were early signs of mental di-
stress that eventually led up to that tragic ni-
ght. The narrative is largely based on the true
story, however, the characters’ names, location
and some small details have been modified to
respect the privacy of the people involved. The
alm was always to try to create an experience
similar to the sequence of events as they actual-
ly happened in real life. Presenting these events
using an interactive approach actually enabled

Michael Sousa,
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a more in depth experience as the audience is
able to interact with the objects that appear on
the scene. This adds another layer of narrative
complexity as participants are able to explore
the backstory and several moments that led to
the present event. In this way, participants can
explore the story at their own pace and create a
deeper connection with the story characters as
they go through it.

The virtual reality narrative uses a
first-person perspective to achieve an immer-
sive experience, but uses an ‘outsider’, almost
God-like point of view, of this suicide attempt.
The experience takes place inside a bedroom of
a housing complex. As the narrative unfolds, the
audience becomes aware that they are playing
in the shoes of a young teenager who is silently
witnessing a suicide attempt of his best friend'’s
father and next-door neighbour. As the events of
that night progress, the audience has the ability
to recall memories by interacting with objects

texts of discomfort
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present in the room. Each interactive object is
a token of a life event involving the neighbour,
see Figure 1 and 2. These events (flashbacks)
are presented to the audience by using 3D ani-
mations. However, while the audience unravels
memories, the present time events continue to
develop outside the bedroom window during the
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narrative time: these are represented by lights,
sounds and dialogues that appear in the walls of
the 3D scenario (room), see Figure 3 and 4.

The story takes place during night-time,
and the goal was to recreate an ambience and
mood close to the real event. Hence, special at-
tention was given to the visual aspects of the
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experience. From the 3D scenario, the colours,
the objects that would allow the desired inte-
raction and the sound design. Every detail, from
objects used in the scene, the lack of light in
the room during the whole experience, the ef-
fects used on the models that complement the
narrative, was combined to achieve that ghost
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appearance inside the room. The interactions
are phased according to the narrative, so it is
not possible to rush the entire story. All sound
effects were used to give a bit more life to the
spectral figures that appear in the room, giving
more emphasis on the story and making it more
meaningful and easier to understand. Thus,

texts of discomfort
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every technical aspect binds together to reinfor-
ce and convey the “heaviness” of the situation,
feelings like sadness, loneliness, despair and
mourning for the character who committed sui-
cide.

As mentioned before, once the audience
interacts with an object by clicking on it in the
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room, it triggers a flashback. This flashback co-
mes to life through an animation with a couple
of seconds picturing a life moment where the
person who is about to commit suicide crossed
paths with the character which the audience
is embodying. The animation is represented by
white silhouettes almost as if the characters in
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it were holographic ghosts, see Figure 2. Besi-
des these flashbacks that are linked to the room
objects, some text is displayed on the walls of
the room, giving extra information and context
to the narrative events as they unfold. This text
is also animated and follows a similar visual
style to the flashbacks.
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During the events and the interaction of
users, the room that seems to be without light
provides the mystery of the search for discovery,
making the user interested in the narrative that
is being told. On one hand, the dark environment
of the bedroom conveys a message of sadness
which leads the user to feel compassion with

texts of discomfort
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the character and is crucial for the message to
be absorbed by the user. On the other hand, the
white colour in turn refers to purity, peace and
spirituality, arising liberation and inner balan-
ce, by the fact that the character who commits
suicide, sees that the best way to help his family
is to leave this world, so that it does not cause
more suffering and anguish for the people he lo-
ved.

The narrative uses a screen-based com-
putational VR environment controlled by mouse
and keyboard, to achieve a higher sensation of
immersion and embodiment in the character’s
narrative. This screen-based computational VR
was chosen to allow an easier accessibility by
participants, however authors envisage that a
VR headset would potentiate embodiment and
immersion in the narrative experience. The
project was developed using the Unity game
engine as it would provide the support needed
to incorporate interactivity and all the media
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(sound, 3D animations and interactable objects)
that the authors wanted. Also, since it is a free
and light game engine, the experience is able
to be run almost on any device. All the 3D mo-
dels were developed using Blender, being a free
software and capable of modelling any complex
3D object. Artists started by creating the basic
shapes of the characters that had to be highly
optimized in order to achieve smooth anima-
tions.

The sound design of this narrative had to
be carefully designed to mimic the real events of
the narrative and thus provide a more emotional
experience. The voice-over of this narrative was
all recorded with the support of a mobile pho-
ne with a microphone and edited in the Adobe
Audition software. Some noises and speeches
were recorded by the elements of the team. All
this was outlined and discussed in group so that
a great user experience was possible despite
being a sad narrative, managing to communica-
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ate the challenging message of this true event.
The process of designing this narrative was
iterative and involved user testing in the ear-
ly stages to ensure no errors in the interaction
process. This also ensured that the representa-
tion of the visual effects, animations and sounds
were in perfect sync to convey a better under-
standing of the whole narrative. The feedback
gathered from the testing helped to fine tune
any imbalances in the experience.

As so, Bairro 112became more than an in-
teractive narrative: this artwork encourages the
audience to pay attention to the ones that live
nearby, to one’s friends and neighbours, often
struggling with one or more problems and is-
sues that one might rather ignore in one'’s sel-
fish assumptions, and giving a hand before it is
too late. Especially in a year that was severely
marked by a pandemic that made millions of
people ‘prisoners’ in their own houses, isolated,
and forcing them to deal with loneliness, health
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issues and concerns, financial problems, unem-
ployment, even post-traumatic disorders, the
authors believe that the message of Bairro 112 is
even more imperative. This kind of experience
may serve as a reminder of all those issues and
make everyone more aware of their own respon-
sibility of living in a community.
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Images

1. 3D environment where the action takes place, the young boy’s bedroom;

2. Right: Interactable object that triggers a flashback memory;

3. Left: Animation of a Flashback Memory;

4. Combination of the animation of a Flashback Memory while the present events unfold and are highli-
ghted by the text on the walls of the bedroom.
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