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Abstract

This practice-based research explores the reflexive dimensions of cinematic virtual reality (VR) within intersubjective contexts. This presupposes that self is an intertwined
and socially connected being. Many artists and filmmakers are embracing VR as a creative medium, attracted to the ways that cinematic VR can, for example, elicit emotional
engagement and empathetic identification. However, this carries the potential risk of uncritical acceptance or witnessing another’s pain without self-critical awareness.
While the reflexive dimensions of cinema and new media art have developed through,
for example, Brechtian estrangement effects and avant-garde filmmaking techniques, the
reflexivity of cinematic VR is yet to be understood sufficiently. Because VR is fundamentally an immersive medium, investigating reflexivity in VR carries the possibility of breaking that immersion. I argue that the VR experience is fundamentally reflexive in nature
due to the limitations of immersive engagement, which derives from the technical limitations of the medium and the duality of virtual embodiment. Artists and creators can
employ these constraints as estrangement effects that encourage the audience to actively
“fill in the gaps” between their physical sensations and virtual perceptions.
Through conceptual and practical explorations of VR storytelling, this research develops new cinematic practices applied to VR and expands the contextual understanding of reflexivity and empathy. My practice-based research developed three cinematic VR
projects: Floating Walk (360◦ video), Anonymous (interactive mobile VR) and Sleeping Eyes
(interactive navigable VR). Each creative work applies reflexive elements in qualitatively
different ways, exploring the potential of cinematic VR for eliciting embodied reflection.
The projects are responses to both personal and societal alienation, disconnection and
isolation: sociocultural issues that prompt the audience to engage in self-reflection and to
consider how they connect with others. More specifically, my VR projects consider issues of
immigrant identity (Floating Walk), the no-relationship society (Anonymous), narcolepsy
and social ignorance (Sleeping Eyes).
Each artwork plays in different ways on the media constraints of VR technology as a
cinematic medium by exploring different methods of storytelling, interaction and aesthetic
techniques, in an effort to advance the language of this new medium. A diverse and
multilayered exploration provides in-depth knowledge about which design factors and
techniques can be used as reflexive modes of VR storytelling while considering various
technical, cinematic and narrative elements.
Furthermore, the theoretical and practical explorations of reflexivity in VR contribute
to knowledge regarding the fundamental relationships between self-reflection and empathetic understanding of others, and to philosophical discourses regarding the limits and
potential in understanding others.
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Background

Cinema was originally understood as the art of motion or techniques for creating and
displaying moving images with the illusion of dynamic reality. Following in the lineage
of cinematic media, Virtual reality (VR) offers a distinctive, fully immersive and personalised experience that elicits a spatial illusion separate from physical reality (Grau, 2003;
Manovich, 2001). Through technological advances, the emergence of cinematic VR combines spatio-temporal illusions and interactivity to create immersive narrative environments. Technologies, such as head-mounted displays (HMDs), 360◦ camera systems and
game engines have, in recent years, become increasingly affordable and widely adopted;
thereby enabling filmmakers and independent artists to create stories and narrative experiences using VR. The characteristic first-person view associated with VR enables the
viewer to embody virtual characters and real or fictional situations, making them feel
as though they are present within the story’s physical environment (Ryan, 2015; Tricart,
2017; Bucher, 2017).
Based on these developments, many artists and filmmakers have attempted to create
moving image works that provoke emotional engagement in virtual characters or stories.
These attempts have predominantly focused on the notion of empathy; most exaggeratedly
in the case of the empathy machine – a term first used by Chris Milk at the TED conference
in 2015 (Milk, 2015). However, thinking of VR as an empathy machine makes overly simplistic assumptions regarding the degree of embodiment and presence that leads directly
to the quality of the empathetic experience. Immersive engagement without critical or
reflexive awareness has the potential danger of objectifying others’ pain or emotionally
identifying with others’ difficult situations without critically thinking about the social and
historical issues that exist around them (Bollmer, 2017; Crawford-Holland, 2018; Nash,
2018a).
Moreover—from a phenomenological perspective—the self, others and the world belong together in embodied experiences, and intersubjective relationships are constantly
changing and shifting. While the self is always interconnected with the other, the other
remains inherently transcendental (Zahavi, 2001; Levinas, 1991). The potential of VR
towards understanding the other might not come from inducing simple identification or
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immersive engagement. Rather, VR can enable audiences to access and explore the unfamiliar and different—even difficult— sensory experiences that help them extend their perceptions and personal boundaries with embodied reflection and awareness (Black, 2018).
This practice-based research explores the reflexive dimensions of cinematic VR. Currently, cinematic VR is predominantly focused on eliciting emotional engagement and
identification. The film and media studies field offers many critical discourses about passive immersion and uncritical identification in cinema. More reflexive dimensions of film
and new media have developed through various avant-garde filmmaking techniques and
Brechtian estrangement effects (Brecht, 1964, 2014; Polan, 1974; Ruby, 1977). However,
the reflexive elements of VR filmmaking have not as yet been investigated sufficiently. Because VR is fundamentally an immersive medium, explorations of reflexivity in VR carries
the possibility of breaking the very sense of immersion that is cardinal to VR.
Nonetheless, I argue that VR has a fundamentally reflexive nature due to the limitations of immersive engagement. These limitations derive from the medium’s technical
constraints and the duality of physical presence and virtual embodiment. Although VR
technologies have developed rapidly, it remains impossible to be perfectly immersed in a
virtual world because the audience exists both in physical and virtual spaces simultaneously. Thus, they are partly disembodied and alienated from both the physical and virtual
worlds. Furthermore, perfectly representing or mimicking real-world situations using current VR technologies is not possible. Gaps exist between reality and a virtually represented
world because of the restrictions of audiovisual presentation and the limits of interactivity
and control. The tension between the physical and virtual worlds can create a paradoxical
sense of existence that can be experienced physically: physical estrangement and disorientation can provoke the audience to reflect and connect with cinematic experiences on
a more phenomenological level. As media artists, we can use these limitations as reflexive elements to encourage audiences to actively fill in the gaps between their physical
sensations and virtual perceptions.
This exegesis presents my practice-based research on reflexivity in VR as an artistic
and cinematic medium. Theoretical analyses and general assumptions only take us so far.
Oversimplifications, including that of VR as an empathy machine, suggest that theories
should be tested and refined via practice. Through conceptual and practical explorations
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of VR storytelling, this research seeks to help deepen our knowledge of cinematic practices applied to VR and our understanding of reflexivity and empathy from a sociocultural
perspective.

1.2

Research Objectives and Questions

The aim of the practice-based research is to explore cinematic VR as a reflexive tool beyond
empathy, and is guided by the following research questions:
1. What methods and techniques applied to cinematic VR enable it to be used as a
reflexive tool beyond empathy?
2. How can reflexive VR storytelling effectively elicit self-reflection in sociocultural contexts?
3. How might cinematic VR be used as a tool for reflecting on issues of alienation,
disconnection and isolation?
The first research question investigates the fundamental theoretical and practical bases
of the storytelling methods and aesthetic techniques used in cinematic VR to elicit reflexive sensations and thoughts (not simply empathetic identification). Theory and practice,
which are iterative and reciprocal, are both integral to this practice-based research. The
theoretical framework provides the creative project’s conceptual basis and contextualisation; while the creative practice adds substantive material knowledge and lived experience
to the theory.
The phrase “beyond empathy” encapsulates the complex relationships between the
self and others and my emphasis on reflexive understanding rather than emotional engagement. The initial focus of the research was directed at critical empathy, which is the
concept of combining critical awareness and empathetic experiences. However, as my investigations progressed I started to doubt the fundamental notion of empathy itself as I
realised just how complex and problematic the relationship between the self and others is.
As my research developed, the concept of critical empathy became increasingly idealistic.
Therefore, I turned my attention to understanding reflexive dimensions within intersubjective situations, which presuppose that self is an intertwined and socially connected
being.
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The second research question focuses more on the practical investigation of VR sto-

rytelling. I hypothesised that cinematic VR projects that address sociocultural issues can
prompt the audience to reflect on how they connect with others. I explored this research
question via my creative projects by critically examining how reflexive storytelling was
effectively used to promote self-reflection in sociocultural contexts.
The third question specifically relates to the main themes found in my creative projects.
These VR projects are framed around sociocultural issues such as alienation, disconnection and isolation. Directly, these artworks respond to problems about immigrant identity
(Floating Walk), no-relationship society (Anonymous), and narcolepsy and social ignorance (Sleeping Eyes). Through my creative practice, I examined how to represent universal topics in various ways in cinematic VR and how to design reflexivity for greater
understanding of alienation, disconnection and isolation that goes beyond empathy.
Cinematic VR is a fundamentally multidisciplinary endeavour, requiring knowledge in
media, technology, visual art and filmmaking. Representatively, my research covers multiple disciplines including film and media studies, HCI, visual art, and philosophy. I drew
upon a research methodology based in artistic practice, where phenomenological and subjective learning contribute to knowledge through original creative practice (Morley, 2008;
Candy, 2006; Fook et al., 2006). I examined related literature and undertook a field survey
regarding virtual reality for empathy and reflexivity. Based on this theoretical knowledge,
I created the conceptual framework of reflexive storytelling built on VR’s media constraints
and cinematic montage techniques. On the basis of the conceptual framework, I developed
three distinct artistic projects that use VR to explore the research questions listed above.
As the research progressed, I critically reflected on my creative works and applied what I
had learned from one project to the next. As the research progressed the works informed
and iteratively developed the framework presented in this exegesis, and this refinement
informed the development of each subsequent work.
Each project explores different narratives and emphasises different aspects of reflexivity and interaction in VR. I utilised a variety of research techniques: autobiographical,
autoethnographical, interview based, and collaborative. These different approaches were
applied to pursue knowledge effectively for each project and reflect the multiple perspectives that my creative practice brings to this research. Autoethnographic and reflexive
approaches were used as a process of developing all three projects (Ellis et al., 2011).
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Because all projects involve the topic of another person’s life in specific sociocultural situations, ongoing reflection and analysis of my personal engagement as a researcher and
creator in developing the projects was more than necessary; it was invaluable. This also
resonates with my investigation of reflexivity and intersubjectivity in this research.
The media constraints of VR were investigated by using different levels of interaction
and immersion in each project: 360◦ video (Floating Walk), interactive mobile VR (Anonymous), and interactive navigable VR (Sleeping Eyes). This helped me to explore a diverse
range of cinematic VR storytelling methods and techniques, resonating with the material
properties and technical restrictions of VR technologies.

1.3

Overview of this Exegesis

This exegesis is divided into two main parts: theory (Part I) and practice (Part II). In Chapter 2, I examine the related literature and research on empathy and reflexivity in VR. The
theoretical investigation provides the conceptual basis and contextualisation of the new
form of reflexive storytelling in VR. In Section 2.1, I introduce the main discourses around
VR and empathy, which have become increasingly contested over recent years. Then, I
undertake a study concentrating upon the role of reflexivity in VR when empathising with
other people. In Section 2.2, I explore studies that emphasise the importance of reflexivity
in empathetic experiences, such as critical empathy, the Buddhist philosophy of mind and
discourses on phenomenology. Artistic techniques and storytelling methods of reflexivity
in theatre and cinema are focused upon in Section 2.3 to inspire specific design implementations and artistic experiments for my creative projects. This overview and analysis
of the relevant literature and a field survey supports the main theoretical background that
informs the practice-based research.
In Chapter 3, I propose a conceptual framework for reflexive storytelling design in
cinematic VR. Reframing and developing a new form of VR storytelling that emphasises
reflexivity requires a conceptual foundation that informs creative projects. Considering
the importance of establishing a conceptual framework, in Section 3.1 I reframe VR as
a reflexive tool by using theoretical backgrounds such as Buddhist philosophy, Brechtian
aesthetics and phenomenology. This conceptual design helps in understanding VR’s reflexive nature by anchoring virtual images in corporeal experiences. Then, in Section 3.2,
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I explore the conditions of immersion and interactivity to investigate VR’s media properties and develop various forms of VR storytelling. The reflexive storytelling methods are
oriented around the limitations of immersive engagement that derive from the limits of
audiovisual representation, embodiment and interactivity. In Section 3.3, I introduce embodied spatial montage as a cinematic consideration for designing reflexivity. Here, the
cinematic concept of a montage is extended to the spatial dimension and the participatory
situations that embrace environmental and spatial VR storytelling. In Section 3.4, I analyse Oscar Raby’s Assent using the conceptual framework, in order to qualify the theoretical
investigation and inspire its application to my own creative production.
In Part II, I use the proposed conceptual framework and theoretical analysis of Part I to
describe my three cinematic VR projects. In Chapter 4, I introduce Floating Walk: a 360◦
essay film telling an autobiographical story about identity issues experienced as a Korean
immigrant living in Australia. Firstly, I explain the project’s background and overview
and then describe the autobiographical process of making the project. The conceptual
background provides the project’s historical and creative contexts. Next, I introduce the
process of making a 360◦ video from pre-production to post-production, showing the overall VR storytelling design in Floating Walk. I specify the storytelling methods used when
designing reflexivity before concluding this section by reflecting on learnings gained from
the artistic investigation of Floating Walk.
In Chapter 5, I introduce Anonymous. This 3D animated and interactive VR piece is
about loneliness and death based on the issue of the no-relationship society. I describe the
project in a similar manner to my preceding account of Floating Walk. However, I differ
in my description of the production process, which includes the 3D modelling process,
motion capture and technical implementation in VR. I also address the audience study
that was conducted and discuss the reflexive dimensions based on the findings from the
audience interview.
In Chapter 6, I consider my final project, Sleeping Eyes: an interactive navigable VR artwork that presents the story of a Korean artist, Sungeun Lee, diagnosed with narcolepsy.
I explain the collaborative process with Sungeun Lee and describe how the collaboration
gave me insight about empathy and reflexivity. This chapter outlines diverse phenomenological engagement methods utilised in the production of the work, notably gamification
techniques and biofeedback sensors.
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Lastly, in Chapter 7, I discuss my overall research process by reflecting on this body
of creative work and connecting the practical, studio investigation with the theoretical
framework. I respond to the research questions and offer reflective analysis of the practicebased research. Finally, I outline plans for the final exhibition design informed by findings
from the research process; ultimately, translating into the revised proposal for an online
virtual exhibition that presents my VR projects in response to the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic.

1.4

Research Contribution

The research embraces both conceptual and creative knowledge, exploiting diverse technical possibilities alongside conceptual innovations in VR storytelling. Through three distinct creative projects, I reframe and develop a novel form of VR storytelling for self and
social reflection. Overall, the three projects add substantive insight to our understanding
of VR as a cinematic, artistic medium and as a means of promoting self and social reflection, specifically regarding sociocultural issues such as alienation, disconnection and
isolation.
Each project emphasises its own distinctive contribution. Floating Walk reveals the potential of a 360◦ video as a means of autobiographical self-expression and an autoethnographic tool that promotes the reflexive thoughts about immigrants’ identity issues. Anonymous contributes design factors and technical implementations for using VR to elicit selfreflection on loneliness and death. Sleeping Eyes demonstrates how phenomenological and
participatory engagement in VR storytelling can elicit critical awareness of narcolepsy and
social ignorance. Collectively, this body of creative research provides in-depth knowledge
about reflexive modes of immersive storytelling while considering the various technical,
design and narrative elements available to cinematic VR.
Furthermore, these theoretical and practical explorations of reflexivity in VR add insight into the fundamental relationships between self-reflection and empathetic understanding of others. Using reflexive VR storytelling, the practice-based research represents
the intertwined and blurred boundaries between self-reflection and empathetic awareness.
Above and beyond the artistic and expressive qualities of the creative works themselves,
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this research contributes in its own distinctive way to philosophical discourses regarding
the limits and potential in understanding others.

Part I

Theory

11
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Chapter 2

Empathy and Reflexivity in Virtual
Reality
In this chapter, I consider the research and literature on empathy and reflexivity in VR,
which will provide important contributions to the conceptual background of my creative
VR projects. I argue that the depth of empathetic experiences in VR requires self-reflexive
and critical awareness. To strengthen my argument, I investigate the discourses around
VR and empathy (Section 2.1), then examine selected studies that claim the importance
on reflexivity in emphatic experiences (Section 2.2). Following that, I describe the artistic
techniques of reflexivity in theatre and cinema that have inspired my creative, practicebased research (Section 2.3).

2.1

Empathy and VR

VR has the notion of being an empathy machine ever since Chris Milk introduced this
concept in a TED Talk in 2015 (Milk, 2015). He presented a 360◦ VR documentary, Clouds
over Sidra (2015), co-created with Gabo Arora, that tells the story of a 13-year-old girl
living in a refugee camp in Jordan. He argued that since the viewer1 can explore the
world where Sidra actually lives, they can empathise with her more deeply:
1

I use the terms viewer, audience, and participant interchangeably to refer to the people who take part
in cinematic virtual experiences. When I emphasise cinematic spectatorship, I use viewer or audience. I use
participant to represent active and interactive engagement in VR. For my own creative projects, I use the term
viewer.
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So, when you’re inside of the headset. You’re not seeing it like this. You’re
looking around through this world. You’ll notice you see full 360 degrees, in
all directions. And when you’re sitting there in her room, watching her, you’re
not watching it through a television screen, you’re not watching it through
a window, you’re sitting there with her. When you look down, you’re sitting
on the same ground that she’s sitting on. And because of that, you feel her
humanity in a deeper way. You empathise with her in a deeper way.2

Based on similar concepts, NGOs, governments and global non-profits and charity organisations have been exploring the potential of VR as a sociocultural tool to create empathetic experiences. Additionally, many filmmakers and artists have attempted to use
VR technologies to create empathetic experiences and using VR as an empathetic tool
has gained many advocates over the last few years (Herson, 2016; Jones and Dawkins,
2018; McRoberts, 2018). At the same time, the concept of VR being an empathy machine
has been criticised and has provoked debates about what empathy really means in VR
(Crawford-Holland, 2018; Bollmer, 2017; Nash, 2018a). The use of the term empathy
is often ill-defined and overly simplified. Additionally, this conceptualisation implicitly
suggests a deterministic viewpoint: that certain factors of VR technologies will lead to
uniform empathetic experiences. Before I go into details about the concept of VR and
empathy, I first examine the definition and history of empathy.
The Cambridge English Dictionary defines empathy as “the ability to share someone
else’s feelings or experiences by imagining what it would be like to be in that person’s
situation”.3 The word empathy comes from the German Einfühlung, which translates to
“feeling into” in English, and emerged from 19th century German psychological aesthetics (Koss, 2006). Philosopher Robert Vischer made the initial theoretical statement concerning Einfühlung in 1873. He used this term to describe the viewer’s active perceptual
engagement with a work of art, which is related to an embodied response to an image,
object, or spatial environment (Vischer, 1994). Empathy implies an aesthetic response to
elements of an artwork that includes human beings, inanimate objects, and environmental
landscapes with the bodily-simulating processes (Currie, 2011). Definitions of empathy in
2
https://www.ted.com/talks/chris_milk_how_virtual_reality_can_create_the_ultimate_empathy_
machine?
3
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/empathy
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the psychological and clinical literature focus on the accurate perception of another person’s feelings and situations (Decety and Ickes, 2009; Kunyk and Olson, 2001). There
are different approaches to empathy, such as basic and involuntary empathy as a human
nature, empathy as a deliberate process and a learned professional skill, empathy as a
communication process, and one of caring (Kunyk and Olson, 2001).
When VR is called an empathy machine, empathy is generally used to mean identification and projection of another. Identification is a psychological process in which a subject
assimilates the other, and it can lead to the partial loss of self. Projection is a psychological defence mechanism in which a subject denies his or her unconscious impulses but sees
those things in the other, and there is the loss of the other (Sandler, 2018; Laplanche and
Pontalis, 2018). In short, identification and projection blur the boundary between oneself
and others. Advocates of the empathy machine argue that the screen’s disappearance in VR
allows viewers to become part of a virtual world and experience a story from an embodied
first-person perspective, thus resulting in empathetic responses (Milk, 2015; McRoberts,
2018).

In VR, the user often assumes the role of a character, positioned central to
the spatial narrative. The user thus experiences the situation as first-person,
alongside other participants, and thereby feelings of presence are intensified.
The distinction between emotions felt for the other and those felt for oneself
are blurred through the central positioning and close proximity to the narrative, which has the capacity to augment emotional and empathetic responses
(McRoberts, 2018, p110).

