
111 112

Tzina: symphony of longing1 is a poetic, interactive webVR 
documentary in which the residents of the run-down Dizen-
goff Square in Tel Aviv muse on love and things that are no 
more. This paper introduces the project while reflecting on 
the creative decisions that were made behind the scenes. 
 At the beginning of 2017, Tzina Dizengoff square, 
one of Tel Aviv’s emblematic sites, has been demolished. 
The square became a home for the lonely and marginalised 
characters of the area. This project tells the story of the 

people who gravitated toward the square and spent their 
days in it, sitting on the same benches around the monu-
mental fountain sculpture in its center. Different reasons 
led them there. They seem to be flocking to the square, 
merging with it in an almost symbiotic relationship. Finding 
comfort in their shared loneliness with the ever-moving 
urban landscape. This is a setting, a feeling, a place, that the 
project wanted to capture and preserve. In this interactive 
webVR documentary they talk about their lives and the 
square. Tzina invites for a physical exploration within the 
virtual square, combining elements of fantasy, while experi-
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encing the square in different times of the day. It is a song 
for lost love and things that have passed.
 Tzina is a room-scale webVR for HTC VIVE, a plat-
form that echoed the tension between lost, memory and 
control. In time when the web gives us a sense of control 
lost; swiping from tab to tab, delving deeper into the ma-
trix — losing time, but still in control of space - 3D spatial 
stories are now asking something new of us. In order to 
benefit from them, to truly see them and understand what is 
happening around us — we need to release control over time 
and space. To truly get lost. To give up the sense of control. 

In spatial VR humans have more opportunities to expose 
themselves and to be vulnerable. We can let ourselves get 
aimlessly lost in a virtual space, like children, as well as to 
play and to explore — things that have almost vanished from 
our routine as Western adults. Technology is in a stage of 
reminding us what it means to be human. Inspired by the 
web Tzina is a multi-viewers documentary - each viewer is 
represented by a pigeon, walking inside the virtual square. 
That way, the viewers can be alone, yet together in the 
square, just like the characters themselves.
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Related work

Tzina was greatly affected by DepthKit2, a tool that was 
developed by James George and Alexander Porter. DepthKit 
is a 3D recording and rendering tool for filming volumetric 
videos. This tool has a profound impact on volumetric film-
making and its visual aesthetics became the hallmark of the 
entire field. The project Clouds3 – an interactive documen-
tary that explores the art of creative coding, filmed using 
DepthKit’s capturing software and developed entirely using 
open-source software – was a source of inspiration in devel-
oping and designing Tzina. In 2015, the first version of The 
Enemy4, by Karim Ben-khelifa, was premiered at IDFA Do-
cLab where we experienced the enormous effect in which 
the combination of walking VR and real life 3D characters 
can have. Another project that worth mentioning is A- Way- 
To- Go by Vincent Morisset5. The poetic exploration within a 
360 web environment wided our mind and imagination. 
 
3D Live Documentary

From day one, Tzina was considered as a 3D spatial docu-
mentary. The thought of letting the viewers walk around the 
protagonists and to offer them the chance of sitting next to 
them was magical. Kinect with DepthKit was the chosen tool 
to capture live action 3D characters. Work using this filming 
technique on documentary subjects in open field conditions 
was difficult and bordered on creative sadism. An 18-meter 
power cable was pulled out, two computers, a Kinect, Black 
Magic, a tripod and portable sound equipment. Sometimes 

we waited for a whole day, sometimes two. Sometimes a 
character just wasn’t in the mood to be filmed, another was 
sick and one got cold feet and disappeared for a while, so 
we just packed and came back the next day.
 The project’s characters were not committed to or 
responsible for it and creating the complex filming infra-
structure on a  daily basis, when in some days no docu-
mentary subject showed up — not to mention the effects of 
the surroundings, both in terms of noise and light — was 
difficult and often frustrating. And still, these were neces-
sary steps to take in ensuring the authenticity of our docu-
mentary content as well as our desire to keep the characters 
in the documentary space which Tzina attempts to imitate. 
Furthermore, the gap between the intimate and sensitive 
nature of the content (love, loneliness) and the technological 
challenge was an interesting one as an interactive artists. In 
total, There are thirteen different characters, spread over 
five episodes. Each episode in the experience represents a 
different part of the day - from dawn to dusk, linking the 
episode’s protagonists to a specific theme that emerges from 
their personal story. 
 
Working within technological constraints
 
One of the first references for the style of the project was 
the short animation film Ryan, directed by Chris Landreth6. 
The idea of remaking a vivid portrait of memories and 
feelings influenced our creation and was a source of inspi-
ration.

2DepthKit website: http://depthkit.tv/
3George J. and Minard J., Clouds, 2014, http://scatter.nyc/clouds/
4Ben Khelifa K., The Enemy, 2017, http://theenemyishere.org/
5Morisset V., A- Way- To- Go, 2015, http://a-way-to-go.com/
6Landreth C. Ryan, NFB, 2004, https://www.nfb.ca/film/ryan/

