'Life is Beautiful. Always.' is a virtual reality exploration into the unique life experience
of multi-disciplinary artist, Marcel Schreur; thirty year oral cancer and seven year
vascular dementia survivor. Diagnosed by specialists as a medical phenomenon,
Schreur has lived most of his adulthood fighting life threatening illnesses.
Incorporating extracts from recorded
interviews, 3D capture of Schreur’s studio,
painting and sculpture, original pieces of
3D sculpture work created within VR by
Schreur, motion capture, 3D animation,
randomisation and user responsiveness,
the experience generates a cyclical, nonlinear narrative that explores Schreur’s
unique life experience and approach to art.

Developed through an iterative process of interviews, prototyping and personal
responses from Schreur, the work generates a space that allows participants to
consider aspects of their own mental process through a lens of difference and
disability, to embody some of the physical characteristics of Schreur’s condition
and to help facilitate communication about the experience of living with lifealtering disability between sufferers, non-sufferers and medical professionals.

The experience takes the participant through three vertically arranged environments,
featuring biographical and experiential elements that allow participants to embody
aspects of Schreur's life and personal experience as a sufferer of life changing illness.
The experience initially places participants in a tranquil, idyllic environment with a mountain
view, a subtle breeze, vibrant colours and the sounds of nature. Serving as an orientation space
for participants new to the VR experience, this space also serves to represent a space ‘beyond
the glass ceiling’, in contrast to the main body of the VR experience. A lift in the centre of this
space can be navigated to, which transports participants to the next environment below.

Participants are then transported to a large scale navigable studio environment that
participants are invited to freely explore. Participants interact with the various objects
and areas it is possible to navigate to, comprising of a central workshop, a farmyard and
virtual art gallery showcasing artworks and 3D capture of sculpture work by Schreur, an
abstract space featuring animated elements driven by motion capture data taken from
Schreur at work and an area containing original artwork developed by Schreur within
VR. Participants develop their own narrative and image of Schreur as they navigate
the various spaces. A pattern of chiming bells emanating from one corner of the space
provides a baseline repetitive rhythm; an element of consistency that is assimilated into
the background of the participants overall experience. Initially black and white, colour
and an increase in saturation slowly bleed into the environment, adding depth and
subtly changing the significance of the various objects featured as participant's progress.

Eventually, subtle changes are introduced to the environment outside of the participants
gaze. Background audio rhythms and lights begin to change, causing a refocussing
of assimilated elements of the experience and enhancing the overall disjunctive
atmosphere that is beginning to develop. The alterations to the environment increase in
frequency and intensity, culminating in a total fragmentation of the environment itself.

The following sequence, informed by Schreur’s description of a dramatic and sudden incident
whereby he temporarily loses aspects of his mental functioning, causes participants to fall
through a chaotic series of abstract lines and shapes taken from Schreur’s work, accompanied
by distortions to the visual field itself, eventually arriving in a darkened pit. Initially surrounded
by complete darkness, randomised lights, shapes and colours begin to emerge. Fragmented
audio emanates from unseen objects spawned into the darkened environment in all directions.
Eventually, the interplay of dancing colours and shapes offer the potential for the creation
of chance combinations; objects coalesce giving the participant the opportunity to identify
temporary organisations and recognisable forms. This environment is representative of
Schreur’s slow recovery to a more recognisably normal state of mental functioning; ‘waiting
for the dust to settle’, an overall inability to function normally, meditation and reflecting
on the current experience without fear and waiting for the ability to think to return.

The conclusion of the experience sees the environment itself coalescing into
a coherent unity featuring visual cues from the studio environment above,
eventually culminating in the appearance of a chicken in front of the participant.
This event is informed by a specific moment in Schreur’s life. In a particular bad year
spending most of his time resting and in a blurred state of mind, having only five clear
moments during the whole year, he walked into the chicken pen on his farm in The
Netherlands. Schreur suddenly gained his mental functioning and saw the chicken
clearly. Schreur describes this moment as observing ‘a living creature of absolute beauty’.
He said to himself. ‘That’s a beautiful chicken’. The eventual realisation of the presence
of a chicken in front of him had a profound impact, grounding himself as a living and
experiencing being connecting with another living being. The appearance of the chicken
provides a grounding, disjunctive and somewhat comic element for the participant to
focus on, and serving as a reflective departure point from the experience and concepts
covered previously. Centring their attention on the chicken causes it to glow, culminating
in a bright white light. The participant is then transported back up to the second stage.

‘Thank you for the opportunity to experience life from a completely different perspective. It felt
really personal and showed how the world is seen through different eyes.’
‘Thought provoking and ground breaking work.’
‘I feel so lucky to have had the chance to experience something so touching. The VR really
brought a completely “real” experience that would have been hard to achieve in any other way.’
‘Such an interesting change of perspective - the ability to be immersed in someone else’s head
is fascinating.’
‘Virtual Reality has found a purpose with this exhibition.’
‘A fascinating exhibition which challenged my own perceptions of art along with how I think
others perceive the world.’
‘The artwork is vivid and eye-catching and the VR experience gave me a new perspective to
understand those with mental illness.’
‘The work captures a new aspect of life, taking on an incredibly interesting perspective.’
‘An absolutely inspirational work of art. The VR is an innovative and ideal medium to convey this
message - “Life is Beautiful. Always.”.’
‘Very exciting... Eye opening on lots of levels. A very generous sharing of experience.’

‘What a fantastic way to promote insight into the ways in which someone sees the world...
Moving, engaging, at times alarming. A wonderful time, totally unexpected.’
‘A unique experience that let me experience my own memories as well as coming close to
Marcel’s.’
‘It really pushes the boundaries of human understanding of the experience of another. Terrifying
at points and I am so glad I was able to experience it. I feel I can go forward with a new viewpoint
on what people with disabilities can experience.’
‘Through this amazing experience, you are helping to create awareness and present emotions
in such a creative way. It will touch many people’s hearts.’
‘An immersive, wholesome experience that better represents life, human life. The scope for this
work is phenomenal.’
‘I was very impressed by the depth of content and the emotions it provoked. You’ve really
managed to capture the lack of control you have as a person with dementia and just how
unnerving it can be.’
‘This can be a useful way for patients to recognise and make sense of their own experiences, as
well as giving students, healthcare staff and family a view into the experience.’
‘Incredibly powerful. The sense of fear/disorientation felt so real. I can see huge potential, this is
helping to develop some understanding of the lived experience of illness/disability.’

It will take approximately fifteen minutes for the participant to experience all
environments featured within the piece. However, due to the cyclical nature of the piece,
it is possible to remain within the experience indefinitely. Randomisation applied to
elements within the experience ensures that repeated viewing will never be identical.
The environments featured within the experience can be navigated using a teleportation
system that is operated via a series of translucent orbs placed throughout the environment.

Focusing the centre of the field of view on one of these orbs will cause it to
begin to glow, indicating that it has been activated. By remaining focused on
the orb for a second, the player will be instantly teleported to the orbs position.

'Life is Beautiful. Always.' has been developed for the Oculus Rift VR platform and
has been tested to run optimally on a machine with the following specifications:
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For more information on Marcel Schreur, his life and his work, please visit his website:
http://www.mas-s.com
For any enquiries, please contact Daniel Bacchus: d.bacchus@shu.ac.uk