Empathy machine advocates tend to directly connect the sense of embodiment and
presence with empathetic engagements and responses. Embodiment has been used differently due to its multidisciplinary applications. In cognitive psychology and science,
embodiment relates to how the brain represents the body (Gibbs Jr, 2005). From a philosophical perspective, embodiment has been a topic of defining and interpreting the self
with having a physical body (Ziemke, 2015). Phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty wrote that
a body is a prerequisite for the development of consciousness and cannot be separated
from consciousness and from the world (Merleau-Ponty, 1996). In visual art, embodiment
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is often associated with the audience’s physical engagement with the work, and many artmaking processes directly require the body’s involvement in their realisation (Duncum,
2005; Shaw et al., 2011).
In VR, the question of embodiment is chiefly related to virtual body experiences, such
as how and to what extent a user perceives a virtual body representation as his or her
own physical being (Murray and Sixsmith, 1999; Kilteni et al., 2012). The term Sense of
Embodiment (SoE) refers to the sensation of the body, especially in virtual environments.
SoE is divided into three discrete factors: sense of self-location, sense of agency, and
sense of body ownership. Embodiment is closely related to the concept of presence in
a virtual environment. While embodiment is concerned with the relationship between
one’s self and one’s body, presence focuses on the relationship between one’s self and the
environment (Kilteni et al., 2012).
Presence is understood as the subjective experience of being in one environment, even
if one is physically in another (Lee, 2004). In VR, presence has been defined as the
sense of being in the virtual world (Witmer and Singer, 1998). There are differences
between immersion and presence. Immersion is a description of a technology, whereas
presence is a state of consciousness and description of a person’s psychological position in
the environment. There are assumptions that an increasing function of immersion leads
to the stronger sense of presence (Slater and Wilbur, 1997). Heeter argued that a sense
of presence in VR can be effectively induced by mixing physical and virtual realities, using
sensory channels, and applying movement, navigation, and feedback systems (Heeter,
1992).
A strong sense of embodiment and presence is correlated to aspects of identification
and projection that VR experiences can elicit. The screen’s erasure in VR provides the illusion of oneself as if the participant embodies another’s virtual body and exists in another
world, blurring the boundary between self and other (Nash, 2018b). However, the depth
of empathy is not directly connected to the presence or the sense of embodiment. Also,
the sophistication of the empathetic experience requires one to simultaneously keep both
self- and other-centred perspectives (DeGenaro, 2014; Leake, 2015).
Bollmer (2017) radically criticised the general empathy industry, including the concept
of the empathy machine, because empathy can be used to deny the differences between
oneself and others, which can be ethically irresponsible in the name of sameness. Bollmer’s
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argument is founded upon Emmanuel Levinas’ philosophical concept of otherness. Levinas
observed empathy that denies the existence of the other, which transforms the other into
the same, diminishing the differences and reducing the ethical responsibilities (Levinas,
1991; Zahavi, 2001).
DeGenaro (2014) introduced the term uncritical empathy as that which pursues comfort and solution but obscures fundamental differences; it leads to the risk of failing to
recognise the limits of one’s own understanding of the other person . The German playwright, Bertolt Brecht, also criticised empathy as total identification with fictional characters, which can interfere with critical thinking and awareness. He equated the concept of
empathy with identification and immersive illusion (Brecht, 1964).
The danger of uncritical empathy, identification, or projection without self-awareness
is even more problematic for mediated witnessing in VR, due to the illusive point of view
and duality of presence. Nash (2018a,b) argued that VR carries the risk of people witnessing others’ pain with improper distance. People still understand that VR is not reality,
but the illusion exists due to intensity of presence and embodiment. Therefore, people
can easily emotionally identify with or project themselves onto virtual characters without
critical awareness.
VR runs the risk of producing improper distance and an ironic mode of moral
engagement when it invites forms of self-focus and self-projection rather than
a more distanced position that allows for recognition of distance between the
self and other (Nash, 2018a, p125).
Moreover, viewers can objectify others from a safe distance and use this objectification
for cathartic purposes, such as alleviating ethical responsibility. Crawford-Holland (2018)
critiques VR documentaries such as Clouds over Sidra for their use of VR’s enhanced capacity for perceptual realism to represent images of suffering.
As discussed in this chapter, I contend that VR could potentially create the illusion of
identification, simultaneously objectifying or witnessing the virtual character’s suffering
at a safe distance. Nonetheless, I do not completely discard VR’s potential to provoke
empathetic experiences. VR’s methods of creating empathy might be varied and complex;
depending on stories, aesthetic techniques, ethical points of view, and so on (Dziekan,
2018). My emphasis is on the importance of participants’ reflexive awareness and critical
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reflection when they face others in VR. To articulate the significance of reflexivity in the
empathetic engagement, in Section 2.2, I discuss the concept of critical empathy, which
emphasises the reflexive and critical dimensions of understanding the other. Following
that, I examine phenomenological and Buddhist theories of reflexivity and intersubjectivity—more radical points of view regarding empathy—in which the understanding of self
and others is inseparable.

2.2

Critical Empathy, Reflexivity and Intersubjectivity

Critical empathy emerged from the criticisms that the common concept of empathy underestimated self-awareness, primarily as a research topic in education and in politics
(Buzzanell, 2011; DeStigter, 1999). Studies recognised the limitations and complications
of empathetic responses based on social-historical differentiation or inequality. DeStigter
(1999) noted the positive potential of empathy but underlined awareness of empatheticseeking’s limitations and complications among social-historical forces and differences:
The process of establishing informed and affective connections with other human beings, of thinking and feeling with them at some emotionally, intellectually, and socially significant level, while always remembering that such connections are complicated by sociohistorical forces that hinder the equitable, just
relationships that we presumably seek . . . Critical empathy relies on a conception of the self as characterised by multiple, shifting, and highly contextualised
identities (DeStigter, 1999, pp240–242).
Critical empathy recognises the self as social and argues for the reflective and responsible use of empathy. This approach raises awareness and questions of social elements
when trying to understand others, and even elicits discomfort so people can confront the
difficulties in understanding others due to various sociocultural contexts (Leake, 2015;
DeGenaro, 2014; Roxworthy, 2014). However, critical empathy does not dismiss the affective dimensions of empathetic feelings or responses as a starting point for increasing
attention to others, rather it stresses contextual self-awareness and critical reflection in
empathetic contexts (DeStigter, 1999).
In short, critical empathy refers to the value of self-reflexive elements within the intersubjective and social dimensions of trying to understand others. The word reflexive
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comes from the Latin word reflexus, meaning bent back (Nazaruk, 2011). The term reflexivity is loosely defined and has various meanings in different disciplines and literature.
In empathetic situations, reflexivity refers to an ongoing self-critique and self-monitoring,
simultaneously observing oneself and others (Finlay, 2005).
Finlay noted that empathy goes beyond emotional knowing, addressing embodied,
reflexive and intersubjective experiences. He used the term reflexive embodied empathy
as a phenomenological research process involving a researcher’s ongoing embodied engagement and reflection to understand participants (Finlay, 2005, p285). This method
is derived from Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological tradition (Merleau-Ponty, 1968, 1964,
1996). Merleau-Ponty used chiasm and flesh as a metaphor for how self, others and the
world are intertwined via bodily experiences: “We are the world that thinks itself—or that
the world is at the heart of our flesh” (Merleau-Ponty, 1968, p136). He described the embodied, intersubjective elements of human perception as intercorporeality: “He and I are
like organs of one single intercorporeality” (Merleau-Ponty, 1964, p168). He recognised
a body as the vehicle for ontologically understanding oneself and the world: “the body is
the vehicle of being in the world” (Merleau-Ponty, 1996, p82).
For Merleau-Ponty, the empathetic responses and understanding of others’ intentions
are not linguistic and conceptual processes, they are pre-reflective embodied processes
(Merleau-Ponty, 1968). For example, a baby instinctively understanding facial expressions
reflects the concept of the mirror neuron (Merleau-Ponty, 1996; Iacoboni, 2009). His
philosophy doesn’t directly relate to empathy, but his idea supports the fundamental basis
of our ontologically social being as an already embodied and intersubjective existence
(Zahavi, 2001; Finlay, 2005; Gangopadhyay, 2014).
Intersubjectivity is generally understood as “the sharing of subjective states by two or
more individuals” (Scheff et al., 2015, p41). The emphasis on intersubjectivity in phenomenology and in qualitative research refers to subjectivity’s importance when pursuing the knowledge of others and of the world (Dowling, 2006). Phenomenological researchers explore knowledge with embodied, subjective experiences, revealing and describing their own discoveries rather than constructing unified knowledge (Palaganas
et al., 2017; Nazaruk, 2011; Murray and Holmes, 2013; Ellis et al., 2011). Phenomenological reflexivity as a research process can refer to “understanding another’s embodiment to exploring the relational intersubjective empathetic space between participant and
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researcher where self-understanding and other-understanding are intertwined” (Finlay,
2005, p273).
Buddhist philosophy sees the self as a non-fixed, dynamic, intersubjective being that is
constantly changing (Wallace, 2001). It also sees the body as a medium for understanding the self and others (Krueger, 2009). However, the self-reflexive processes in Buddhist
traditions is strongly related to meditation for spiritual awakening and seeking insights to
liberate one’s self from suffering (Shonin et al., 2015; Pagis, 2009). The Theravada Buddhist tradition includes a Buddhist meditative practice called Satipatthana. This practice
entails the reflexive contemplation of one’s own experiences with careful observations of
the body, feelings, mental states and mental objects (Anderson, 2013; Shonin et al., 2015;
Keown, 1998). One oversimplification of Buddhist mindfulness practice is that mindfulness only concentrates on bodily sensations without cognitive awareness and judgement
(Bodhi, 2011). However, sati, the term translated into mindfulness, means memory, recollection and lucid awareness (Dorjee, 2010). Bodhi metaphorically described sati as a
bending back of the light, which relates to reflection and reflexivity:
One might even call the stance of sati a ‘bending back’ of the light of consciousness upon the experiencing subject in its physical, sensory, and psychological
dimensions. This act of ‘bending back’ serves to illuminate the events occurring in these domains, lifting them out from the twilight zone of unawareness
into the light of clear cognition (Bodhi, 2011, p25).
In short, classical Buddhist meditation requires the careful observation of oneself from
multiple perspectives to apprehend oneself and objects vividly and with lucid awareness
(Bodhi, 2011; Dorjee, 2010). Also, the satipatthana recalls both sati and sampajanna.
Sampajanna is a cognitive factor that leads to clear comprehension, which is often interpreted as meta-awareness, an ongoing cognitive monitoring of oneself (Dunne et al.,
2019; Shonin et al., 2015).
Meditation encourages understanding of oneself and for extending the nature of mind
to develop compassion and morality (Krueger, 2009). From this perspective, empathy is
not the accurate understanding of other beings — it is an “extended bodily perceptual process” (Krueger, 2009, p676) that includes awareness of oneself and others. As mentioned
above, in this philosophical tradition our existence is considered a causal nexus that is
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constantly influenced by others and by the world around us (Keown, 1998). The matrix
of physical and mental processes are interconnected and constantly shifting (Pagis, 2009).
Thus, there is no absolute concept of self and of fixed identity. Buddhist meditation allows
people to observe the “true nature of existence” (Bond, 1980, p248), which is changing,
via bodily awareness and cognitive comprehension. It allows people to transcend fixed
emotions or sensations and to cultivate compassionate feelings via bodily sensitivity and
the insight that our beings are interconnected (Wallace, 2001, pp209–210). The detachment from oneself leads to empathetic extensions and the expansion of mind without
fixation or attachment.
Critical empathy, phenomenological methods and Buddhist traditions offer different
approaches to empathy, reflexivity and intersubjectivity. They all consider contextual selfreflexive awareness for understanding others, but each has a different emphasis. Critical
empathy emphasises the socio-historical differences and an awareness of empathy’s limitation. Phenomenological research methods underline embodied interconnection and
the subjective exploration of others. Buddhist meditation practices value careful observation and awareness of our interdependently related existence to find liberation from
attachment and compassionate feelings. All these theoretical backgrounds are used as
theoretical foundations to understand empathy and reflexivity in sociocultural, embodied
and intersubjective contexts.
In the next section, I describe the concept and techniques of reflexivity in theatre and
in cinema that inform the conceptual background of my creative practice.

2.3

Reflexivity in Theatre and Cinema

In theatre and cinema, reflexive storytelling and its associated aesthetic techniques attempt to elicit the audience’s self-critical awareness rather than induce simple illusion or
blind acceptance in the narrative (Brecht, 1964; Uhde, 1974). There are two approaches:
the first is revealing a creator, creative process or structure to demystify these elements,
and the second is to make audience members return to themselves rather than only engage
in the immersive elements. These two elements are not separate or mutually exclusive
(Govaert, 2007; Ruby, 1977). Such explorations allow the audience to question artistic
and cinematic representations and make them more aware of the creator and viewer’s role
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in art and cinema (Bloch et al., 1970; Brecht, 1964). They resonate with the theoretical
concept of ongoing self-awareness within intersubjective and social contexts in emphatic
experiences, as discussed in the previous section. However, the way artists and filmmakers explore and apply the reflexive elements varies depending on their artistic intentions,
genres, style, story, media, and so on (Pötzsch, 2017; Barthes, 1974; Çavuş and Özcan,
2010).
Reflexive techniques have been developed in a number of art forms. Representatively,
the German playwright Bertolt Brecht developed his aesthetic concept of Verfremdungseffekt, which can be translated into estrangement effect, distancing effect or alienation effect
(A-effect) (Brecht, 1964; Bloch et al., 1970). I will refer to Brechtian reflexive elements
as the estrangement effect. Brecht (1964) developed his aesthetic theory specifically for
his theatrical experimentations, which he called epic theatre. He criticised the traditional
narrative form that makes audiences identify with characters, thus blocking their critical
thinking and self-awareness. Brecht critiqued the traditional Aristotelian narrative that
forces audiences to identify with characters and engage in illusive dramatic immersion.
Aristotelian narrative form is based on identification with the protagonist, which typically
leads audience members to an emotional release and catharsis. Brecht identified the dangers of Aristotelian narratives, as they block critical thinking and awareness and, hence,
can be used to control audiences for specific political or ideological purposes.
He noted that the Aristotelian dramatic theatre is natural and that his epic theatre
was historicising. He wanted to bring inquiry to the everyday, which could be alterable as
we continue to create and change history rather than simply accepting it as an inevitable
fate. The reason he rejected empathetic identification is that he saw the dangers of emotion, which could be considered not to be changeable and pure, such as with the hero’s
tragic feelings when he faces his unavoidable fate. He wanted to encourage the audience to see the emotion, which can be transformative following certain social historical
situations (Brecht, 1964, p78). He didn’t reject the emotional engagement of the audience, rather, he found danger in naive empathetic identification, which could block the
audience’s awareness of the alterable nature of social situations:
The emotions always have a quite definite class basis; the form they take at
any time is historical, restricted and limited in specific ways. The emotions are
in no sense universally human and timeless (Brecht, 1964, p145).
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Brecht used diverse estrangement effects. For instance, his actors did not identify
themselves with their characters and asked the audience questions to make them aware
that the performance was not real (Brecht, 1964, p94). As an acting technique, he also
used the gest, referring to the conventional social attitude and gestures of the character.
The gest does not reply on explanatory or emphatic movements, but rather it symbolically
and conventionally conveys the social relationship between characters by using mimetic
and gestural expression (Brecht, 2014, pp5–7). He also liked to reveal familiar objects in
unexpected and unfamiliar situations to create an awareness in the audience of everydayness as strange and unnatural. He often used inconsistent narrative structures to block
the natural emotional engagement of the audience and made visible the sources of light
to block simple dramatic illusion (Brecht, 1964, 2015).
Avant-garde experimental cinema adopted Brechtian reflexive techniques in various
ways, such as through the use of fragmented collage, inconsistent narrative structures,
and dislocated performative styles (Uhde, 1974; Polan, 1974; Nichols, 2001). Jean-Luc
Godard is a representative film director who used distancing effects deliberately. An example is the loosening of continuity in dramatic structure, interruptions and reminders of
the medium and simple or distorted visuals and sounds being used to interrupt the identification process and provoke audience members’ direct intellectual involvement (Uhde,
1974).
In documentary filmmaking, the reflexive mode is a representation style that seeks to
heighten the audience’s awareness of the filmmaking process and share how the documentary talks about the historical world (Nichols, 2001, 2017). Dziga Vertov’s A Man with A
Movie Camera (1929) is recognised as a representative reflexive documentary. He revealed
and demystified the process of filmmaking and wanted the audience to understand how
film works in “mechanical, technical, methodological as well as conceptual ways” (Ruby,
1977, p7). He wanted to aid the audience in understanding the process of construction in
film and seeing the world in different ways. One way of doing this was with camera perspectives, such as the kino-eye, which can show the unseen perspectives and hidden truths
that cannot be seen with human eyes (Govaert, 2007; Vertov, 1984). Modern Brechtian
theatre and Soviet avant-garde filmmaking techniques corresponded as approaches that
see theatre and cinema as a social tool that elicits the audience’s critical awareness and
reflection (Brady, 2008; MacBean, 1972).
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In digital moving-image media (e.g. interactive films, database films and video games),

reflexive dimensions have been explored in numerous ways (Laurel, 1993; Manovich,
2001; Çavuş and Özcan, 2010; Pötzsch, 2017), including the use of estrangement effects from Brechtian film theory, such as discontinuous narrative structures, dis-unified
aesthetic forms, and hypertextual choices (Çavuş and Özcan, 2010). There have also been
attempts in video games to break the player’s engagement by creating sudden changes
in visuals or interfaces (Dunne, 2014; Pötzsch, 2017). Dunne said that (psychological)
immersion and alienation can work together to push and pull audiences into and out of
the game (Dunne, 2014). Frasca proposed a new video game design based on the main
characteristics of Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed techniques, which foster spectators’ critical thinking and political participation in theatre. In that project, players are encouraged
to change the code or system to modify the given rules of the game (Frasca, 2001; Boal,
2006).
As noted above, there have been many attempts to apply reflexive techniques in theatre, cinema, and interactive media. However, the explorations of reflexivity and estrangement effect have not yet been sufficient in VR. Investigating VR’s estrangement effects appears contradictory and challenging. Because VR is fundamentally an immersive medium,
exploration of reflexivity in VR carries the potential risk of breaking that sense of immersion. Furthermore, VR provides ontologically different experiences from traditional
screen-based or theatrical media and art forms; simply reapplying the reflexive techniques
from theatre and cinema might not work effectively in VR. The storytelling grammar of
VR is in the early stage and still growing, so practical-based investigation for building
cinematic language is needed.
Before exploring reflexive storytelling in VR by accounting for the creative and investigative processes that lead to the realisation of my own cinematic VR projects in Part II,
I will introduce the conceptual framework of VR and reflexivity and the storytelling design methods for reflexivity and estrangement in Chapter 3. The framework reinforces my
practical investigation and contributes to the theoretical investigation undertaken as part
of my research.

Chapter 3

Reflexive Storytelling for Cinematic
VR
In this chapter—using theoretical backgrounds such as Buddhist philosophy, Brechtian
aesthetics and discourses on phenomenology—I reframe VR as an effective reflexive tool.
Next, I create the conceptual framework of reflexive VR storytelling by exploring the diverse media constraints of VR technologies that embrace various levels of immersion and
interactivity. These constraints allow for diverse reflexive storytelling. I then introduce
the concept of embodied spatial montage as a cinematic VR storytelling method that allows viewers to actively explore VR’s spatially distributed elements and create their own
stories reflexively. Contributing to the conceptual development and reinforcing the idea
of reflexive storytelling techniques, I examine Oscar Raby’s VR documentary Assent in detail. Assent showed the potential of VR as a reflexive device and inspired my own creative
investigations in this area.