 Using one kinect gave us ~180 ° of depth. We looked 
at our 3D interview materials as bodies that needed to be 
filled and as an opportunity to give life to our protagonists’ 
emotions. By this action the animation affects both the 
viewer and the character’s body, with the hopes of creating 
a connection between them in an intimate space.
 One of the project’s cornerstones was our approach 
to work within technological constraints. We did not act to 
hide the limitations we worked within, but rather adopted 
them as an ideology, as they represent the point in time in 
which the project was made and may have the potential 
to be chronologically unique. We also saw a lot of crea-
tive potential in completing the characters’ bodies using 
animation. We saw that animation within the 3D world had 
the ability to bridge the experiences of the protagonists and 
the viewers and to momentarily create a shared experience 
which reveals the uniqueness in the “everyday” story of a 
stranger. It was another dimension for the viewer to get lost 
in. The 3D animation allowed us to create sub-worlds within 
the bodies of the virtual characters themselves, should the 
viewer choose to literally stick their head inside of them. We 
wanted to create the feeling that as you let your curiosity 
about a specific story grows, the character telling it gives 
you more.
 This action raised multiple moral dilemmas, because 
the animations were personal interpretation of the charac-
ters’ stories, accentuating externalized elements in the char-
acter and treating their body as raw material to be manip-
ulated. In addition to classical film editing, we were adding 
other forms of interpretation: weaving virtual extensions 
of the interview subjects’ bodies, distortions of the body 
by means of effects and shaders, positioning in the virtual 
environment according to the story’s orientation and not 
the person’s, and so on. There was a constant struggled with 
these questions, debating them back and forth, committed 
on the one hand to give these people’s stories a noticeable 
emotional effect, and on the other to respect their bodies.

Choosing webVR platform

This platform was chosen for several reasons: public ac-
cessibility, open source infrastructure, the tension between 
a technological platform that is still being constructed 
and established against a physical space that is fated to be 
demolished, the ability to integrate multiple viewers at one 
time in order to invoke a feeling of being “alone together” 
in the digital space, the desire to be part of the movement to 
rebuild and reimagine the web — a world which is begin-
ning to transcend the borders of the screen — and a strong 
artistic desire to push the technological envelope as far as 
possible in order to examine our own place within it.
The biggest challenge we faced in this project was maintain-
ing 90 FPS consistently, whilst still rendering a complex 3D 
setting in real time in a web environment. The lead devel-
oper, Avner Peled, and the technical director, Or Fleisher, 
ended up developing many shaders for our 3D characters 
and environmental elements in order to meet these require-
ments.

Creative rules

The choice of a 3D spatial experience was also made in 
order to distance the project from everyday web/digital 
experiences like browsing and accessing email as far as we 
could. Tzina is a fully immersive digital project, in which 
no clicks are made and no interfaces outside of the viewer’s 
body are utilized. The mouse click’s association with mun-
dane web activities, it also serves as a reminder of the view-
er’s existence outside of the movie. Instead of allowing them 
to immerse themselves and forget about the outside world, 
clicks and artificial body extensions, such as the Vive’s con-
trollers, do not challenge one’s conception of reality enough. 
This decision made for a constant struggle throughout the 
work process and encouraged the use of unconventional 
solutions. For example, because of the need to prevent a sit-
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uation in which the viewer teleport themselves into another 
space within the square (because of the Vive’s movement 
limitations), coupled with our desire to create a constant 
state of motion (like we have in cinema), we created a mech-
anism by which movement between episodes is symbolized 
by rotating the characters sitting on the square’s benches 
towards the viewer. This mechanic created an interesting 
spatial dynamic which received positive reactions.
 We decided that we would design the user experi-
ence in identical ways for both the web and VR platforms, 
and that we would treat these two separate platforms as 
one hybrid platform during development. As a digital native 
creator, It was a challenge thinking about UX as identical 
across two disparate sensory platforms. Naturally, these 
seem like two platforms that do not “like” each other and 
which cannot easily interface. The Web platform is not 
yet ready — or may even actively be resisting — the basic 
technical elements required for storytelling in a fleshed out 
3D world, and the VR space is very limited in comparison to 
that which could be accomplished using other tools (arrang-
ing eleven characters and sixteen “extras” in a 3X3 area was 
exceedingly difficult.)
 We’ve tried to turn the project’s world into an 
internal one by creating a surplus of “is” using symbols, 
metaphors and decorations in order to process the ‘seen’ as 
originating and driven by the internal worlds of the charac-
ters. This decision was very interesting from a documentary 
point of view because it led to a form of generic hybridity 
between the genres of fantasy and documentary. There 
were moments when we knocked our heads against the wall 
because everything was too heavy on the platform. Since 
we needed to come up with “light” solutions to handle the 
technical challenges we came up with the idea of represent-
ing “extras” in the square as Point-Clouds people. The result 
was mesmerizing — dancing pixels shaped like holes and 
colorful humans.

Conclusions

Tzina is a story about lost love and loneliness. It’s like a 
non-feeling that can be challenged only by an honest en-
counter. Since the results of the volumetric captures were 
full of noise, we positioned the characters in a way that 
forced the viewers to look for the angles in which the digital 
characters look more human. We wanted to affect their 
physical body as well and to encourage them to go down on 
their knees when they interacted with the characters. To be 
equal, as humans. We weren’t sure what effect this would 
have, but we witnessed connections that became more tan-
gible and sensitive. We also witnessed how difficult it was 
for people to release their body. This is the engine which 
drives the drama in Tzina — how much can you let go? The 
more you let go, the more the project will give back.
 The comfort in shared loneliness is an essence 
element in Tzina. The pigeons in the square are all, in fact, 
avatars of viewers that are online and watching Tzina at the 
same time. If one focuses on a pigeon, one can see where it 
is from in the world. This is a relatively simple multi-user 
mechanism, but the emotional effect it has on the square 
is immense, and fitting when discussing the emotional 
effect of partnership in loneliness with strangers. When the 
viewer realizes that the pigeons in the square are people 
too, the space’s proportions can suddenly change. They may 
suddenly feel small again in comparison to the square, and 
the experience of following a pigeon around, letting it act 
as your guide and knowing that it is another user, offers an 
additional layer of meaning.
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