3.1

Reflexivity in VR

Literary scholar and critic Marie-Laure Ryan argued that the fundamental natures of immersion and interactivity are contradictory. She said that the reconciliation of immersion
and interactivity requires the presence of a participant’s body in VR, so the language of
interaction should be anchored in physical gesture, and any reflexive dimensions should
be erased so as not to destroy the illusion or sense of presence (Ryan, 2015). I agree that
the effective coexistence of immersion and interactivity in VR is related to the sense of
27
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the body. However, I argue that the reflexive dimension should not be removed and that
certain techniques making use of alienation and estrangement from the virtual world can
be used as storytelling methods for promoting critical awareness or reflection.
Understanding how VR can be used for self and critical awareness demonstrates how
VR can be a reflexive medium in a wider range of social contexts. This emphasis on reflexivity in empathetic experiences is related to perspectives of Buddhist philosophy (Krueger,
2009; Wallace, 2001). In Buddhist philosophy, all phenomena are considered projections
of the mind, and the mind is constructed with physical sensations and consciousness,
which constructs an unfixed and causally interdependent ego (Pagis, 2009; Shonin et al.,
2015). From the non-dualistic perspectives of Buddhist philosophy, the physical world
and virtual world are not distinct from each other, and the boundary between self and
other/external world are ontologically blurred (Keown, 1998).
As stated in Section 2.2, Buddhist meditative practice such as Satipatthana entails
careful physical observation and reflection of the mind to realise the fixation of one’s ego
and to expand perceptions, which can lead to self-realisation and compassion for others
(Shonin et al., 2015). Buddhism denies the absolute existence of ego but places importance on observing oneself, which means a deeper self being expanded to others (Dunne
et al., 2019; Dorjee, 2010; Bodhi, 2011). From this perspective, empathetic experiences
can be understood as a reflexive process of becoming aware of the intersubjective connections between oneself and the other/external world1 (Krueger, 2009; Wallace, 2001).
In VR, the virtual ego is unfixed and intersubjective; however, there is a self who can
observe and reflect on virtual experiences. Metaphorically, as in lucid dreaming, people
can remain aware of and observe themselves bodily and cognitively, while connecting to,
and immersing in, a virtual world (Quaglia and Holecek, 2018). Therefore, VR can be
an effective tool for representing or simulating the non-dualistic nature of external and
internal spaces and of the self and other2 (Keown, 1998). It can also be applied to elicit
embodied awareness of the self as an intersubjective being. This resonates with the Buddhist meditation process, which requires the simultaneous direction of attention towards

1

This statement strongly resonates with my creative projects. I explore various reflexive storytelling
methods to elicit self-reflection in intersubjective contexts, which is indistinct from empathetic experiences.
2
In my creative projects, I created virtual environments that represent various spaces, times, states and
identities that are not separated or correlated; then, I let the viewer reflect on themselves in the complex
situations via reflexive storytelling techniques, which I will describe further in Part II.
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embodied sensation and intersubjective awareness (Wallace, 2001). However, from a sociocultural perspective, reflexivity and intersubjectivity are not sufficiently explored in VR
storytelling.
The emphasis on reflexivity and critical awareness in storytelling from social perspectives is also closely related to the Brechtian approaches. As mentioned in Section 2.3,
Brecht observed the traditional narrative form that makes the viewer identify with characters, thus blocking their critical thinking and self-awareness. He used diverse estrangement effects to avoid the simple illusion of drama and increase viewer self-awareness and
reflection (Brecht, 1964). While Brechtian approaches emphasise political liberation from
social oppression and Buddhist philosophy is focused on the liberation of the individual
mind, they both criticise the fixation on identification, rather, placing importance on selfawareness and critical distance as means of gaining better understand the self and others.
Some scholars have argued that Brecht was influenced by Eastern thought, such as by
Buddhism and Taoism (Tatlow, 2014; Nelson, 2017; Baxandall, 1960). Brecht interpreted
and wrote about the Buddha’s parable of the burning house, to foster the will and action
to escape suffering and political oppression.
. . . So Gautama the Buddha.
But we too, no longer concerned with the art of submission,
Rather with that of non-submission, and offering
Various proposals of an earthly nature, and beseeching men
To shake off their human tormentors, we too believe that to those
Who in face of the rising bomber squadrons of Capital go on asking too long
How we propose to do this, and how we envisage that,
And what will become of their savings and Sunday trousers after a revolution
We have nothing much to say. . . (Brecht, 2011)3
In both the Buddhist and Brechtian approaches, self and social reflection are inseparable. Therefore, detachment from the ego and critical social reflection appear correlated.
Media theorist Daniel Black claimed that VR can generate new kinds of sensory experiences and transformative engagement, thus allowing us to explore the world in new ways
(Black, 2018). He underlined that the value of VR is not simply replacing existing sensory
experiences or generating a habitual and natural modes of engagement; the extension of
3

This is the excerpt from the poem.
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our multiple sensory experiences in VR requires unfamiliar and even contradictory stimuli.
Brecht’s attempts to defamiliarise everyday experience also resonate with Black’s point of
view. Although Black’s emphasis is on physical sensory experiences, and Brecht’s focus
is on the provocation of critical awareness and the historicisation of everydayness, they
both pursue the break from our habitual perception and transformative reconstruction of
our experiences (Black, 2018; Brecht, 1964). Therefore, the exploration of Brechtian estrangement effects in VR can be a method of investigating phenomenological, embodied
reflexive contexts anchored in bodily experiences, which I call physical estrangement.

In a similar sense, disembodiment can be used as a reflexive element in VR. Disembodiment in the virtual world is generally understood as the experience of an individual’s
identity being disconnected from his or her physical presence (Muri, 2003). However, the
use of disembodiment as a physical estrangement effect is the opposite, since this application of disembodiment involves being disconnected from the virtual world, rather than
the physical one. Disembodiment can be used as a catalyst to provoking re-embodiment,
interconnectivity and re-unity by re-positing our bodies and perceptions in new forms
(Yurtsever and Tasa, 2009).

In summary, the boundary between the self and the other, internal and external worlds,
is already blurred in VR due to the duality of presence and embodiment that is characteristic of the medium, yet these gaps between physical sensations and virtual perceptions
can serve as tools that encourage the viewer to become aware of their virtual experiences
phenomenologically. Therefore, the observing self, transcended from both the virtual and
physical worlds, can reconstruct and re-embody its own perceptions by observing unfamiliar but expanded virtual experiences. These reflexive elements of VR can prompt the
viewer to reflect on their sensations and perceptions toward others in intersubjective and
social contexts, creating a tool for inducing embodied critical awareness.

In the following section, I will introduce the overall concept of VR storytelling and
discuss how reflexivity can be designed by exploiting the constraints of VR technologies.
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VR Storytelling and Media Constraints

The concept and language of cinematic VR is still evolving, and there is no consensus on
its definition.4 In this research, I use the term cinematic VR to refer to projects that are
cinematic in nature and are made for virtual reality technologies such as head-mounted
displays (HMDs); this includes pre-rendered 360◦ video and real-time VR. From this perspective, cinematic VR can be considered VR content that creates a story, rather than
game-like or educative experiences. Cinema is originally understood as the art of the
moving image (Manovich, 2001; Grau, 2003), so the constraint of the cinematic nature to
storytelling is contested. Nevertheless, following the filmmaking convention, the purpose
of cinematic content is mainly focused on delivering a story or narrative, whether linearly
or nonlinearly.
Cinematic VR storytelling is often described as immersive storytelling, where viewers
feel immersed in story or narrative (Bucher, 2017). A key element of immersive storytelling is in eliciting a sense of presence and embodiment from viewers. Ryan (2015) said
that VR can deliver exploratory interactivity to traditional, passive film narratives since
the viewer can view the environment from multiple angles. Therefore, the viewer could
actively immerse within the virtual world and its story. She also argued that interactivity
in VR should be based on physical engagement so as not to destroy immersive engagement. Vosmeer and Schouten described a VR experience called scenescape, which is a
360◦ scene that gives the viewer a new kind of narrative immersion wherein the viewer
may look around and explore a story non-linearly (Vosmeer and Schouten, 2014).
In my practice-based research, I emphasise reflexivity and estrangement effects in VR
storytelling. However, immersive storytelling and reflexivity in VR can appear contradictory and challenging. The exploration of reflexivity in VR storytelling carries the potential
risk of breaking narrative immersion. As I have argued in Section 1.1, VR has a fundamentally reflexive nature due to the limitations of its immersive capabilities. The technical
limitations of VR technologies and the fundamental duality of embodiment make it impossible to be perfectly immersed in VR. The experience of a virtual body as our own is only
partial, because in a virtual world our own body is lost. Even if we do embody a virtual
Cinematic VR is often used to refer to an immersive 360◦ experience that uses pre-rendered image and
sound elements and is differentiated from traditional real-time VR (Mateer, 2017, p15). However, in light of
recent advances with interactive, real time HMD technology, restricting Cinematic VR to 360◦ video seems
limiting.
4
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body or objects, our physical body cannot be perfectly matched to the virtual. Thus, we
are only ever partly embodied and estranged both from the physical and virtual worlds.
Furthermore, although VR technologies have been advancing rapidly, it is impossible to
create a perfectly realistic virtual world that mimics the real-world situation via an audiovisual representation and the application of interactivity. VR technologies fundamentally
create ontological tensions between illusive engagement and estrangement. This creates a
contradictory and paradoxical sense of existence. As artists, we can make use of this paradox to encourage the viewer to actively fill in the gaps between their physical sensations
and virtual perceptions.5
From this point of view, I use reflexivity and estrangement effects to refer to storytelling methods and aesthetic techniques that let viewers become aware of and reflect on
their own sensations and perceptions while remaining immersed in a VR environment.
In my creative projects, I used VR technologies’ immersive nature to create engagement
while simultaneously investigating the reflexive elements that elicit self-awareness and
reflection without necessarily breaking the immersion. Thus, immersive storytelling and
reflexive storytelling are not contradictory concepts in this research. The interplay or tension between engagement and estrangement can elicit self-reflection and awareness in the
viewer while sustaining the sense of presence and embodiment.
To effectively design reflexivity in VR storytelling, it is necessary to investigate VR
technology’s media constraints. All media have constraints, but VR’s media properties ontologically enable and limit physical engagement. Understanding VR’s specific constraints
will clarify which factors can be exploited to create reflexivity and estrangement.
The idea of media constraints resonates with the notion of medium specificity that
came from Clement Greenberg (Carroll, 1985). In the 1940s, Greenburg proclaimed that
modern art should be determined by the essential nature of the medium. For example,
the quality of abstract art is in maximising the essence and purity of a canvas (Greenberg,
1982). Modern artists tend to represent the elements of the self-referential and reflexive
application of media in many art forms. As mentioned above in Section 2.3, Vertov’s
Man with a Movie Camera is also recognised as a “medium specific film” that reveals the
nature of the cinematic medium (Krauss, 2006, p56). My examination of modern medium
5

I exploit the limitations of immersive engagement as a rhetorical tool that provokes viewers’ sense of
disorientation and displacement, which induces the reflexive sensation and thoughts about their own identity
or perceptions.
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specificity is not intended to pursue the essential nature of VR as a medium. My purpose
is to examine the various layers of a physical and technical infrastructure that shape the
phenomenological experience in VR. I investigate the reflexive nature of VR technologies
as a prompt for critical awareness or self-reflection.
I explore the various layers of media properties that allow the creation of different
reflexive storytelling methods. I examine VR technologies based on two primary factors:
immersion and interactivity. I employ the interpretations of immersion from Slater and
Wilbur (1997). They defined immersion in VR as a quantifiable factor of a technology
or system and described immersion as being inclusive, extensive, surrounding, and vivid.
The inclusive property is the degree to which physical reality is shut out, the extensive
property is the range of sensory modalities accommodated by technology, the surrounding
property is the degree to which the display is panoramic, and lastly, the vivid property is
the resolution or quality of a display. Matching—the correspondence between the participant’s body movement and the information generated by the system—is also a significant
element of immersion. Interactivity in VR refers to the participant’s ability to navigate
in the virtual world, such as by looking and moving around, as well as by modifying or
manipulating the virtual environment (Ryan, 2015; Grau, 2003; Manovich, 2001). Interactivity is associated with a sense of controlling the virtual world in ways that are similar
to that of a real-world situation (Ryan, 1999).
My practice-based research explored different levels of immersion and interactivity:
360◦ video VR, interactive-mobile VR and interactive-navigable VR. I investigate these
three VR categories in my creative projects.6 Each category has a distinct form of bodily
engagement due to the medium specific technological constraints and how the viewer
interacts with it. I intended to embrace these different technical limitations of VR and to
explore their constraints as part of my artistic expression, including the use of reflexive
gestures.
The exploitation of VR’s media constraints mainly relates to the technical consideration
of reflexive storytelling. In the following Section (3.3), as a cinematic consideration for
designing reflexivity, I will introduce the concept of embodied spatial montage: a cinematic
method that aligns and juxtaposes spatially distributed audiovisual information to elicit
the viewer’s active and reflexive engagement.
6

I will describe each project’s specific media properties in Part II.
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3.3

Embodied Spatial Montage

Embodied spatial montage is a concept that expands the cinematic tradition of montage to
phenomenological and spatial dimensions. In VR, the creator and the participant can cocreate a montage that connects spatially distributed information with bodily engagement
and reflection. Montage is basically understood as a film-editing technique of selecting
and sequencing shots to create the illusion of temporal continuity and meaning (Orpen,
2003). More broadly, montage is a method of aligning and juxtaposing separate images
or fragments to create certain meanings or effects (Manovich, 2001; Mayne, 1975). In
visual art, montage is often interchangeably used as a collage technique that combines
and superimposes heterogeneous materials and source into a single image (Weisstein,
1978; Hopkins, 1997).
The philosophy and aesthetics behind montage theory are focused on the heterogeneous or dialectic juxtaposition of separate elements to create new meanings (Manovich,
2001). Montage theory and technique were famously developed in Soviet films in the
1920s and 1930s (Bordwell, 1972; Mayne, 1975). Sergei Eisenstein is the representative
filmmaker and theorist who systemically developed the style and convention of montage.
Eisenstein divided montage info five basic types: metric, rhythmic, tonal, overtonal and
intellectual. He also articulated how the collisions of two shots create complexity in the
moving image and its meaning through montage methods (Eisenstein, 2014).7 Eisenstein
used collision and dialectical approaches to montage for ideological manipulation (Eisenstein, 1949, 1966).
In his earlier work, Eisenstein mainly developed the concept of montage based on
conflict and dialectics, later expanding his ideas to synaesthesia and synthesis (Vassilieva,
2017). He added vertical montage in the 1940s to articulate the correlations between
images and music (Eisenstein, 1991). He explored organic and synthetic compositions
while simultaneously embracing his earlier theories related to collision. He emphasised
the contrapuntal juxtaposition, which echoes counterpoint composition from music tradition. In his contrapuntal montage, sound and image are equal and are independently
combined. Multiple elements coexist independently and do not dissolve or absorb each
other’s characteristics (Afra, 2015).
7
Eisenstein’s twelve essays on these topics were originally written between 1928 and 1945, with a book
collection published in 1949.
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Based on Eisenstein’s approaches to contrapuntal and vertical montage, researchers
have adapted the montage method to multimedia works and theatre. For example, Suzuki
et al. (2000) proposed multimedia montage to synthetise multimedia information from
different times and spaces based on counterpoint. Ruffini (1986) differentiated between
horizontal and vertical montage in theatre: a horizontal montage constructs a sequential
event, but a vertical montage refers to the simultaneous coexistence of different theatrical
elements, such as gestural, verbal, mimetic, and so on.
In the theatrical tradition, montage often refers to Brechtian estrangement effects.
Brecht contrasted modern epic theatre and Aristotelian dramatic theatre as montage and
growth (Brecht, 1964; Mueller, 1987). For him, montage combines individual elements
and fragments to create a whole, whereas growth entails the natural development of
events to create organic unity (Brecht, 1964). Because montage can incorporate discontinuous and dialectic combinations, the use of montage methods that juxtapose heterogeneous elements in theatrical composition allows the creation of estrangement effects
(Friedrich, 1977; Mueller, 1987).
In Brecht’s theatrical concept the principle of montage can be traced everywhere. If we define montage more precisely as the combination of different,
often opposing moments resulting in not an organic unity, which absorbs its
elements totally and dissolve their distinctiveness, but a contrapuntal unity,
i.e., a structure which leaves its moment distinct an relatively independent by
uniting them by counterpoint, then it can be demonstrated that Brecht’s epic
theatre is permeated by the principle of montage (Friedrich, 1977, p160).
In summary, montage based on the metaphor of counterpoint refers to diverse methods
of juxtaposing different elements, either dialectic or organic, so that they coexist in a
parallel way rather than hierarchically (Mueller, 1987; Friedrich, 1977). Furthermore,
contrapuntal and vertical montage embrace the spatial dimensions of composition, related
to new media theorist Lev Manovich’s concept of spatial montage (Manovich, 2001).
Manovich argued that digital technology adds a spatial dimension to the temporal
moving image. For example, digital compositing allows people to create 3D space or 2.5layered juxtaposition. He used the term spatial montage, a composition that simultaneously includes images of multiple sizes, graphical elements and audio (Manovich, 2001).
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Avant-garde filmmaking has experimented with spatial montage through multiscreen installations and the expanded cinema movement (Youngblood, 2020). However, spatial
design or compositing in a VR environment is typically not recognised as spatial montage. Manovich noted that digital compositing erases the boundaries between different
elements rather than foregrounding them. For him, the main comparison between digital
composition and montage is in terms of blending and juxtaposition (Manovich, 2001).
In VR storytelling design, a spatial montage can allow viewers to juxtapose different
elements in a virtual environment, depending on participants’ subjective and reflexive
engagement. Delivering a cinematic story or narrative requires separate times and spaces
to be aligned in a complex way. In VR, this is challenging because changes to different
times and spaces will affect the viewer’s presence. For example, a temporal montage such
as a scene change can create sudden shifts in the participants’ engagement. However, the
effective construction of a spatial montage can let the viewer explore the environmental
and spatial information and examine the story in their own way. The varying elements
and information do not necessarily need to be seamlessly blended in VR. The diverse
audiovisual representations can have meanings or cues that participants explore. The
juxtaposition of all these elements can be dialectic or more synthetic. The creator and
participants generate a spatial montage together by juxtaposing different elements, such
as a counterpoint for example.
In VR, spatial montage can be experienced in more phenomenological ways, what I
have termed embodied montage. Embodied montage refers to a bodily driven subjective
montage. This is related to Eisenstein’s exploration of ekstasis in his later work in 1939
(Eisenstein, 1987). The concept of ekstasis refers to the transition to something else that
transcends the limits of actuality. Vassilieva (2017) noted that Eisenstein’s examination
of ekstasis reflected his understanding of “the encounter between art and viewers as the
creation of space for new forms of subjectivity rather than as manipulation” (Vassilieva,
2017, p126). Eisenstein also explored the similarities between cinematic montage and the
complexity of cognitive processes (Vassilieva, 2019). His investigations of montage and
the body demonstrates the importance of the subjective process of montage construction
based on the viewer’s phenomenological experience. It also refers to the montage as an
intersubjective collaboration between the viewer and cinema.
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In a similar context, Tikka et al. (2006); Tikka (2008, 2010) developed a “montage
machine” inspired by Eisenstein’s ideas about the unifying and dynamic construction of
cinema, which emphasises the viewer’s embodied subjective engagement. She created an
enactive cinema project called Obsession (2005), an interactive multiscreen 360◦ video
installation piece driven by the viewer’s psycho-physiological input. The narrative and
audio-visual dimensions of the cinematic montage are constructed by the viewer’s physiological states, as measured using heart rate and skin conductivity. The spatial juxtaposition
of the montage comes from the viewer’s unconscious and phenomenological engagement,
which resonates with the embodied spatial montage.
Embodied spatial montage also echoes Walter Benjamin’s philosophy on montage (Benjamin, 1999).8 Benjamin borrowed the montage technique as a literary method of exploring the modern city and extended the concept of montage as a mental connection
between fragments and the construction of dialectical images (Buck-Morss, 1991). He
walked around the city and juxtaposed fragmented, found elements from it. In doing so,
he attempted to find a way to break the isolation and segregation of modern societies
(Benjamin, 1999). For Benjamin, montage can be considered as an embodied connecting
process with which to understand or create the whole (Pile, 2000).
Based on these theoretical concepts, embodied spatial montage refers to the contrapuntal juxtapositions of different elements in a virtual space, which the creator and participants co-create through an embodied and reflexive process. I apply this conceptual
framework to my creative projects, which I explain in detail in Part II. Before I introduce
my own practice, I will first analyse Oscar Raby’s Assent based on this theoretical framework.

3.4

Case Study: Assent

Oscar Raby’s Assent (2013) can be considered the first reflexive VR documentary. Assent is
also the first interactive VR documentary that goes beyond the journalistic mode. Nonny
de la Peña’s Huger in Los Angeles (2012) is usually recognised as the first VR documentary.9 However, the piece aimed to be a virtual recreation of a real news event. This is
known as “immersive journalism” (De la Peña et al., 2010). Assent investigated subjective
8
9

Originally written between 1927 and 1940.
http://vrdocumentaryencounters.co.uk/vrmediography/vrmediography/timeline/
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and reflexive engagement in VR and pioneered the reflexive mode of VR documentary
filmmaking. Analysing Assent based on my conceptual framework can contribute to the
knowledge on reflexive storytelling methods and techniques in VR.10

Figure 3.1: A still from Assent.
This work is a story about the artist’s father, who witnessed executions during the
Chilean dictatorship. Raby heard this story from his father while he was growing up, and
it affected his life. Using VR, he reconstructed his and his father’s memories.
Assent uses real-time 3D graphics featuring gaze interaction, and the viewer has a
range of movement equal to the room setup size in VR. Fully immersive Oculus Rift and
workstation PC graphics technologies are required for this work, so it has a strong visual
presence. Raby used VR to represent or simulate the non-dualistic nature of external
and internal spaces and of the self and other. The virtual world Raby created has no
boundary between real and virtual; there is no distinction between real events, his father’s
memories, Raby’s memories, and the viewer’s perceptions. He represented a matrix of
interdependent events and the projection of mind in VR, which resonates with the notions
of phenomenology and Buddhism as noted in Section 2.2.
Assent used estrangement effects in various ways. Although Raby defined his work
as a documentary, he seemed not to intend to deliver factual representation; rather, he
10

I experienced this work first-hand when visiting Oscar Raby’s studio. A few other related projects could
also be considered to feature reflexivity, but I was unable to directly experience those projects. Due to the
importance of a phenomenological experience in VR, I only closely analysed Assent. I will mention other
related projects in Part II that specifically relate to my creative projects.
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poetically expressed his inner world and his father’s memories (Figure 3.1). He revealed
himself as a director and a protagonist in VR and demystified the creative process of
the virtual world, which related to avant-garde filmmaker’s experiments on breaking the
simple cinematic illusion and letting the viewer be aware of the cinematically represented
reality as discussed in Section 2.3.
In addition, a viewfinder, presented as a dim light in front of the viewer is always
synchronised with the movement of the viewer’s eyes, so they are always aware of where
they look and what they interact with. Therefore, they can reflexively explore the spatial
information that Raby has created. Furthermore, to enter the next scene, the viewer must
gaze at the words “yes” and “no” rendered on a 3D computer screen, requiring them to
acknowledge their virtual presence.
He used limitations in visual representation as a poetic and surreal aesthetic by revealing the underlying surface representation (polygons), making the figures look fragmented.
These fragments signify a continuity between visually discrete objects. This process poetically reconstructs a non-Cartesian world and blocks the simple identification as an estrangement effect, but it prompts reflection about the unclear nature of memories and the
limits of understanding others clearly.
Raby designed VR storytelling to allow the viewer to connect heterogeneous and different elements in their own way, which can prompt reflexive understanding and exploration. Basically, Raby created two spaces, the studio room and the outdoor environment,
which represent different times. By gazing, the viewer can wander around in the spaces
like ghosts. Through the embodied spatial montage, they need to create their own juxtaposition between different times, spaces, identities, and bodily sensations in a complex
way.
The first scene recreates Raby’s studio room virtually (Figure 3.2). Using gaze interaction, the viewer can approach his paintings closely to see the details of materials in the
images. There is a heterogeneous juxtaposition of elements, textures and details, and all
the elements are discoverable independently rather than being combined seamlessly. The
viewer does not know which objects or elements are diegetic or not, so they must explore
various objects inside the room by looking around and gazing at things.
Next, the viewer enters an outdoor area surrounded by nature that recreates Raby’s
memories of his father. The virtually recreated landscape looks fragmented and unreal, yet
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Figure 3.2: Screenshot from Assent.
the sunlight is realistic and detailed. The 3D captured, stationary distorted figures appear
inconsistently in various spots. If the viewer gazes at Raby, the camera position, which
is in the viewer’s position, moves to the spot where Raby stands. Raby’s narration and
comments to his father are often unrelated to what the viewers actually perceive, so they
must connect the independent information from the audio and visual representations to
reconstruct their own personal interpretations. To experience the work, the viewer must
navigate the heterogeneous elements to connect various elements mentally and navigate
within the world.
In Assent, the viewer can embody the father’s points of view by using gaze interaction
and entering the world Raby created. At the same time, the viewer are alienated from the
virtual environment and they cannot actually affect it. Their physical bodies are absent in
VR. Even though the viewer are positioned from the perspective of Raby’s father and he
calls to them as his father, his father’s body does not exist in the virtual world. The sense
of simultaneous presence and absence in the virtual world makes the viewer feel as if they
are ghosts, or are wandering around in someone’s dream.
The viewer is estranged and disembodied from the virtual environment and the tragic
historical situation in Chile. The viewer cannot really identify with Raby or his father;
they maintain otherness, being alienated from violent or suppressive situations. Instead,
the viewer can explore Raby’s process of reconstructing memories and historical trauma
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through a mixture of real and virtual; they can physically reflect on the sense of helplessness and frustration of an individual alienated both socially and politically. This is related
to the concept of critical empathy, acknowledging the limitations of understanding others
in the socio-historical differentiation (DeStigter, 1999).
In summary, reflexive dimensions and estrangement effects are applied diversely in
Assent, such as revealing the creator, using fragmented and poetic aesthetics, and revealing the blurred boundaries between real, fictional, present, and historical. These methods
were explored in similar ways in Brechtian and avant-garde filmmaking experiments. In
Assent, those effects are more phenomenologically experienced because Assent exploited
the limitations of immersive engagement by creating contradictory, dialectical, unfamiliar
and estranged sensory experiences. The spatially distributed, heterogeneous information
also allowed the viewer to be more reflexive and embodied by physically exploring separate elements to create a whole. Together, this constitutes the embodied spatial montage
that I discussed in Section 3.3.
I explored estrangement effects by actively using the limitation of immersive engagement and designing a story to let the viewer physically explore the diverse information in
their own ways. In the next Part, I will describe my own creative projects in detail before
presenting final conclusions.
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Part II

Practice
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Chapter 4

Floating Walk
In my practice-based research, I employed the concept of reflexivity as a storytelling
method and estrangement effects as aesthetic techniques that allow viewers to develop
an awareness of, and to reflect on, their own sensations and perceptions while remaining
immersed in a VR environment. I investigated the different media properties of VR in each
project to explore diverse storytelling methods and aesthetic effects that resonate with my
artistic intent and subject matter along with the material forms and technical support of
VR as a medium.

4.1
4.1.1

Background and Overview
Background

Floating Walk – Gangnam Kangaroo is a 360◦ essay film and autobiographical documentary
as a young Korean woman living in Australia. Essay films are considered unconventional
personal and self-reflexive documentaries that intersect personal and social history for intellectual and artistic purposes (Rascaroli, 2008). Inspired by Chris Marker’s Sans Soleil
(1983), which investigates personal and historical memories based on reflexive and intellectual inquiries, Floating Walk is primarily a subjective reflection on my experiences as a
South Korean immigrant living in Australia. The work is based on critically tracing the sociocultural situations around my personal feelings. Informed by essayistic writing, I used
360◦ video images in a spatial collage, representing my journey of confronting personal
and historical memories and the connections between them.
47
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This project is a reflexive mode of documentary filmmaking. The main emphasis of

reflexive documentary is to invite the viewer to investigate the process of making the documentary and to question the represented cinematic reality (Nichols, 2017). Like Dziga
Vertov did in A Man with A Movie Camera (1929), my artistic intention is to keep the
viewer aware that they are in a virtually represented world and to reveal the process of
creating the 360◦ documentary in conceptual and methodological ways (Ruby, 1977; Govaert, 2007). However, I also tried to investigate how these elements can be applied in
novel and different ways in VR.

Walter Benjamin’s idea of city walking was especially influential to my conception of
this work. Benjamin walked around the modern city and mentally juxtaposed everyday
trivial objects and experiences. Creating dialectic images by connecting heterogeneous
and separate elements, he tried to find a way to break the isolation and segregation of
modern cities (Benjamin, 1999; Pile, 2000). As Benjamin did, I walked around the cities
of Melbourne and Seoul, but while carrying a 360◦ camera. I thought that 360◦ video
could be a powerful tool to invite the viewer to connect fragmented city images as “virtual
city walkers”. In 360◦ video, viewers can embody the fragmented images of cities, but
only from a fixed viewpoint. Therefore, they are required to actively map diverse and
separate images to make their own connections, which can trigger conceptual processes
of linking fragmented images to break isolation and discover the connections.

Although this project was motivated as a highly personalised response to self-identity
issues, while creating the work, my interests extended in more generalised ways to issues
of migration and mental health. In contemporary society, many people migrate to different
countries for a variety of reasons. However, the migration process can cause mental health
problems arising from, for example, cultural bereavement, cultural identity and social
alienation (Bhugra and Becker, 2005). This can result in a personal identity crisis and
lack of sense of belonging, along with fear and anxiety. I observed that 360◦ video can be
used as an effective tool, capturing the self-image of immigrants in various cultural social
contexts and embracing their own self identities. I describe the specific ways I used 360◦
video in the following section.
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Overview

In Floating Walk, I go on a journey of self-confrontation to the root of my unclear but
painful emotion and discover that historical traumas have affected my identity. In this
artwork, I explored the relationship between fragmented self-identity and society through
my personal history. I revealed the difficulty of searching for and protecting our own
identity in oppressive societies. At the same time, I showed the beauty of the pursuit of
self-growth and the value of having an awareness of identity as a shifting and dynamic
construct.
I employed readily available and limited immersive and interactive technologies to
deliver my personal story. I wanted to bring the camera everywhere and film anytime, and
to capture very intimate and private scenes. Because people rarely noticed the existence
of my camera,1 I was able to film without the technology intruding or getting in the way.
The running time is approximately 15 minutes. A brief synopsis follows:
Sojung, a female Korean artist, has recently arrived in Melbourne, Australia.
Upon her arrival, she begins to suffer from feelings of loneliness and anxiety.
Feeling as if her identity is completely fragmented in the new city, she tries
to reexamine her identity. Sojung decides to find the mirror images of herself
that show her reflection and reveal her identity. She meets a Korean woman,
Eunsung, who works at a Korean restaurant in Melbourne. Sojung starts to see
herself from Eunsung’s perspective and finds that they have experienced similar pains as Korean women. Sojung returns to Korea to trace her memories and
realises she has been alienating herself to survive in an extremely competitive
and oppressive society. For a deeper understanding of her identity, she examines her family history and ascertains that historical and political traumas,
such as Korean War, have greatly affected the lives of her family members as
well as her own identity.
The medium of 360◦ video and my artistic intentions were well aligned.2 I invited the
viewer to participate in exploring virtual and floating identities. In 360◦ video, the viewer
I used a Ricoh Theta 360◦ pocket camera (https://theta360.com/en/). The small 360◦ camera has
limitations: the resolution is low, the format is monscopic and spatial audio is not supported.
2
In 360◦ video, the viewer can only look around in the panoramic world from a fixed point, translational
movement and other forms of interaction are not possible.
1
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Figure 4.1: A still from Floating Walk: the image shows the author standing in front of a
wall of passports from different countries carrying a 360◦ camera.

4.2. AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL REFLEXIVE PRACTICE

51

can embody the spaces of two different countries, but they are positioned as floating selves
in the physical space and the virtual space. Although they are in the virtual space with
me, they cannot change the situation or environment. Due to the duality of presence,
as I described in Section 3.1, they may embody the process of questioning identity and
critically examine their own identity while they are in the virtual world (figure 4.1).

4.2

Autobiographical Reflexive Practice3

In this section, I discuss the personal and reflexive processes involved in the creative development of this project, which lead to the creation of Floating Walk.
I started this project based on a very personal motivation. I moved to Australia to
pursue my PhD. Before then, I had lived in South Korea my entire life. During my first few
months in Australia, I suffered from depression and anxiety, but I could not find a clear
reason as to why. Everything looked unfamiliar and felt uncertain, and I wasn’t sure who
I was and what I wanted to do. I needed to understand myself and my feelings in deeper
ways.
At that time (2016), South Korea faced a complicated political situation. There were
large-scale demonstrations against President Park Geun Hye, who was replaced after the
protests in 2017.4 When I saw the news about South Korea, I vaguely felt that what was
happening there was also related to my pain in Australia.
At this time I decided to start experimenting with a Richo Theta S camera. To test the
camera, I carried it everywhere as I travelled in the city. I also captured my personal and
daily life at home. When I first reviewed the video clips through an HMD, I was quite
shocked. The 360◦ video revealed a self that I had never seen before in my life. Without
framing, I could see myself with more distance, but from multiple perspectives.
I decided to make a film capturing the self-confrontation process of living in a different
country. I started to film mostly city images of Melbourne, inspired by Walter Benjamin
3
Autoethnography is a term that combines autobiography and ethnography. Autobiography is the documentation of personal past experiences but does not necessarily require analysing the experiences in cultural
contexts. However, autoethnography is an approach that requires systemic analysis and reflection on personal
experiences in relational contexts to understand culture (Ellis et al., 2011). In Floating Walk, I consider the
overall research method is autoethnographic because the project dealt with cultural issues around immigration and identity. However, the artwork itself was created based on personal autobiographical investigation
and motivation.
4
In 2016, the Park administration’s political corruption and scandal were revealed. Park Geun Hye is the
daughter of the former South Korean military dictator, Park Chung Hee. The political events highlighted the
longstanding corrupt relationship between politics and business in South Korean history.

52

CHAPTER 4. FLOATING WALK

mentioned above. During that time, I worked at a Korean Barbecue restaurant as a parttime waitress. I met a Korean woman, Eunsung, working at the same restaurant. She
was in her 30s, around my age, and we developed a close friendship. She felt like she
was losing herself due to the responsibilities and social pressure she faced when she lived
in Korea. She came to Australia to understand herself in an unfamiliar country. We both
experienced similar social pressure in South Korea and pursued reconstruction of our identity in Australia similarly. Thus, we decided to work together to make a film. I gave her
the camera to capture her life as well, and she participated in the project as an assistant
director.
Thanks to Eunsung, I could connect my personal issues with broader social perspectives as a South Korean living in a different country and culture. To trace back my personal
and historical memories, I returned to South Korea with the 360◦ camera. While I was
filming there, I realised that my life was closely connected to the socio-political issues
of South Korea, such as the Korean War and dictatorship, which deeply affected my parents’ and grandparents’ lives. So, I filmed elements that I considered related to social and
political issues unique to Korea, including the political protests and interviews with my
family.
While editing the video, I tried to connect these separate and heterogeneous elements,
but I couldn’t always find seamless links between them. I couldn’t grasp the immediate
connections between my personal, social, and historical memories, but I clearly realised
they were all connected, although I couldn’t understand exactly how. My attempts at
finding the connection between personal and socio-historical elements were a meaningful
reflexive process of understanding myself, other people, and society; and translated into
the resulting film’s narrative.

4.3
4.3.1

Project Development
Production

The project was not developed using a formal script or shooting plan. I spontaneously
captured the video, inspired by my essayistic writing and diary. As I filmed the 360◦ video
clips, I carefully adjusted the camera position depending on the situation. Because 360◦
video captures all the environment surrounding the camera, I couldn’t control the framing
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Figure 4.2: Stills from Floating Walk: scenes in conversation with Eunsung (top) and an
interview with my father (bottom).
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of each scene. The only choice I could make was where to put the camera. When I wanted
to capture more of the overall cityscape, I situated the camera at a bit of a distance from
myself. When I intended to film my face or conversations with people, I placed the camera
closer to myself or the other people. I often placed the camera in the middle between two
people during a conversation or interview (Figure 4.2).

Figure 4.3: Stills from Floating Walk: example scenes that used different camera positions.
The top image was filmed from a low camera position close to a character (myself). The
bottom image was filmed from a high camera position far from a character (myself).
Deciding on the height of the camera really depended on the kind of mood I wanted
to create. When I wanted to emphasise the suffocating environment in crowds of people,
I put the camera at a very low level in the middle of the street or subway. Because the
camera height level reflects the viewer’s eve level, if the camera is placed very low, it
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might make the viewer feel like a very small entity looking up at the people around them.
When I intended to allow the viewer to observe the situation from a distance, I put the
camera higher than my eye level. In summary, the camera’s position and height—including
distance from characters or important objects—is related to the context and mood of the
scene (Figure 4.3).
I did not use a separate audio recorder for the production. I captured the audio and
video with a single 360◦ camera. I recorded my narration and combined this with the
360◦ video I made. Because I didn’t use ambisonic spatial audio technology, working with
the audio was simple.

4.3.2

Post-production

Figure 4.4: An example of using the scene cards to simulate the editing process.
I edited the 360◦ video clips in the traditional filmmaking process, using Adobe Premiere5 software for the editing. It was hard to decide on the length of clips in a sophisticated way, because it was difficult to simulate the time it takes to look around in VR while
5

Premiere is software primarily designed to edit conventional video.

56

CHAPTER 4. FLOATING WALK

Figure 4.5: Stills from Floating Walk: example scenes showing different image styles. The
top image shows a surreal dance scene. The bottom image shows a protest documentary
scene.
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I was editing on a traditional screen. Therefore, I had to spend a lot of time previewing
each draft. To support the editing process, I also made “scene cards”. I printed out images
from each scene, then created a card to represent the image of a specific scene. I wrote a
number on the card and made notes below the images. Like Post-it notes, I kept changing
the position of the card to simulate the editing process (Figure 4.4). This was very helpful
way to visually imagine the process of juxtaposing 360◦ images.
I used the Adobe After Effects Plugin Skybox Studio6 to compose different materials as
a whole in VR. For example, I filmed four versions of myself dancing differently against a
green screen background. I composited different fragments of filmed images into the 360◦
environment. I combined the composited video clips into Premiere Pro and exported them
as a single video. The resultant 360◦ video is compatible with all standard VR devices that
support 360◦ video playback.

4.4

Designing for Reflexivity

Estrangements effects were employed to raise the desired reflexive dimension of the work.
Images of differing styles were juxtaposed, such as a surreal dancing scene, a realistic archival scene, interviews, and self-reflexive poetic scenes (Figure 4.5). By avoiding
seamless composition, these incongruous combinations reference the estrangement effects in avant-garde filmmaking discussed in Section 2.3. In VR, a scene change can be
experienced ontologically in the spatial dimension because it changes the entire sense of
presence. Sometimes, I intentionally changed the camera position dramatically, eliciting
ontologically unfamiliar sensations7 to allow the viewer to view the environment from
different perspectives.

4.4.1

Embodied Spatial Montage

I often combined disparate and inconsistent images into one scene, echoing the concept
of montage based on conflict and dialectics as stated in Section 3.3. For example, when
presented with a composited image of an environment that is half-Melbourne and halfSeoul, the viewer is asked to question where they are located (Figure 4.6). In the scene
6
After Effects is moving image visual effect and composition software. SkyBox Studio is a 3D plugin for
After Effects that helps to create and edit 360◦ footage.
7
This resonates with the concept of physical estrangement that I described in Section 3.2
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Figure 4.6: Stills from Floating Walk: the images show the blending of the two different
city images: Seoul and Melbourne.
that contains four different versions of myself dancing (Figure 4.5, top), the viewer has to
link the different images of me by looking around. This spatial juxtapositioning prompts
reflexive questionings of (dis)embodied spaces and represented self-images.

4.4.2

Kino-body

I deliberately chose to not remove the camera from view to keep the viewer distanced from
the virtual world; I even intentionally revealed the camera while I asked questions about
self-perception and identity (Figure 4.7). Revealing the camera or production equipment is
commonly used in avant-garde reflexive filmmaking (Ruby, 1977; Nichols, 2017; Govaert,
2007). Nevertheless, the special media traits of 360◦ video may deliver a stronger sense
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Figure 4.7: Stills from Floating Walk: the images illustrate the way I revealed the camera
using reflection (top, the mirror) and shadow (bottom).
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of displacement or unfamiliarity when these estrangement effects are used. In 360◦ video,
the camera’s position is the viewer’s position; although the camera can be erased, it is easy
to recognise that the viewer embodies the camera’s perspectives. This element is generally perceived as a challenge of making 360◦ video because it can break the immersive
engagement and question of the role of the viewer. I used this factor to let the viewer
recognise that in a sense, their body functions as the camera. This reflects Vertov’s concept of the Kino-eye (Vertov, 1984) described in Section 2.3. However, in 360◦ video,
the Kino-eye can function like a Kino-body, which reveals the hidden nature behind the
creating process, as a bodily cinematic interface: the 360◦ camera.

4.4.3

Reduction Technique

As I described above, the camera resolution is low and monoscopic, so the resultant video
is low quality and sometimes even blurred or grainy. Although I chose an inexpensive,
low-resolution camera due to production issues, it created unexpected estrangement effects, such as limited resolution and camera artefacts. Reduction techniques refer to the
reduction of audiovisual details to simplify and abstract the representations used in experimental filmmaking (Uhde, 1974, p30). In Floating Walk, it is often difficult to resolve
the visual details. I didn’t want the viewer to concentrate on specific details or the fidelity
of the environment; rather, I intended to highlight the process of searching for identities
and connecting personal and historical memories. Due to the low visual quality, it was
relatively easy for me to capture my private life and places and let the viewer focus on the
general flow and mood of the film, not realistic representations of the real world.

4.4.4

Limitation of Control

I also exploited the limitations of interactivity as a reflexive dimension. In 360◦ video,
the viewer cannot control the temporal development of the narrative, such as how long
they want to stay in one scene. Furthermore, they are not permitted to navigate in the
virtual world and interact with characters or the environment, so in a sense, they are
suspended in both the virtual and physical worlds. I used this limitation of control as a
metaphor suggesting that there are historical events beyond our control that still affect
our identities.

4.5. EXHIBITIONS
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Exhibitions

In this section, I describe how Floating Walk was exhibited and how this project was shared
with its audience.
The final work was exhibited at the Melbourne Fringe Film Festival in October 20178
and SensiLab Virtual Reality Cinema at Monash university in November 2017.9 The details
of each exhibition are presented below.

4.5.1

Melbourne Fringe Festival10

At the Melbourne Fringe Festival, there was a curated event of virtual reality cinema
screenings. Floating Walk was shown as a part of a collection of short films including
other 360◦ films. The complete package ran for approximately 30 minutes. In the venue
room, a few rotating chairs were set up. Around 10 people could come into the room, and
people could experience the VR work with a Samsung Gear VR headset and headphones
while sitting on a rotating chair, which suited the rotational navigation possible in 360◦
video.
During the festival, I felt extremely uncomfortable sharing my personal and private stories with people that I did not know. At times, I experienced stomachaches and headaches
while the sessions ran because of this anxiety.

4.5.2

Sensilab Virtual Reality Cinema

SensiLab independently created the Virtual Reality Cinema and shared Floating Walk (Figure 4.8). I created my own short film package including another 360◦ music video that
I directed. The total running time of the session was around 20 minutes. In the SensiLab exhibition, six rotating chairs with Google Daydream headsets and stereo headphones
were set up, and spotlights of different colours were used to mark each viewer’s spot. In
the background on a big screen, a description of Floating Walk was shown so people could
read it prior to experiencing the work. I felt much more comfortable sharing Floating Walk
at SensiLab than I had at the festival. Because SensiLab is where I work, it was easier to
8

Floating Walk was shown from the 13th of September to the 1st of October in 2017 at this festival.
The work was exhibited on the 17th of November in 2017 at SensiLab.
10
Melbourne Fringe Festival is an independent arts festival that includes a diverse range of art forms such
as performing arts, visual art, and film. (https://melbournefringe.com.au/)
9
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share my personal stories. Also, because I could have conversations with people between
sessions, I felt relaxed and fulfilled.

Figure 4.8: Floating Walk presented at SensiLab’s Virtual Reality Cinema

4.6

Self-Reflection

In this section, I discuss my reflections on Floating Walk based on observations from viewers’ engagement and my personal learning and growth as a creator.
I observed that many people struggled with focusing simultaneously on the visuals and
sound. They often missed important information regarding significant parts of the story.
Balancing the spatial and temporal story degree is crucial in designing VR storytelling. It
has been noted that too much simultaneous spatial and temporal information can increase
the mental efforts required by the viewer (Gödde et al., 2018). I found that because
this work contains a high degree of spatiotemporal information including various spaces,
times, people and audio sources, people rarely focus on the images and sound at the same
time. Although I did not aim for the viewer focus on certain aspects, there were important
diegetic cues of the story coming from the narration, such as historical events that directly
affected my family’s life. For example, when the narration, “My father’s first memory is a
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refugee during the Korean War. His father died and his mom became a monk”, occurs I
am seen sitting with my father and my dog, so many people focused on me and my dog
instead of listening to the narration and thus missed an important story cue.
Informed by reflective analysis, I decided to display informative materials and documents—such as archival photos of my family members and historical news or information
from around that time—along with the VR film as part of future exhibitions of Floating
Walk. In my estimation the combination of a physical exhibition along with this additional
curatorial information will help the viewer gain a fuller understanding of the sociocultural
contexts surrounding myself, thus enabling them to access how personal memories connect to historical memories.
Based upon my observations of viewers’ engagement with the work under the two
modes of exhibition described above, I found that viewers expressed strikingly different
responses to the work. These differences were dependent upon cultural background, personality and their personal relationships with me. The degree of emotional engagement
and reflexive understanding dramatically varied from individual to individual, because the
artwork deals with very specific social cultural and personal situations. Anecdotally, many
people from Australia expressed a new appreciation of immigrants’ sociocultural situations after experiencing Floating Walk, while several female Asian immigrants expressed
powerful empathetic responses. For example, one Chinese woman who lives in Australia
cried after watching this work, and later wrote a long letter to me to express what she felt
and how it reminded her of life in both China and Australia (Figure 4.9).11
Floating Walk was nominated for a Social Media Impact Award in 2018,12 which are
annual awards that “celebrate the highest standard social impact storytelling” (Figure
4.10). This recognition, along with my own observations of viewers’ engagement and
response to the work, affirmed for me the strong possibilities of VR as a sociocultural tool
for telling and sharing stories about immigrants, alienation and cultural diaspora.
Furthermore, in more autoethnographic terms, seeing myself represented in spatial
relationships without a frame was a reflexive process for me personally. I discovered that
360◦ video can be an effective tool for self-confrontation and self-acceptance for creators.
Because I could observe myself without framing and filtering from a virtual space perspective, it gave me stronger reflexive awareness of myself than I expected. The 360◦
11
12

I received permission from the author to share the letter in this exegesis.
https://simaawards.org/2018-finalists/
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Figure 4.9: Excerpt from a letter I received from a Chinese immigrant living in Australia
in response to experiencing Floating Walk.
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Figure 4.10: Images from the Finalists of the 6th Annual International Social Impact Media
Awards (Floating Walk is shown third from the top on the left).
video depicted me interacting with people and the world, which revealed my self as an
interconnected being in society. This contextual self-awareness resonates with the concept
of critical empathy that reflects self-identity as a shifting and sociocultural being and the
Buddhist concept of meta-awareness and observation to liberate the self from the fixation
of ego mentioned in Section 2.2.
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Chapter 5

Anonymous
As I noted previously, Floating Walk revolved around my personal story of dealing with
specific emotional and cultural issues. Because of this, viewers’ reflection and engagement
with the work dramatically varied. Thus, in Anonymous, I wanted to explore a more
general theme that most people might easily understand or empathise with. Therefore, I
decided to create a more universal story about mortality and loneliness to prompt reflexive
understanding in a broader audience. Having investigated a descriptive and essayistic
style in Floating Walk, I was determined to make Anonymous a less descriptive and abstract
project. In particular, it was my artistic intention to keep viewers from focusing on too
many audiovisual details, so they would not miss important story cues.

5.1
5.1.1

Background and Overview
Background

Anonymous is about death and loneliness. However these grand themes are grounded in a
more direct and specific way by relating them to the notion of the “no-relationship society”
in South Korea. Originating in Japan, the concept (known in Japanese as muenshakai)
refers to the phenomenon of older people living and dying alone, and whose bodies are
often undiscovered for long periods of time after their death (Taylor, 2012). Many elderly
people live alone, without mental or physical support, and face the prospect of a lonely
death. At least 4.3 million older adults are thought to live alone in Japan (Fukukawa,
2011), and this issue has become pertinent in other countries, including South Korea
(Kim and Lim, 2017).
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Social isolation is intertwined with many complex issues including ageing, economic

crises, the welfare system, globalisation, and deconstruction of the traditional family unit
(Allison, 2015; Jang et al., 2009; Kim and Lim, 2017). These issues are not solely a problem for Asian societies, however, as my background research for this project revealed.
Globally, an increasing number of people are choosing to live alone (Klinenberg, 2013),
and loneliness has been characterised as a growing problem in many countries (Cacioppo
and Cacioppo, 2018), especially among older people (Shankar et al., 2011). Any modernised and segregated society has the potential to experience issues related to isolation,
disconnection, and loneliness. It is therefore crucial to confront the issue of the “norelationship society”, reflect on its causes, and on the issues of death and loneliness in
contemporary culture. Problematically, the mainstream media has tended to deal with
these kinds of topics as stimulating provocations that only happen to certain types of poor
people (Ylänne, 2015). However, we all age and die, and everyone has a risk of becoming
isolated in life, so reflecting on these issues provides an opening to finding better solutions.
VR can be an effective tool to simulate the experience of solitary confinement and
loneliness, thereby provoking embodied identification with a person who is in such a
situation (Longhi, 2017). However, if we identify with a certain tragic character, without
awareness of our reflection within the virtual situation, the character may ultimately be
nothing more than an object onto which we project our emotions and feelings of catharsis,
and then a sense of relief from our tragic feelings when we return to real life as discussed
in Section 2.1.
Given the significance of these issues, I aimed to use VR storytelling to connect viewers
with loneliness and death while eliciting a greater sense of self-reflection and critical empathy on both of these topics. There are several prior examples of cinematic VR expressing
solitude and isolation through the motif or trope of a confined room. Illustratively: After
Solitary by Lauren Mucciolo and Cassandra Herrman (2017) is a 360◦ video that shares
the story of one individual who stayed in prison for a long time; and Remain at Home by
Gero A.E. Egger (2017), which embodies the viewer as an elderly person who remained
at home during the war (Figure 5.1). These two works use the restricted movement of a
360◦ camera to simulate the sensation of confinement. The viewer is able to look around
the scene in any direction, but cannot move from their position within the environment,
triggering a sense of helplessness and frustration.
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There are also 3D-rendered interactive VR works, including 6x9, by the Guardian
(2016), that simulates the experience of being in a prison cell (Figure 5.2). Using gazebased interactions, it is possible to trigger events that give the viewer a sense of how it
feels to be imprisoned. Similarly, Unrest, by Jennifer Brea and Amaury La Burthe (2017)
shares the perspective and sensations of a woman suffering from chronic fatigue syndrome. The interaction is used primarily to “draw” neural brain connections, in order
to convey the unknown aetiology of chronic fatigue syndrome. Collectively, these works
appear designed to simulate the phenomenological sensations of loneliness and solitude,
but literature reviewing indicates no reported exploration of the reflexive dimensions of
storytelling associated with them.

Figure 5.1: A still from Gero A.E. Egger’s Remain at Home
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Figure 5.2: A still from the Guardian’s 6 x 9: an immersive experience of solitary confinement.

5.1.2

Overview

The story of Anonymous concerns the life of an old man living alone with the memories of
his life and his deceased wife. The environment and character were created using cardboard textures to convey the impression of existing inside a cardboard box (Figure 5.3). At
various moments throughout the work, when the viewer gazes at an object, they become
that object and see the man’s life from the object’s perspective; ultimately, finding themselves assuming the role of the man’s dead wife by observing his daily routine from the
vantage of his wife’s portrait. The narrative is relatively simple, but the way of expressing
the story is unconventional and reflexive. I used real-time three dimensional (3D) rendered graphics and an Oculus Go headset to present the work. Gaze-based interactions
were applied to trigger events in Anonymous, allowing the viewer to assume the perspective of different objects in the narrative. The viewer cannot move freely around the virtual
scene because their perspective is anchored to fixed points, but they can move their head
to look around the environment.
The running time typically varies from 10 to 15 minutes depending on the viewer’s
interaction. A brief synopsis follows:
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Figure 5.3: A still from Anonymous
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The viewer enters the virtual world, which is made entirely of cardboard. The
main character is a widower, who prepares an annual ceremony to memorialise
his dead wife. The viewer assumes the perspective or position of the dead
wife’s portrait, which assigns them the role of a dead wife. From the position
of the dead wife’s portrait, the viewer observes the character’s solitary daily
life which includes such activities as waking up, going to the toilet, and eating,
but they cannot interact with him. A butterfly in the room guides the viewer’s
gaze to specific objects; by gazing at the object they can “become” that object.
The camera perspective shifts to a different position to show the environment
from the object’s perspective, opening up opportunities for conveying specific
sub-narratives within the work.

The world of Anonymous contains numerous objects that the viewer may inhabit. For
example, from within the TV, the viewer sees the news, including recent events like the
summit between North Korea and the US. They can also become a butterfly, slowly moving
around the room and watching the widower’s life from above, while he is remembering
his past experiences (Figure 5.4). When the viewer inhabits a telephone, they hear the
voice of an absent daughter, who explains why she cannot visit the widower today. After
the viewer transforms into a light, again looking down on the widower’s life from above,
they witness his prayer ritual for his dead wife. At the end of the story, the viewer gently
floats out of the home and up into the sky, becoming a star (Figure 5.5).
Anonymous was designed to be experienced in a seated position, because I believed
that restricting the viewer’s movements can be used as a tool to simulate solitude and
loneliness. Gaze-based interaction was utilised to provoke concentrated focus, observation, and sense of looking at particular objects within the virtual environment. This technique was applied to trigger events that compel the viewer to become more involved in
the linear narrative, instead of permitting them to choose which events are worthy of their
attention.
Stylistically, the visual character of abstract animated silent films was employed to
elicit viewers’ engagement in the story, but in ways that were not limited by language or
to any specific ethnicity or gender. I wanted to use the disembodiment feature of VR as a
tool to create different kinds of experiences, such as the experience of becoming a dead
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Figure 5.4: Screenshots of becoming the butterfly. The top image shows the viewer’s
perspective when gazing at the butterfly. The bottom image shows the viewer’s perspective
when they are embodied as the butterfly.
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Figure 5.5: Screenshots of the final scene in Anonymous.
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person and inhabiting objects, which may make the viewer engage in the virtual world
from an unfamiliar distance.

5.2

Field Research

To critically reflect on the issue of a non-relationship society, Anonymous was developed
through personal fieldwork in South Korea. Because my appreciation of this social issue
was to be represented via a creative project, I thought it necessary to undertake this fieldwork, in order to better understand the reality of a social problem and reflect upon my
perceptions of it before creating the work. The fieldwork lasted two and a half weeks and
informed the narrative by orienting my story design sensibility to the lived experience of
a lonely older adult. I did not systematically collect and analyse data; nor was it intended
that their actual experience be identifiable nor truthfully depicted. Rather gaining reflexive understanding through personal experience informed my VR storytelling, while the
character and environment were fictionalised and poetically reconstructed.
A brief personal description and reflection of the fieldwork follows:
On the 14th of May, I visited a senior welfare centre in a suburban area of South Korea.
They were looking for a temporary volunteer who could help with preparing meals and
doing housework for an elderly man who lives alone while the welfare centre tried to hire
a paid social worker for him. I volunteered for the position. I ended up helping this man
with cooking and cleaning of his house on a regular basis for two and a half weeks. He
was in his mid-sixties and receiving dialysis treatment three times a week.
The man lived in low rent housing supported by the government. His wife died in a
traffic accident a long time ago, and he has two children, but they rarely visit him. He
was highly educated, a politician and a successful business man; although his business
went bankrupt during the IMF crisis in 1997, which is often referred to as “the big Asian
financial crisis”.
As I was cleaning his home, I could observe his living environment in some detail, and
gain a sense of his history and his memories. Before I had a conversation with him, I could
only imagine his everyday life and emotions through objects. I realised that understanding
objects will be very important to eliciting critical empathy and reflexive thoughts. With
his consent, I took photos of his household objects for personal documentation purposes.
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5.3
5.3.1

Project Development
Environment Design

Both the environment and characters were created using cardboard textures. Cardboard
is fragile, with a limited useful life, but recyclable. It was used to metaphorically symbolise the fragility and vulnerability of life, both physically and mentally, and to illustrate
the mortality of human beings and the circularity of nature. This material was used in an
unfamiliar way, to defamiliarise daily life and elicit reflection. I first created a physical,
small-scale maquette using cardboard for understanding the aesthetics, structure and narrative while experimenting with real cardboard textures (Figure 5.6). Working with real
materials allows for easier experimentation rather than using CAD tools or making virtual
3D models. I filmed the model with a 360◦ camera, enabling the conceptualisation and
refinement of the design in the pre-production stage of creating the virtual environment.
After that, I translated the cardboard models and textures to the 3D environment (Figure 5.7). I aimed to defamiliarise the familiar the environment and objects in the poetic
reconstruction (Figure 5.8). The virtually constructed poetic world can foster reflexivity
that asks viewers to read the symbolic and metaphorical sensations. The childish drawing
style is also related to representations of the unconscious self and inner child that can be
more connected to fundamental feelings of loneliness and the fear of separation.
I also used one real texture from the fieldwork: a female slipper from the house of
the man I cared for (Figure 5.9). The slipper is worn out and old, and I wondered if it
was his dead wife’s slipper? I recreated the 3D slipper using a texture taken from the real
slipper. It recalls Heidegger’s comment on van Gogh’s painting The Shoes that illustrates
the phenomenological nature of existence (Heidegger, 1963).

5.3.2

Character Design

The main character was also created using cardboard textures, and motion capture techniques were used to animate him (Figure 5.10). The structure of the main character
started from an impersonal, fragile and unnatural wooden mannequin. I developed this
character by adding more cardboard textures and changing his body proportions, giving
him a more distinctive personality and memorable physical appearance. I created different facial textures to express his emotions, and I animated the character’s behaviours, such
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Figure 5.6: Initial diorama of Anonymous using physical cardboard.
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Figure 5.7: The virtual environment of Anonymous.
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Figure 5.8: Some of the objects in Anonymous.
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Figure 5.9: A pair of slippers that I found during the fieldwork (left) and the pair I created
as 3D objects using the texture of the real slippers (right).
as walking, reading, eating, and standing using motion capture techniques (Figure 5.11).
The character moves like a human being, but the cardboard construction of his body cannot perfectly handle the movement, so the animation has glitches, and the texture is often
distorted and torn. His facial expression is conveyed using childish drawings, and his
eyes and mouth often disappear, leaving a blank face. I employed these imbalances and
tensions between familiarity and unfamiliarity to elicit emotional engagement but also to
promote critical observation of the character and his environment.

5.3.3

Sound Design

I worked with sound designer and engineer, Toby Gifford, to create poetic sound elements
that matched the visual aesthetics. My intention was to create spatialised ambisonic sound
– a full surround-sound technique that spatialises sounds in real time based on the viewers’ head rotation and position. An ambisonic audio portable recorder (a Zoom H2n) was
used to collect ambient environmental sounds and field recordings while in South Korea.
Together, Toby and I recorded abstract sound effects and ambiences using cardboard textures and found materials. We recorded the character’s voice such that it was humanlike,
but with muffled and unintelligible voice sounds. The intention was to make viewers
imagine or guess his feelings from the intonations rather than from literal dialogue or
words. Foregoing a specific language in the dialogue also makes it possible for the piece
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Figure 5.10: The main character (widower) from Anonymous
to be interpreted by a wide range of people, as opposed to only Korean native speakers for
example.

5.3.4

Technical Implementation in VR

After finalising the 3D environment and the widower, these models were combined with
the motion-captured animation data in the Unity game engine to create the story and apply
gaze interactions. A commercial Oculus Go headset was chosen to present the work.
To simulate the experience of becoming objects, I had to make the viewer feel that
they were inhabiting objects (Figure 5.12). Ultimately, visualising this concept using VR
technology was quite challenging; technical challenges were encountered throughout the
process of the work’s development. For instance, when objects were too close to the
camera, perceptions were distorted and the proximity of the front clipping plane caused
the mesh to disappear. Further, when camera perspectives diverge from normal human
perception, such as being upside down or inclined, people may become sick or confused.
Thus, camera movement required careful adjustment to prevent motion sickness. I kept

82

CHAPTER 5. ANONYMOUS

Figure 5.11: The author using a motion capture system to animate the main character.
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changing and modifying these designs through iterative informal feedback from colleagues
and VR experts.
Striking a balance between creative intentions and technical limitations, while difficult, has proven to be fundamental to the process of familiarising myself with the constraints associated with VR technologies and developing the syntax and grammar of VR
storytelling. These have led to important learnings derived from immersing myself in this
practice-based research.

Figure 5.12: Screenshot of the viewer inhabiting an object, such as a TV (left) and a
telephone (right), within Anonymous

5.4

Audience Study

This section considers the audience’s responses1 to Anonymous. I wanted to know if there
were common reflexive elements from the viewers’ perspective, beyond my artistic and
personal exploration. As part of its studio development, I casually shared this piece with
many different people at formative stages to refine the design of the work. I found there
to be some common feedback and responses, so I decided to undertake a more systematic
investigation to identify reflexive elements based on an audience interviews. To design the
qualitative study, I collaborated with HCI researcher Ryan Kelly to create the framework
1
In this section, I interchangeably use viewer and audience. I refer to a group of interview participants as
the audience.
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for studying the audience’s response.2 The design of the interview and analysis of data
from the audience study was published as part of a paper presented at the ACM SIGCHI
conference in 2020 and is outlined below.

5.4.1

Method

To explore the audience’s experiences of Anonymous, I invited 23 participants (10 females
and 13 males) to experience the work and complete in-depth interviews. Participants’ ages
ranged from 25 to 70 (M = 38 years). Ten participants were South Korean nationals and
13 participants were from outside Korea (2 from Malaysia, 1 from Italy, 1 from Netherlands, 1 from Brazil, 1 from Chile, 1 from the USA, and 6 from Australia). The work is
based on South Korean society, so I deliberately recruited people from South Korea to explore differences between their perceptions and those of non-Korean participants. I sought
to determine whether certain design factors or storytelling elements affected participants
differently based on their nationalities and sociocultural backgrounds.
All participants were self-selecting and were recruited as a convenience sample using
personal contacts. Ten of the participants had not used VR before. The participants received no financial compensation for their involvement in the study. I set up a quiet and
private environment for sharing Anonymous, inviting participants to a private studio or
to a meeting room to view the piece. Each participant was given an Oculus Go headset
and was able to watch Anonymous in a seated position. After viewing the piece, I conducted an in-depth interview to probe the audience experience. I used a semi-structured
interview process. I started with questions regarding their thoughts and feelings about
the work. Example questions included “what are your first thoughts and feelings about
this work?”, “did this remind you of anything?” and “what did you think about the main
character?”. I continued the conversation based on their responses and how they reflected
on their own life experiences, asking more about specific design elements (“how did you
feel when you embodied the perception of objects?”). The interviews lasted 45 minutes on
average (30–60 minutes). All interviews were one-to-one between participants and me,
and informed consent was collected. All interviews were audio recorded.
2

For the audience study, Ryan Kelly assisted in designing the interview method and analysing the data.
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Data Analysis

I transcribed all the interviews, including translation of the Korean participants’ interviews
into English. The analysis of the data used an inductive thematic analysis following Braun
and Clarke’s six phase approach (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Having transcribed, read and
re-read the data (Phase 1), I conducted open coding (Phase 2) in which I labelled printed
transcripts to create codes and developed these codes into themes (Phase 3). As an example, the “limited interaction” and “impossibility of movement” codes were formed into
the theme of “Restriction of Control”. Phases 4 through 6 involved refining the themes
through thematic mapping, consolidation of codes and discussion with Ryan Kelly. This
process highlighted four recurrent topics: abstract and minimal aesthetics, everyday materials and textures, the restriction of control, and the various disembodied points of view;
which will be addressed directly in the following sub-section.

5.4.3

Findings

The participants expressed a range of reactions to the content of Anonymous. I first tried
to separate these responses in terms of differences between South Korean and non-Korean
participants, but I did not find any major differences based on nationality or sociocultural
situations. Almost every participant said that this work dealt with fundamental issues
using general aesthetics, and none found the work unfamiliar and awkward, even though
it played on Eastern rituals and included objects that symbolise specific parts of South
Korean society.
One minor difference was that South Korean participants read more about the sociocultural background of the main character. Along with participants from other Asian countries, the piece made them talk more about spirituality related to Buddhism and concepts
from Taoism: “I thought of the problem of reincarnation when I was a butterfly” (P6).
This suggests that the reflexive design elements of Anonymous made people find their own
interpretations, in a way that is not limited to a specific context, but one that allows them
to project their personal and sociocultural experiences. In terms of age differences, 8 of
the 23 participants were aged 38 or above. However, I did not observe distinctive differences between generations, suggesting that the piece was more successful in drawing out
individual rather than age-related differences.
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1. The Use of Abstract and Minimal Aesthetics
I found that using abstract and minimal aesthetics elicited projection with emotional

distance. Because the main character was made of cardboard with an abstract handdrawn expression, 20 participants mentioned they could easily project their feelings onto
him with psychological distance. General and abstract figures made participants think
more about their feelings toward the man:
“Since it is all made of cardboard, I didn’t need to focus on many trivial details.
I could only see the essence of his expression and action.” (P7)
“We can project anyone to him, so he reminded me of the general human being
rather than a specific person. Also, because it doesn’t look too real, I felt a bit
more comfortable to see the old man’s solitary life.” (P18)
As the participant described above, general and abstract figures made the participants
think more about their own feelings towards the character with some psychological distance. Although the character was created using cardboard material with minimal handdrawn facial expressions, the participants could still feel certain emotions toward him as
a human being through associations with gesture, contexts, figures or sound. However,
there are interpretative gaps that the audience had to fill in because he did not look too
real. In other words, they were able to easily project a person or being associated with
their own experiences or memories. For example, participants projected many different
people from their real lives, such as their parents, spouses, themselves or people in general:
“He reminds me of my dad that passed away, but my dad didn’t get too old, so it
was a very fast moment. He reminds me of being old, and there is my husband.
Because I already became part of that woman, I felt he is my husband.” (P17)
Twelve of the participants said that the character reminded them of their family members,
but their descriptions about the character’s personality and situation varied. Participant
3 described his father, who was left behind when his family members died, being overwhelmed by his loneliness and being unable to let them go. Participant 6 talked about
his parents living far away and them having some health issues. Participant 2 described
a recurring dream she had where she meets her father who had passed away. Participant
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12 mentioned that she was reminded of her husband when they were in a long-distance
relationship, and that she found the character cute and adorable because he was trying
hard to sustain a daily routine by waking up early, preparing meals for himself and taking
medicine.
The remaining participants said that they saw the widower as a general human being
who was old and lonely rather than a specific person, but the way they described their
feelings about him was diverse, using terms such as sad, pitiful, adorable, sorry, attached
or disinterested. These different responses represent how the work elicited the participants’ self-reflections, each of which carried its own interpretation, rather than immersing
them into the story in a specific way.
Furthermore, 6 participants said that the minimal dialogue and slow pacing of the
story helped them to contemplate the character and themselves:
“Having the character, sort of making grunting sounds rather than doing any
talking. I think it makes a sort of transcending language. You don’t need to
understand the language to understand what’s happening.” (P13)
The abstract and minimal aesthetics gave the audience a general sense about human beings without being limited to race, ethnicity, and appearance. Because it was not too
realistic, they were able to maintain an emotional distance or boundary to project their
own feelings and thoughts—which is reflexive.
“I think the animatic and abstract aesthetics with the cardboard created more
empathy for the main character. It felt weak and fragile. If it were too realistic,
I would have felt like a film objectifies the poor person and situation.” (P8)
2. The Use of Everyday Materials and Textures
I found that applying everyday materials and textures, like cardboard, makes familiar
things seem strange. Ten participants described that using everyday cardboard strangely
made them more physically engaged, and it led them to consider the similarity between
cardboard and life, which is vulnerable, fragile, and recyclable:
“I guess because it is kind of mundane, and everyday materials. . . it creates
the sense of artificiality, but because it is such an everyday material, so it kind
of sense what it is, what it feels like, so it made more physical.” (P23)
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“The texture of the cardboard clearly showed his present and future. The
abandoned fragile papers, there is no future, but he still lives so hard. He is
fragile but still alive.” (P18)

Cardboard is a mundane material, so we physically feel and sense the texture and materiality. Nevertheless, it is impossible to live in a cardboard world. Those tensions between
familiar sensations and impossible strange situations create paradoxical feelings that made
participants see their life in poetic and metaphorical ways:
“Human life is just like paper, which is used to record information, burned and
recycled. Human culture also began with the discovery of paper. Paper and
human beings are essentially related. It was amazing to experience universal
human life through paper.” (P6)
These physical but poetic engagements led the participants to actively interpret the artwork as related to their own bodily sensations and feelings:
“I felt warm. Unlike iron or concrete, the material is soft and warm. I felt
the loneliness in general but I also felt that the director or author had a basic
affection for the main character, so it’s warm loneliness.” (P1)
3. The Application of Restriction of Control
I found that restricting the audience’s control within the cinematic VR piece, such as
by limiting interactions and navigation, provoked a sense of fragility, vulnerability and
acceptance, which are feelings associated with loneliness and death. These uncontrollable
situations and contexts made the participants more observant about the environment as
well as feel vulnerability and other sensations. As we mentioned above, the participants
were ‘trapped’ inside of the object or ‘stuck’ onto the object’s surface and could not interact
with the main character.
However, in the end, the restriction forced them to leave the room and travel up into
the sky. Of the participants, 15 said they felt trapped or confined when they were inside of
or stuck onto the objects, and it made them feel frustrated or helpless. However, when they
had to leave home and go up to the sky, 8 participants said they were sad; 7 participants
mentioned that they felt a release; and 6 participants described a mixture of feelings, such
as happy-sad, bitter-sweet and melancholy-nostalgia:
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“Claustrophobic at the beginning, you feel trapped. But you feel released, but
free now. It is like a happy-sad. We all have to deal with death, and it will
affect them somehow. You have no control but forced to think about those
things.” (P4)

“I feel helplessness and loneliness because nothing I can do. On the moment,
I was trapped in a very solemn moment. . . . When I go up to sky, I feel like I
am actually going away. It is kind of sad. I think about the question of death.”
(P16)

The people who described sadness more than the other participants usually mentioned
someone being left behind and separated after death. Those who mentioned the release
described the act of letting go and escaping the pain and transcendental acceptance. These
different responses also show that the way they appreciated the work is reflexive and that
their own understanding and interpretation about life and death came from the sensation
of vulnerability and uncontrollability:
“You can just watch it, can’t do anything. As much as you want to interact
or engage with something, you can’t. It is the nice metaphor, being dead, a
ghost.” (P21)
4. The Creation of Various Disembodied Points of View
I discovered that using various disembodied perspectives and different points of view
provoked awareness about the participants’ self-perceptions and forced them to engage in
a multi-layered observation. The participants did not embody any specific virtual character, given the lack of a virtual body. Instead, they inhabited different objects in the piece,
including the telephone, picture and TV. This meant that they were without a body, like a
spirit or soul. It made them think about their identity and perceptions of themselves in a
virtual situation and created different layers of connections and observations.
“There is no mirroring space; It goes back to the very fundamental awareness
of a person’s consciousness . . . staying away from human-centric narrative. It
forces you to be reflective, to question. . . what are you in this time and space,
and what am I?” (P14)
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“My perceptions are constantly expanding, but my identity is not exactly defined. . . I think the piece made me think about myself and beyond life,
observing life.” (P5)

Because their viewpoints kept changing, the audience also had varying intimacy and connection with the character. For example, participant 11 described the experience of changing perspectives as feeling like “pain switching” as she adopted the role of different entities
in the widower’s life:
“You start being a wife’s portrait. . . I feel the embodiment of her pain, looking
at her husband’s suffering. But she switches the different objects, I feel that
perspectives of pain kind of switches too. So, we knew here the daughter is
calling him and not really making time for him, so it makes me wonder what
he did in the past or if he properly communicates.” (P11)
Four participants mentioned feeling more intimate with the main character when they
were in the portrait or in the telephone but feeling more objective and observing when
they were in the butterfly, TV and lamp. In general, due to the disembodied but unusual
viewpoints, the participants started to question their identity and perception and create
multi-layered connections with the character through different observations.

5.5

Reflexive Dimensions

In this section, I outline which design elements can be considered part of the reflexive
dimension in VR storytelling based on findings from the audience interview.
Firstly, I found that the use of minimal and abstract aesthetics, such as a cardboard,
hand-drawn virtual environment and a lack of explicit dialogue, allowed people to project
their own feelings and thoughts onto the piece with some emotional distance. I believe this
dimension also allowed people to project their feelings without being distracted by visual
details. This finding also resonates with my learning from the previous project Floating
Walk, which was based on the observation of the viewers’ engagement as described in
Section 4.6.
In VR, the viewer is surrounded by 360 images and sounds. This amount of audiovisual
information has the potential to cause distraction, and if all the information is designed
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with a high degree of detail, the viewer may focus on trivial things not particularly related
to the theme or story. Furthermore, it might be difficult for viewers to reflect upon their
own feelings and critically empathise with the story if they are too immersed in the specific
details of the virtual environment. Thus, I observed that using abstract aesthetics can
enhance the viewer’s engagement with key characteristics that speak to the underlying
themes of the story, creating interpretive gaps that encourage people to make sense using
their own life experiences.
Secondly, the use of everyday materials and textures in Anonymous made familiar objects and physical sensations seem strange. In everyday life, we physically and intuitively
understand the textures and materials we encounter. If we are in a VR setting surrounded
by everyday textures, we cannot touch these textures, but we feel and know them. This
creates a feeling of estrangement as people fill in the gap between what they feel, what
they see, and what they physically experience.
Thirdly, I found that the restriction of control through limited interaction and navigability within the environment elicited a sense of vulnerability, fragility and acceptance. VR
is often acknowledged as a medium that allows people to physically engage, letting them
participate in situations or stories more actively than traditional screen-based media permits (Ryan, 2015). However, determining active and passive participation based on level
of control oversimplifies a complex relationship. In fact, participation is under the control
of the designer and is something that can be varied depending on the goals of the work.
Anonymous demonstrates how restricting control and immersion in VR can be an effective
tool for simulating a sense of vulnerability, fragility and acceptance, especially when making people reflect about issues related to social isolation, disconnection, alienation and
death.
The last reflexive element I found is the various disembodied points of view, which
elicited the participants’ awareness of their self-perception and prompted multi-layered
observation. For example, we never inhabit objects in real life. Those disembodied experiences in Anonymous generated new kinds of sensations, and they made people reflect
upon their everyday self-perception. In a movie or a game, various points of views are
used, but the viewer is still positioned as spectators separated from the screen. However,
in VR, the viewer physically embodies the camera’s point of view. Without physical bodies, users can have a bodily experience from multiple perspectives. In these situations,
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they cognitively fill in the gaps between the new kinds of embodied virtual perception and
bodily sensations in the physical world.
In summary, the abstract, minimal and everyday texture aesthetics can be considered
a production of an audiovisual design that has implications for the reflexive dimensions of
Anonymous. The restriction of control can be more related to technical decision-making
based on immersion and interactivity that we mentioned above. The various disembodied
viewpoints can be the factors of cinematic considerations, such as the camera position
and angles. All four factors were exploited based on the method of using the technical
constraints of VR technologies, such as the limits of realistic representations, restrictions
of immersion and interactivity, and partial disembodiment.

5.6

Exhibitions

In this section, I describe how Anonymous was exhibited and shared, and how the curatorial design and installation affected viewers’ engagement in Anonymous. Anonymous has
been exhibited in three different ways: a ritualistic private setup, a semi-private setup and
an installation with other VR projects.

5.6.1

A Private Setup

When presenting this work for a single viewer, I created a private setup in an enclosed
room containing physical objects related to the work (Figure 5.13). I prepared a rotating
chair to let the viewer freely look around the environment by swivelling the chair. I created
cardboard portraits of widower and his wife. In front of the portraits, I put different foods
such as fruits, chocolates, nuts and tea, as is often used in a small ritual for dead people in
Korea. I allowed the viewer to eat the food after watching Anonymous as Korean people
normally do after such a ceremony. I also put a notebook and pen on the table to allow
the viewer to write about something if he or she wanted to share their thoughts.
The reason I created the private and ritualistic mood is that I wanted to elicit the
viewer’s curiosity about the work and provide a ceremonial experience for Anonymous
related to death and loneliness. I wanted to let viewers prepare before they experienced
the work, then to reflect on their thoughts and feelings after experiencing it. This setup
helped viewers feel and express their emotions more freely in personal and private ways.
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They were less self-conscious with no other people present. For example, some people
whose relatives had recently died cried a lot, so I sometimes had to prepare tissues and
wait outside of the room for them for about 30 minutes.

5.6.2

Creative Directions Festival3

I presented Anonymous at a SensiLab immersive cinema event – part of the Creative Directions festival, organised by the school of Media, Film and Journalism at Monash University
in October 2019. I wanted to share this work with several people at once. I allowed a maximum of four people to experience the work simultaneously and ran five sessions. Each
session ran 30 minutes, including time for assisting viewers in wearing the headset and
having conversations with them after they experienced the work.
I installed a folding screen to divide the viewers from the outside and created a mood
using a dim light and candle (Figure 5.14). Although a few people were around them,
the individuals could focus on experiencing the work in a semi-private, contemplative
atmosphere.

5.6.3

Bucheon International Animation Festival

When I shared my project with a large audience in a film festival setting, I did not have the
control to curate the work’s physical presentation environment.4 Some film festivals do
not support interactive VR operated using mobile phones, so I had to switch the platform
to PC-based VR. In October 2019, I attended the Bucheon International Animation Festival
to check how my project was being shown and how the audience was responding to it.
All artworks were installed in a single room, and the rotating chair was not provided
(Figure 5.15). The audience tended to experience many different VR pieces in a short time
period, and they seemed to be more interested in the novelty of virtual reality rather than
the content or issues raised in individual stories. This was certainly not a contemplative
environment, and I did not have a chance to have a proper conversation with the audience.
3
Creative Directions is an annual festival organised by the school of Media, Film and Journalism at
Monash University. The festival shares ideas and critical issues around contemporary media, cultural and
communication industries.
4
Anonymous was also shown at the 2019 Torino Short Film Market in Italy and the 2019 Tbilisi International Animation Festival in Georgia. However, I could not attend the festivals, so I do not know first-hand
how Anonymous was installed and shared with viewers.
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Figure 5.13: The private set-up for experiencing Anonymous: On the table, there are
portraits of the widower and his wife, fruits, chocolate, tea and a notebook (top image).
The viewer experiences the work in front of the small ritual table (bottom image).
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Figure 5.14: Images that show an installation of Anonymous with a folding screen for
sharing with a small group of people.
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I realised that the curatorial and phenomenological contexts are very important to the
experience of Anonymous.

Figure 5.15: Installation of Anonymous along with other VR works at Bucheon International Animation Festival 2019.

5.7

Self-Reflection

One of the design intentions of Anonymous was to stimulate reflection about death and
loneliness, both at individual and societal levels. The main theme of Anonymous is the
broader societal issue of the “no-relationship society”, which is an increasing problem that
is contributing to loneliness and solitary death around the globe.
I found that people tended to reflect on their own individual issues and experiences
after viewing Anonymous, rather than on broader societal problems. The piece contained
some poetic cues around social issues, but these might not have been strong enough to
cause the viewer to directly reflect on the no-relationship society. These observations
informed the conception of my next, and final project, Sleeping Eyes. As I will discuss
more directly in the next Section (6), I decided to use more informative and directly
related social cues and to include more prominent elements in the story, in order to inform
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the viewer about the social topic at hand. In this next project, I also decided to deal with
a topic that people might not be familiar with: narcolepsy. Since the theme of death and
loneliness might be easy to understand, I wanted to explore issues about which I was
utterly ignorant.
As I mentioned above, the curatorial contexts were very important in experiencing
Anonymous. However, even within the same set-up, in some cases, I observed that responses of individual members of the audience could be dramatically different. For example, two Chinese female students who were friends with each other watched Anonymous
at the same time. One cried a lot because she was too emotionally involved, while the
other could not fully understand what was happening, and she took off the headset in
the middle of the work. I realised that the ways in which the viewer engages in and reflect on the work are very subjective, reflexive and complex. Nevertheless, I found that
the viewer’s phenomenological engagement is critical to achieving reflexive understanding. For Sleeping Eyes, I tried to explore phenomenological participation, so I actively used
body related interactions.

5.7.1

Additional Reflection

A curator and writer based in Hong Kong, Yang Jing, wrote an article about Anonymous in
a newspaper called Apple Daily. She learnt about Anonymous at ISEA 2019.5 The reporter
noted that one special element of Anonymous is its non-scary and gentle way of representing the soul and death, which is not a typical interpretation of death. For example, she
said that if a dead person appears in someone’s dream, it normally symbolises bad luck
in China. Also, many people are scared of the souls of the dead (ghosts) and death in
general. Yang Jing said that she actually felt dead when she watched Anonymous, but not
in a frightening way. She said this work explored the concept of death and existence in a
way more related to loving memories and gentle relationships. She thought that Korean
culture generally welcomes the souls of the dead. Yang Jing’s notes about Anonymous
made me reflect on my own interpretation of death and the soul. I realised that the way I
represented soul and death as welcoming and nostalgic entities were more about my own
interpretation rather than from my cultural tradition.
5
I presented a paper about Anonymous at ISEA (International Symposium on Electronic Art) 2019 in
South Korea.
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While writing this exegesis and completing documentation of my creative projects,

the COVID-19 pandemic started to explode. At that time, Yang Jing messaged me to say
that the pandemic situation reminded her of Anonymous because so many old people had
died alone due to the pandemic. She also saw the potential of Anonymous to help people
grieve for family members who had died unexpectedly. Her description of the connection between Anonymous and the pandemic made me consider how VR storytelling can
prompt social awareness of the issues surrounding a no-relationship society in a pandemic
situation, as well as how it can help people grieving for unexpectedly deceased family
members.
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Chapter 6

Sleeping Eyes
6.1
6.1.1

Background and Overview
Background

Narcolepsy is a neurological disorder that makes people fall asleep uncontrollably (Aldrich,
1992; Scammell, 2015). Narcolepsy is not well known in South Korean society. Even
though the mass media has recently given more attention to sleeping disorders, they tend
to treat it at only the surface level. Narcolepsy is simply understood as uncontrollable
sleepiness, even though it entails complex and confusing symptoms and experiences such
as attention issues, unconscious automatic behaviours and blurred consciousness between
dreams and reality (Scammell, 2015). Furthermore, narcoleptic patients’ social and cultural trauma shapes other issues surrounding their self-image, identity crisis and suppression. Sleeping Eyes is a collaborative project between myself and Sungeun Lee, an artist
suffering from narcolepsy. The project invites viewers to experience the inner perspectives
of a person with narcolepsy.
Virtual reality has been used as a tool to represent the life experiences of people with
mental health issues. For example, there are cinematic VR works that present stories about
chronic fatigue syndrome (e.g. Unrest VR, Jennifer Brea, 2017) and bipolar disorder (e.g.
Manic VR, Kalina Bertin, 2019, Figure 6.1). There have also been attempts to visualise the
inner states of dementia (e.g. Virtual Dementia Experience, Dementia Australia, 2013) and
express bipolar disorder patients’ embodied movements using VR (Kim, 2019). However,
my literature review and field survey found there is an absence of work that highlights
issues and experiences related to narcolepsy.
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VR can have a lucid dream-like nature, as outlined in Section 3.1, and it can be a powerful tool for representing narcoleptic dream experiences. In VR, even if we are immersed
in the virtual world, we simultaneously exist in the physical world. The duality of current
VR means we are in a virtual space and physical space at the same times, so are partially
embodied and disembodied in virtual/physical places at the same time as described in
Section 3.1. The fundamental issue of the duality of embodiment/disembodiment resonates with the existential state of a someone diagnosed with narcolepsy. The duality of
ontological experiences could create tensions and confusion which can be used as a catalyst to provoke the viewer’s embodied self-reflection about narcolepsy and identification
with Sungeun Lee’s experiences. Based on this concept, VR can be used to make people
physically engage in narcoleptic experiences while reflecting on their own presence in a
virtual world.

Figure 6.1: A Still from Manic VR
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Overview

Sleeping Eyes is an interactive cinematic VR piece that tells the story of a narcoleptic Korean
artist, Sungeun Lee.1 Lee is working mainly with new media technologies to explore the
issues of self-perception and identity mediated with the technologies.
In Sleeping Eyes, VR was used as a medium to represent the symptoms of narcolepsy
and provoke fundamental reflections on the boundary between dreams and reality (Figure
6.2). Non-linear narrative and gamification techniques were applied to make the viewers
actively explore the story; episodes are represented in the VR piece. I also utilised a
heart-rate sensor to visualise the viewer’s stress states and make them aware of their own
feelings about the artwork.
The running time is approximately 8 to 12 minutes depending on the viewer’s interaction. The basic synopsis is as follows.

The viewer enters a darkened classroom that contains a desk with several objects that identify Sungeun. There is a virtual hand, and Sungeun’s narration is
triggered when you grab certain objects, such as medicine, photos of a watch
tower and school, or physics notes. Once you have heard all the informative
narrations about Sungeun, the scene changes to a high school. A teacher is
giving a lesson about quantum mechanics and Schrödinger’s cat and asks the
students to participate in an experiment involving two doors. As Sungeun,
you must enter one of the rooms, but only when the students are not watching. Otherwise, the teacher becomes violent, and the door is blocked. One
door leads back to the school, but the other is connected to an army watchtower. In the watchtower, Sungeun’s body appears dressed as a soldier. An
army superior threatens him because he fell asleep. He becomes confused as
to whether school or the army is real or a dream. Suddenly, he falls from the
watchtower, but he arrives at the school and becomes one of students who was
watching him earlier. He wakes up in a hospital bed. There are two possible
endings. In one, Sungeun is wearing a school uniform, but his army superior is walking into the hospital. In the other, he is instead wearing a military
1

To avoid confusion between the person and their represented character, when referring to Sungeun Lee
the artist, I use “Lee”, and I use “Sungeun” to refer to the character and protagonist of Sungeun Lee in Sleeping
Eyes.
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Figure 6.2: Stills from Sleeping Eyes
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uniform, but his teacher is walking into the hospital. These two endings are
randomly generated (Figure 6.3).

Figure 6.3: Example scenes from the two endings.
Sleeping Eyes was designed to allow the viewers to navigate the virtual world, eliciting physically active involvement. To represent Sungeun’s narcoleptic states, I experimented with a number of different techniques, including the utilisation of gamification
elements (applied to the Schrödinger’s cat game described in detail in Section 6.3) and
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randomised scene changes (McCormack et al., 2014). These techniques were used mainly
to express the blurred boundary between different spaces, times, and states based on Lee’s
experiences. Additionally, a heart-rate sensor was introduced to represent the embodied
intersubjective relationship between the viewer and subject (Sungeun) based on the phenomenological approaches to intercorporeality discussed in Section 2.2.
Sleeping Eyes does not follow a specific style or structure of cinematic form. The work is
a mixture of narration (likened to a documentary style) and fictional and game-like scenes
including dramatic dialogue and musical scoring. This mixture of styles and expression
corresponds to the theme about the confused and blurred borders between dream and
reality; representation of neurological disorder and imaginative fantasy.

6.2

Collaborative Process

The development of Sleeping Eyes was undertaken as a one-and-a-half-year collaborative
process. I first met Sungeun Lee in July 2018 at a media art residency program, Seoul Art
Space Geumcheon in South Korea. During my conversations with him, Lee confided in me
that he was narcoleptic. At that time, I must confess that I did not even know that what
narcolepsy was. In South Korea, issues dealing with narcolepsy are not well recognised
and I felt very sorry and ashamed of my ignorance. Lee explained how narcolepsy affected
his life. After that, we started to discuss if VR could be a good device for telling the story
of a narcoleptic person. Based on our ongoing conversations, we decided to create a VR
work about narcolepsy as a collaborative project.2
In the pre-production stage, I undertook a lot of interviews with Lee both casually
and officially with ethical clearance and his written consent. Based on these interviews,
I found that his difficulty as a narcoleptic patient was not simply about falling asleep
uncontrollably. He had suffered more from his confused or foggy states between dream
and reality. I realised that his main traumatic experiences came from social violence in
school and in the army based on the ignorance of his peers about narcolepsy, not from the
narcolepsy itself.
2

While this was a collaborative project, to be clear on my contributions: I created all of the 3D environments, characters, and animations and directed the final cinematic work. Lee’s main contribution to this
project is that of co-creation of the story and participation as the main protagonist in the artwork. He also
contributed to specific technical programming for the gamification components of the final work.
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He did not realise that he was narcoleptic until he joined the military for two years
of service, as almost all South Koreans are required to do. Especially in high school and
in the army, he experienced a great deal of physical and mental violence and social oppression. People perceived him as lazy, rude and distracted, so he developed a distorted
self-image. His memories of violence were often represented in his dreams, and he experienced considerable fear in these dreams. As a narcoleptic patient, he often slept and
dreamed uncontrollably, so he became confused about the boundaries between his dreams
and reality. This means he “lived” in both his confused, conscious and unconscious worlds
of high school and the army.
Following a long series of conversations, Lee and I decided to represent his dreams
from when he was in high school and in the army using VR. To visualise his dream world
in school, I started to create environments and characters based on Lee’s story inspired by
his drawings (Figure 6.4). It was very difficult to represent his dream world because I had
never clearly grasped what it looked like.
In January 2019, I travelled to South Korea again to work with him. I shared the virtual
environment that I had made and discussed the specific story development. Every time he
talked about his narcoleptic states, he often mentioned quantum mechanical metaphors,
so we decided to use physics metaphors more actively in Sleeping Eyes. He also suggested
employing game-like interactive elements. I spent a week with him and kept developing
and refining the storyline, including his narration. After I came back to Australia, I applied
his suggestions and kept remotely sharing the process with him.
My collaborative process with him was challenging and made me question the limitations of empathy. Although I tried to understand his narcoleptic symptoms by doing a lot
of research about narcolepsy, it was not something I could clearly grasp. The more I tried
to understand his perspective through my own perceptions and knowledge, the more I felt
that it was impossible for me to understand him and his condition. Simultaneously, I felt
guilty about using his suffering to create an artwork.
At certain points, I accepted the fact that he needed to remain an “otherness” to me.
As Levinas claimed, we should accept the fundamental differences between us and try
not to reduce otherness to “sameness” (Levinas, 1991). I realised that I also tried to
“capture” him within my personal frame and knowledge. Therefore, I decided not to
“simulate” his inner world or narcolepsy. Rather, I decided to be a mediator, revealing
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the general social perception and ignorance about narcolepsy. Whenever I faced limits
in understanding him and his narcoleptic symptoms, I continuously reflected on own my
ignorance and focused on expressing the social ignorance about narcolepsy in Sleeping
Eyes. The process of creating this project brought to the surface fundamental questions
about human attitudes towards other people’s lives.
I do not want to argue that I empathised with Lee during the collaborative process
and delivered his story through my understanding of it. Instead, I can say that I poetically
re-created Lee’s inner world as well as the social ignorance about narcolepsy through my
constant communication with him. Thus, the artwork is in an intersubjective position
between Lee and me.

6.3

Project Development

In this section, I consider the process of developing the project, including the creation of
the visual and sound aesthetics, non-linear storytelling, and the application of a biofeedback sensor.

6.3.1

Visual and Sound Aesthetics

I built a 3D environment inspired by Lee’s drawings. I used quick prototyping to create the
final environments used in the work. Because the prototyping was quick, there were few
visual details in the characters or the environment. I shared my progress with Lee, and
he liked the low-poly and game-like aesthetics. This is because they reflected his dream,
which was not detailed and often reminded him of a computer game.
Encouraged by this, I actively used the game-like aesthetics to create an ordinary,
minimal and unified world that poetically reflected a computer’s simulation aesthetics —
one that resonated with the concepts of dreams. I created faceless, identical students,
suggesting collective and oppressed identities. However, I made the teacher and the army
“boss” big and oppressive-looking to symbolise threatening authority figures.
As part of developing this storyworld, I wanted to change the visual textures of the
characters and the environment when violent events happened. From what I learned in
Anonymous, I decided to use everyday textures to let the viewer reflect on visual sensation
while in VR. I experimented with various everyday materials and found that a rocky, peeled
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Figure 6.4: Examples of Lee’s drawing.
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or cracked material was relevant for representing violence as well as vulnerability. When
we touch cracked or peeled materials, they might hurt, but their states are fragile, and they
are easy to break or demolish. I captured many photos of rock, cement, peeled painted
wall and cracked bricks, then created another environment and character that applied
to the textures. I made two different school environments to which the different textures
were applied but using the same physical space and characters (Figure 6.5). I then created
an army watch tower and a character with the cracked and peeled textures (Figure 6.6).
In doing so, I used these visual changes to reveal the tensions between the normal and the
abnormal, between suppression and violence, between dreams and reality.
As this narration is placed “within” the virtual objects, the viewer hears the spatialised
sound so that it appears to be emanating from the object itself: the sound follows the
object as it moves. The music score also played an important role in setting the general
mood of Sleeping Eyes. Jaejin Lee, Sungeun Lee’s close friend and music partner, acted as
the music director. Because Jaejin Lee knew Sungeun Lee’s states and aesthetic sensibilities very well, the music was powerfully connected to the visuals and narrative. Along
with Sungeun Lee’s narrations and music, the teacher and army boss’s dialogue are also
present, explaining quantum physics and scolding or threatening Sungeun when he doses
off.

6.3.2

Non-Linear Storytelling

As mentioned above, Lee often drew upon metaphors from Quantum mechanical states—
such as undetermined, constantly shifting between states of consciousness with little
control—to describe his world view. To apply the concept of physics authentically, Physicist
Nina Rajcic advised on the story design in order to accurately convey quantum mechanical
concepts as metaphor throughout the story.
For instance, a Schrödinger’s cat experiment, as well as the randomised storyline, were
incorporated into the overall narrative, poetically representing Lee’s quantum mechanical
“reality”. Under the Copenhagen interpretation of quantum mechanics, it is postulated
that observation (or measurement) of a quantum mechanical object causes its probability
wave function to collapse into a single value. I used the concept of wave function collapse
as a metaphor to illustrate how Sungeun is moved into various states when others draw
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Figure 6.5: Example scenes that used game-like aesthetics (top) and rocky cracked aesthetics (bottom) in a school environment.
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Figure 6.6: Example scene that used and rocky cracked aesthetics in an army watchtower.

attention to him, or when he draws attention to himself. The idea of quantum superposition draws parallels with the duality of embodiment and disembodiment in virtual and
physical worlds. I actively used this tension between virtual and physical embodiment to
portray Lee’s illusory experiences of reality.

In addition, the interactive, game-like narrative makes viewers actively explore the virtual stories about Sungeun. In the introductory scene, instead of simply delivering linear
narration, the work allows the viewer to explore the fragments of information embodied
in physical objects, focusing more on Sungeun’s voice and allowing time to fill in the gaps
between separate informative narrations. For the Schrödinger’s cat game, the viewer must
avoid the lasers that come from the students’ eyes. This creates a sense of playfulness and
suspense that further immerses them in the virtual story.

Ryan distinguished narrative immersion and ludic immersion in interactive storytelling
(Ryan, 2015). Narrative immersion comes from the engagement of the imagination of a
storyworld, but ludic immersion presupposes physical participation and involvement in
the performance of a task. The usage of interactive and game-like elements in Sleeping
Eyes can be associated with eliciting ludic immersion.
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Biometric Feedback and Embodiment

Biometric feedback was introduced as a means of representing the phenomenological aspect of Sungeun’s everyday experience to the viewer. The application of biometric feedback is notably used in Tikka’s enactive cinema work Obsession (2005) which was described in Section 3.3. Unlike in Obsession (Tikka et al., 2006), the viewer’s input does not
affect the narrative structure. However, the viewer’s physiological state affects aesthetic
aspects of the audiovisual elements in Sleeping Eyes. My intention was to articulate the
unconsciously intersubjective but blurred connections between the viewer, the artwork
and Sungeun’s inner states.
A MIO Alpha Bluetooth heart rate sensor was connected to a custom Windows application which transmits the processed heart rate values to Unity via a local socket. Elliott
Wilson developed custom software to connect the heart rate sensor to a PC and to forward
the data to Unity. This system supports the measurement of heart rate (HR) and additionally can compute heart rate variability (HRV). These values are then mapped to the
visual aesthetics of the work in real-time (Figure 6.7). Aiden Hatcher helped to connect
the heart rate data to the Unity program.
Heart rate is used to activate elements such as the flickering light and the beating
sound in the army watchtower scene, which pulses in synchronicity with the viewer’s
heartbeat. I used their HRV measurement to visually represent Sungeun’s varied states of
consciousness, such as being sleepy or alert. I applied HRV as a proxy for the viewer’s stress
when immersed in the work; high HRV is understood to correspond low stress, whereas
low HRV corresponds to high stress (McDuff et al., 2014). The viewer’s HRV influences
the visual aesthetics such as textures and the colour of surfaces in the school scene. Low
HRV data is mapped to a grained desaturated visual effect, and high HRV data is mapped
to a vivid, highly saturated visual effect. These ongoing visual changes implicitly relay the
viewer’s affective state back to them. I aimed to create an affective feedback loop, which
adds another mode of interaction within the work, as well as enhancing the connection
that the viewer feels towards Sungeun. Furthermore, I wanted to foster emotional reflection in the viewers, provoking them to reflect upon their own visceral responses to their
embodying of Sungeun.
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Figure 6.7: Example images driven by viewer HRV data; images show low HRV data
mapped to a grained and desaturated visual effect (top) and high HRV data mapped to a
vivid and highly saturated visual effect (bottom).
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Design for Reflexivity

This section addresses how reflexivity factored into the design and storytelling of Sleeping
Eyes.
I designed multiple virtual representations of the viewer’s own body to signify levels
of unconsciousness and a dream state during work, drifting between embodiment and
disembodiment (Figure 6.8). In the school scenes, for example, only transparent hands
appear, and the viewer can grab objects and open the door. In the army watchtower scene,
the viewer embodies a full-bodied soldier. In the hospital, there are no body and hands;
instead, the viewer floats disembodied around the scene as if in an out-of-body experience.
I explored inverse kinematic techniques to connect the viewer’s physical body with
their virtual avatar. Although the movement of the arm and feet can be partly synchronised
with the viewer’s navigation, the natural embodiment is almost impossible because the
virtual body is entirely foreign to the viewer. I actively used the resulting impression
of physical estrangement to metaphorically represent our fragmented and uncontrollable
bodies in the dream world.
This approach sought to produce a disturbing and discontinuous re-embodiment. The
resulting design intended to provoke viewers to become more fully aware of the constant
confusion of Sungeun and to reflect on their own physical perceptions and identity. Disembodiment was used as a catalyst to promote reflexivity by encouraging the rearrangement
of our physical sensory experiences as noted in Section 3.1.
Based on my experiences with Anonymous, I again used the restriction of control for
the purposes of eliciting reflection in Sleeping Eyes. However, because Sleeping Eyes used
fully navigable VR, the mode of restriction is different. In Sleeping Eyes, although viewers
can navigate in the virtual world, they cannot move beyond a limited boundary.3 When
they experience this restriction, it can break the immersive engagement because they have
to face the animated wall of the guard. However, I used this limit as a way to make the
viewers aware of the fact that they are trapped inside the virtual world. This can prompt
a bodily reflection on the uncontrollable situation related to social oppression and the
dream world.
3

This boundary is limited by the physical space in which the VR system operates and the maximum length
of the cable from the headset to the computer. As part of the setup process, a boundary is defined to prevent
the user from moving too far in physical space. As they approach the limits of the boundary a transparent
gridded wall (the “guard”) appears in virtual space, warning them that they can’t move beyond this position.
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Figure 6.8: Example images of virtual embodiment with transparent hands (top), and a
full body (bottom).
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Furthermore, the viewer can grab virtual objects or open virtual doors using hand
controllers (Figure 6.9). However, only a few objects have event trigger effects, such as
telling a story about Sunguen or switching into the next scene. The viewer can freely
explore which objects are interactable or controllable. They often have to explore interactivity in oppressive and violent situations in the work, but they are still aware that this
is not real because they cannot control many elements. It metaphorically resonates with
the notion of a lucid dream, so the viewer can bodily explore this chaotic and often scary
situation while being aware of themselves and their actual situation.

Figure 6.9: The image illustrates the headset and hand controllers used when experiencing
Sleeping Eyes.
I also used sudden or uncontrollable transitions between two different spaces such as
the school and the army watchtower. This prompts questions, such as Where am I located?,
Who am I?, Why is this happening? Through this spatial incoherence, the viewers can
reflect on issues of confusion and fear that a narcoleptic person commonly faces.
I further utilised the spatial exploratory nature of navigable VR to inspire bodily awareness and reflexive thoughts. It allows the viewers to explore the story more physically and
to create their own understanding of it in a non-linear way. Also, the gamification techniques of avoiding the virtual characters’ eyes and selecting one door to enter were not
applied to win the competition or create a different outcome (Figure 6.10). Rather, they
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were used to allow the viewers to spatially explore the virtual world and actively engage
in the situation where they can bodily understand what is going on.

6.5

Exhibition

This section describes how Sleeping Eyes was exhibited in a gallery setting.
I exhibited Sleeping Eyes at the TEI 2020 conference4 in Sydney (Figure 6.11). The
work was installed at Tin Sheds Gallery, University of Sydney. Because this work was
shown in a gallery space, I decided to share how the viewers experienced the artwork in
public by projecting their experience on the wall. In effect, other people in the gallery were
able to watch someone else experiencing the work through the projected video. Unlike the
experience of Anonymous, this project provoked deeper engagement while other people
were around since this work has game and horror movie-like elements, so people tended
to enjoy sharing how they engaged with the work.
Sleeping Eyes has the potential to achieve a more communal, in-gallery experience;
and will be investigated further. For the final exhibition, I propose to build a minimal
physical watch tower, which can allow the viewer to feel the physical confinement before
they see the virtual lines of the guard. I also plan to use panoramic video displays around
the watchtower to create communal experiences in the exhibition setup.

6.6

Self-Reflection

My personal reflections on Sleeping Eyes are based, in part, on my observations of how
viewers’ responded to the work under exhibition conditions.
Based on the work’s exhibition at Tin Sheds Gallery as part of the TEI conference, I
discovered that viewers tended to not noticeably recognise how changes in their heart rate
corresponded to visual changes while they experienced the work (even though this was
explained to them before they experienced the work). Nevertheless, they showed curiosity
about how their heart rates affected the artwork and asked me how it specifically worked.
After I explained the specific process, they normally looked back on their experiences and
tried to connect their psychological states to the visual changes. I found that the use of
4

TEI (International Conference on Tangible, Embedded, and Embodied Interaction) is an annual international conference that presents interaction focusing on bodily engagement, including HCI, design and interactive art.
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Figure 6.10: The images illustrate one example of the gamification techniques in Sleeping
Eyes: lasers come out from the virtual characters’ eyes (top) and the viewer selects one
door (bottom). To open the door, the viewer must avoid the virtual character’s gaze.
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Figure 6.11: Installation of Sleeping Eyes at Thin Shed Gallery
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biofeedback sensors made them reflect on their thoughts and sensations after experiencing
the work, but explaining the process before and after was an important part of the process.
In general terms, the use of the biofeedback sensor encouraged viewers to reflect on
the phenomenological interconnection between themselves and Sungeun, which is related
to the concept of embodied intersubjectivity that I outlined in Section 2.2. However, the
responses of individual viewers varied dramatically, especially depending on gender. For
example, quite a few women expressed their fear while they were experiencing the work.
One woman even stopped experiencing the work mid-way through, she said that it triggered bad and uncomfortable memories for her. I did not see any men express fear; they
tended to enjoy the situation around them like playing a video game. For further research,
I would like to study gender differences in the viewer experience.
Viewers rarely mentioned narcolepsy in recounting their experience of the work. However, when asked if they understood the symptoms of narcolepsy a little more, they usually
said that the work raised their awareness of the confusion and risk of narcolepsy, especially
in South Korea.
In Sleeping Eyes, the duality of embodiment in VR was exploited to allow people to
become physically aware of the experience of an artist with narcolepsy and to prompt
questions about the boundaries between dream and reality along with the boundaries
between virtual and physical worlds. I found that the paradoxical, dual nature of VR’s
(dis)embodiment can be used as an example of physical estrangement, as discussed in
Section 3.1.
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Chapter 7

Conclusion

This thesis has explored the concept of reflexivity in cinematic VR beyond empathy. Using
practice-based research, storytelling methods and aesthetic techniques for eliciting selfand social reflection beyond empathetic identification were investigated. In particular,
issues of alienation, disconnection and isolation were focused upon through the production of creative works that elicit reflection on how people connect with others and their
sociocultural situations.

In order to achieve the goal set out for this research, I firstly designed a conceptual
foundation for reflexive VR storytelling. This framework was based on the theoretical investigation of VR, empathy and reflexivity, as well as reimagining reflexive techniques in
theatre and cinema, and Brechtian estrangement effects. Reframing cinematic VR as a reflexive tool to support intersubjective experiences, in the exegesis I discussed the Buddhist
philosophy that represents the blurred boundaries between the self, other and world, as
well as virtual and physical reality. However, I placed importance on observing self and
contextual awareness. This provided a conceptual basis as to how VR can be effectively
used as a reflexive tool without breaking the immersive tendencies associated with the
medium.
123
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I then proposed the concept of physical estrangement to emphasise the estrangement
effects of VR, which are anchored in corporeal and phenomenological experience. I discussed the technical constraints of VR technologies to explore the diverse reflexive storytelling methods stemming from creative exploration of the limitations of immersive engagement. As a cinematic consideration, I introduced the term “embodied spatial montage”, which is called upon to define cinematic designs that compel people to actively explore the spatially distributed information in VR, thus allowing them to create their own
story. These theoretical and conceptual investigations informed the foundation knowledge
used to develop and continue my creative projects.

7.1

Three Cinematic VR Projects

Three cinematic VR projects were created, each accommodating different technical constraints of VR technologies: Floating Walk (360◦ video), Anonymous (mobile interactive
VR) and Sleeping Eyes (navigable interactive VR).
Floating Walk investigated storytelling techniques for 360◦ video that elicit self-awareness and social reflection on issues of immigration and identity. The project showed the
potential of 360◦ video as an autobiographical, self-confrontational tool. The process
of making Floating Walk also demonstrated the function of a 360◦ camera as a bodily
cinematic interface (Kino-body).
Anonymous addressed the sociocultural issue of the “no-relationship society” and investigated the design factors that prompted reflection on death and loneliness in immersive
environments. Based on the audience study of Anonymous, my research found generalised
reflexive elements for VR storytelling, such as abstract, minimal aesthetics, everyday textures and materials, restriction of user control and multiple points of view.
Sleeping Eyes explored the neurological disorder of narcolepsy and issues of ignorance
surrounding the understanding of mental health. This project actively used the duality
of presence and embodiment in VR as an analogy of narcoleptic ontological states. The
investigation of reflexivity in Sleeping Eyes was mainly focused on corporeal and phenomenological experiences. Combining gamification techniques, a nonlinear exploratory
narrative, and a biofeedback sensor, the project illustrated the exploratory and physical
mode of reflexivity in VR storytelling.
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Although the emphasis and specific contributions of these three projects differ, all exploited the limitation of immersive engagement using physical estrangement effects and
reflexive storytelling methods. Embodied spatial montage was used to build upon the
technical limitations and constraints of VR, so that viewers could reflexively fill the gaps
between various audiovisual elements, physical sensations and different forms of virtual
embodiment.
Through my studio research, I was able to test the limitations of audiovisual representation by applying less vivid and detailed audiovisual quality, or by using abstract and
minimal aesthetics. These representational considerations make viewers aware of the fact
that they are in a virtual world by exaggerating the tension between realistic and unrealistic representation in order to elicit a sense of artificiality and unfamiliarity. Furthermore,
I deliberately limited the degree of control available to viewers; instead forcing them to
reflect on issues of loneliness, disconnection and alienation, derived from the sense of
helplessness and frustration in VR. All three creative works investigated the viewers’ partial disembodiment. Thus, reflexivity became the catalyst for viewers to reflect on their
own identity and self-perception in VR. Overall, the studio investigation informed the conception, production and exhibition of this body of creative work and testified to how—by
recognising the limitations of immersive engagement—more reflexive storytelling experiences might be designed.
This research also contributed to knowledge about fundamental relationships between
reflexivity and empathy in understanding others. My creative projects started from the
autobiographical investigation in Floating Walk that required self-confrontation and selfunderstanding; then, the practice expanded to broader issues of death and loneliness in
Anonymous. In Sleeping Eyes, I addressed a mental-health issue that I had little direct
familiarity or knowledge of, collaborating with a narcoleptic artist. All three projects explored the relationship between self-reflection and empathy at a more phenomenological
level, revealing the difficulties and limits of understanding others, and discovered the
importance of self- and social reflection in encountering the issues of others.
Based on the observation of how viewers engaged with my artworks, I found that
the reflexive and immersive elements in VR are not noticeably distinguishable. It was
difficult to separate the elements that prompt emotional engagement from the factors
that elicit reflexive understanding. This difficulty might come from the fundamentally
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blurred boundary between emotional engagement and reflexive awareness when we try
to understand ourselves as much as others. Understanding others involves a constant
attempt to engage, reflect and reconstruct the intersubjective relationships that we form
with others and the world around us.
Ultimately, the investigation of reflexive dimensions was an attempt to induce contextual awareness and embodied reflection from viewers while they are immersed in the
virtual world. Doing so can allow them to see familiar sensations in unfamiliar ways
and let them explore unfamiliar situations in their own way. The constant intersubjective
process between reflexivity and immersive engagement can expand our ability to explore
the world in diverse ways. Cinematic VR can be used as a creative tool to communicate
diverse perspectives and interconnections so that viewers can expand their perceptions,
encouraging greater self-awareness and empathy with others.

7.2

Limitations and Future Work

My main research focus was on practical investigation and phenomenological subjective
reflection based on an iterative creative practice. Although I conducted qualitative interviews to find the reflexive dimensions of Anonymous, the results do not provide sufficient
evidence for generalisable findings for cinematic VR. Rather, the interview process provided philosophical insights into, and phenomenological understanding of, the reflexive
elements of VR. Further research is needed to establish correlations between reflexive and
immersive elements and the psychological impacts of reflective dimensions for viewers in
VR.
As VR technology continues to develop, we might one day be able to experience virtual
worlds seamlessly, without awareness of the technology and its shortcomings. Nevertheless, VR is a medium, and all mediums have some technical constraints. At this point in
VR’s development, it is difficult to imagine how the gaps between physical sensations and
virtual perceptions can be entirely removed due to the duality of virtual embodiment and
physical presence. New potentials will undoubtedly arise to create reflective elements for
VR storytelling using advanced VR technologies. From this perspective, it will be worthwhile and relevant to revisit the reflexive investigation of medium in modern theatre and
cinema, such as Brechtian estrangement effects, Vertov’s cinematic eyes and Eisenstein’s
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montage theory as I have presented in this exegesis. Their experimentation provides fundamental insights into using the artistic and cinematic medium of VR in reflexive ways.
As VR technology progresses, I will continue to develop the reflexive elements of VR storytelling by exploring the multiple layers of technical infrastructure, which can provide
various phenomenological and ontological experiences that elicit embodied reflection and
extension.

7.3

Notes about the Examination Exhibition

As part of the examination process, the creative outcomes of this practice-based research
are presented in a final exhibition. Initially, a physical exhibition was planned that would
provide the viewer with a complete phenomenological experience associated with each
VR artwork and accompanying archival materials and physical exhibition artefacts.
For example, I intended to exhibit background historical documents, such as family
photos, news articles and related books for Floating Walk. Because this project is about
my personal stories that are related to historical and collective memories, I wanted to allow viewers to actively form connections between historical events and my family history
through the archival information provided. Furthermore, as I noted in Section 4.5, viewers tended to miss the important diegetic information of the story, so I wanted to offer
substantive cues to support a greater understanding of Floating Walk’s narrative.
For Anonymous, I wanted to update the ritualistic setup, including all of the cardboardmade ceremonial objects. As described in Section 5.6, the ritualistic setting helped viewers
emotionally engage in, and reflect on, the artwork. I aimed to amplify the impact of this
by creating a more sophisticated visual setup.
For Sleeping Eyes, I aimed to build a physical watchtower and project a panoramic
video around the watchtower. I planned for viewers to experience a sense of physical restriction within the watchtower. Also, this physically installed watchtower symbolises the
in-between liminal space between the virtual and physical world, dream and reality, resonating with the project’s theme. By displaying the panoramic video around the watcher,
I wanted to elicit the viewer’s communal engagement as noted in Section 6.5.
However, while commencing these final preparations, the COVID-19 pandemic exploded. As a consequence, it became clear that it would not be possible to realise a
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physical exhibition as I had envisaged. Thus I have opted to respond by designing and
presenting the works through an online exhibition platform instead.1
The virtual exhibition intends to provide immersive documentation of each VR project.
In the resulting web-based 3D environment, a virtual gallery space is divided into four
sections. Upon entering the virtual gallery, the viewer finds themselves in a room that provides an introductory explanation about the exhibition and the three artworks contained
therein. Each VR artwork is installed along with representative images, digital objects and
textual descriptions related to the individual project.
The first gallery presents Floating Walk (Figure 7.1). On the wall is a timeline of
modern and contemporary South Korean history juxtaposed with the personal history of
my family. Opposite this wall a display of passports from all over the world symbolise
immigration. These devices provide the viewer with historical and archival details to
contextualise the autoethnographic aspects of Floating Walk. The viewer can play the 360◦
video of Floating Walk by clicking on a virtual HMD placed on a desk. Next to the HMD is a
pair of headphones. If the viewer clicks on the headphones, they can hear my one-minute
explanation of this work, similar to a traditional gallery audio guide. When the viewer
returns after viewing the 360◦ video of the work, the gallery room changes to reveal
a cardboard door and connecting passageway, which leads to the room for Anonymous
(Figure 7.2).
This second space is less literal. The walls appear to be made of cardboard. There
are ritualistic settings in the middle of the room, like the ones I physically installed previously for the work’s exhibition (See Section 5.6). On the table, there are portraits of
the widower and his wife, a candle and food. Behind the table, an HMD rests mysteriously on a cardboard box; if the user clicks on the HMD, the 360◦ video of Anonymous is
played. Again, next to the HMD are headphones to play an audio guide for Anonymous.
After watching the video of Anonymous, a door appears leading to the final section of the
exhibition.
The viewer descends into a cave-like tunnel (Figure 7.3, top). Surreal music is played,
including Sungeun’s distorted voice. The cave symbolises a bridge from the conscious
world to the unconscious dream world. After descending through the tunnel we emerge
into an vast, empty space that contains only an imposing watchtower. Clicking on the
1

https://reflexive-vr.com/
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ladder leads the viewer to ascend to the top of the watchtower, where they find a classroom
desk and chair. Sungeun’s drawings, an HMD and a pair of headphones are on the desk
(Figure 7.3 bottom). When the viewer clicks the HMD, a 2D playthrough video of Sleeping
Eyes is played. The audio guide also can be played in the same way by clicking on the
headphones.
The online exhibition platform imposed some unanticipated limitations upon how I
might provide a more phenomenological experience of the artworks. Using poetic devices
alongside contextual information for each project responds to what I have learnt from my
observations of how viewers engage with the works on previous occasions. By navigating
the online exhibition, the viewer can explore informative or poetic artefacts, images, and
texts associated with each project. It provides a substantive context and a sense of active
exploration. In short, the phenomenological aspect of the gallery-based exhibition is still
considered a design strategy for the online exhibition, albeit in a more limited form.
However it is not possible to provide viewers with the full VR experience of wearing
head-mounted displays (HMDs) as part of the exhibition. Instead, VR films are viewable
in a web browser as rendered 360◦ videos and a 2D playthrough video. Because Floating
Walk was originally created in 360◦ video, it is readily viewed on-line.
I exported Anonymous as a 360◦ video. The project was made for a seated position and
uses a simple gaze interaction. The work looked okay as a 360◦ video, even though the
scale and size were slightly distorted when exporting it as a video and the gaze interaction
simulated.
I decided not to make a 360◦ video version of Sleeping Eyes. This project requires
active corporeal engagement, such as navigating the virtual space, grabbing objects, and
reflecting the Heart Rate of the viewer, which cannot be achieved in 360◦ video. As a
compromise, I created a 2D playthrough video to show a first-person simulation experienced by the typical viewer. The video shows the audiovisual and narrative aspects of the
project, but can’t deliver the phenomenological engagement provided by VR with HMDs.
The COVID-19 pandemic impacted significantly upon my plans for the final exhibition. Facing this unexpected situation has encouraged me to reflect more directly on the
role of the exhibition and the possibilities of presentation in a socially isolated environment. For archival purposes I have found that it is important to export interactive VR as a
360◦ or 2D playthrough video. Because there is currently no uniformly adopted platform
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for sharing VR media, video has proven to be the safest way to both archive and share
content remotely through online presentation. Having needed to create alternative ways
and means of presenting VR projects, I also found myself reflecting upon what impact the
global pandemic might have on the ecosystem of the VR industry.
In the immediate aftermath of COVID-19, I expect that it will be increasingly difficult
for shared headsets to be used when publicly exhibiting VR artworks. Thus, it is reasonable
to see VR experiences becoming more personalised in the near future. To enable this, VR
hardware will have to become more accessible for individual use at home that at present.
These implications raise further opportunities to develop modes of VR storytelling that
support personalised experiences and assist individuals who find themselves dealing with
isolation and disconnected social circumstances.
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Figure 7.1: First-person views of the online gallery: the gallery entrance (top) and the
room of Floating Walk (bottom), with the headset visible on the table. A simple menu (top
right in each image) allows quick navigation to rooms in the exhibition already explored.
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Figure 7.2: First-person views from the online gallery: the cardboard passageway to
Anonymous (top) and the gallery room for Anonymous (bottom).
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Figure 7.3: First-person views from the online gallery: the cave-like tunnel that leads to
Sleeping Eyes (top) and the view from up in the watchtower for Sleeping Eyes (bottom).
The HMD and headphones can be seen on Sungeun’s desk.
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Appendix A

Ethics Statements
The following ethics statements, that were used when conducting the research described
in this thesis, are included here in this appendix.
• Explanatory Statement for participants viewing Anonymous.
• Consent form for participants viewing Anonymous.
• Explanatory Statement for interviewing the participant for Sleeping Eyes.
• Consent form for the participant involved with Sleeping Eyes.
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EXPLANATORY STATEMENT
Audience members who experience a VR work titled Anonymous
14805 Virtual reality for critically empathizing with alienation and disconnection in South Korea
Jon McCormack (Chief investigator)
SensiLab, Faculty of Information Technology
Phone: 99032187
email: Jon.McCormack@monash.edu

Sojung Bahng (Student)
SensiLab, Faculty of Information Technology
Phone: 0451832039
email: sojung.bahng@monash.edu

You are invited to take part in this study. Please read this Explanatory Statement in full before deciding whether or
not to participate in this research. If you would like further information regarding any aspect of this project, you are
encouraged to contact the researchers via the phone numbers or email addresses listed above.
What does the research involve?
The research comprises audience interviews about a VR film called Anonymous directed by Sojung Bahng. The aims
of the interview are to help critically reflect on Sojung Bahng’s practice-based research. Anonymous is an interactive
VR film about the non-relationship society in South Korea. We will ask audience members about their personal
feelings and thoughts on Anonymous after they experience the work. The interviews will be unstructured and nondirective.
You will be given an overview of the research and context information regarding the VR work Anonymous. Following
this, you will be invited to experience the work and undertake an informal interview and discussion about your
personal perceptions and feelings about the work. The interview will take approximately 30 minutes. We will ask
your permission for audiovisual recording of the interview. If permission is not given, you still have the option to
participate in the interview which will be documented by the interviewer using typed notes.
Why were you chosen for this research?
This research concerns people who want to experience the VR work titled Anonymous.
Consenting to participate in the project and withdrawing from the research
Participation in this research is voluntary, and you are under no obligation to complete the interview. You will be
asked to sign and return the consent form after you have carefully read the explanatory statement. You can
withdraw from the study at any time by stopping the interview. If you want to withdraw your information after you
have finished the interviews, we will delete any information captured from you during the interview process.
Possible benefits and risks to participants
The study is low-risk and is not anticipated to have any negative impacts on the participants. If you feel
uncomfortable, there is no obligation to complete the interview.
Confidentiality
The interview content will be incorporated into Sojung Bahng’s PhD exegesis, academic journals and conferences
that publish research in the areas of virtual reality and storytelling. The edited content will be approved by the
participants before we submit it. Personal identifiable information can be anonymised or erased at the participants’
request.

Storage of data
All data gathered in this project will be stored on the SensiLab data server. This server is only accessible from inside
the SensiLab network, and the data from this project will only be accessible by the project research team. This data
may be used for future research and for informational and promotional information about the research.
Results
Information gained from the interviews will be published through a non-traditional practice-based work. The results
of the interviews will be presented in a PhD exegesis and in conference and journal papers as a means of critical
reflection. The research is expected to be completed by the end of 2019.
Complaints
Should you have any concerns or complaints about the conduct of the project, you are welcome to contact the
Executive Officer, Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee (MUHREC):
Executive Officer
Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee (MUHREC)
Room 111, Chancellery Building D,
26 Sports Walk, Clayton Campus
Research Office
Monash University VIC 3800

Tel: +61 3 9905 2052

Email: muhrec@monash.edu

Thank you,
Jon McCormack & Sojung Bahng

Fax: +61 3 9905 3831

CONSENT FORM
Audience members who experience a VR work called Anonymous

14805 Virtual reality for critically empathizing with alienation and disconnection in South Korea
Chief Investigator: Jon McCormack
I have been asked to take part in the Monash University research project specified above. I have read and
understood the Explanatory Statement and I hereby consent to participate in this project.
I consent to the following:

Yes

Audiovisual recording
Photography
The information I provide may be used by the researcher in future research projects,
including for informational and publicity/marketing purposes.

Name of Participant

Participant Signature

Date

No

EXPLANATORY STATEMENT
A South Korean VR artist who has symptoms of narcolepsy
14805 Virtual reality for critically empathizing with alienation and disconnection in South Korea
Jon McCormack (Chief investigator)
SensiLab, Faculty of Information Technology
Phone: 99032187
email: Jon.McCormack@monash.edu

Sojung Bahng (Student)
SensiLab, Faculty of Information Technology
Phone: 0451832039
email: sojung.bahng@monash.edu

You are invited to take part in this study. Please read this Explanatory Statement in full before deciding whether or
not to participate in this research. If you would like further information regarding any aspect of this project, you are
encouraged to contact the researchers via the phone numbers or email addresses listed above.
What does the research involve?
The research comprises a preliminary survey for creating a fictional cinematic VR about social perceptions of
narcolepsy in South Korea. The aims of the interview are to help us to identify clear ideas about the issues related to
narcolepsy and alienation in South Korean society. Both the pre-production stage (creating a cinematic VR called
Sleeping Eyes) and conducting the ethnographic research will help us to understand these social and cultural issues.
This field research and interview will be important process in helping Sojung Bahng, as an artist and practice-based
researcher, to understand and critically empathize with an artist who has symptoms of narcolepsy.
We will ask a Korean artist who has symptoms of narcolepsy about their perceptions of dream and life experience as
an artist. The interview will be unstructured and non-directive.
You will be given an overview of the research and context information regarding narcolepsy and virtual reality.
Following this, you will be invited to undertake an un-structured interview and discussion about your personal
symptoms of narcolepsy and your life experience as a Korean artist. The interview will take approximately 30
minutes. We will ask your permission for audiovisual recording of the interview.
Why were you chosen for this research?
This research concerns with an artist who has symptoms of narcolepsy in South Korea. You belong to this
demographic.
Consenting to participate in the project and withdrawing from the research
Participation in this research is voluntary, and you are under no obligation to complete the interview. You will be
asked to sign and return the consent form after you have carefully read this explanatory statement. You can
withdraw from the study at any time by stopping the interview. If you want to withdraw your information after you
have finished the interview, we will delete any information captured from you during the interview process.
Possible benefits and risks to participants
The study is low-risk and is not anticipated to have any negative impacts on the participants. If you feel
uncomfortable, there is no obligation to complete the interview.

Confidentiality
The interview content and audiovisual data will be used to create and exhibit a VR film. The interview content will be
submitted to academic journals and conferences that publish research in the areas of virtual reality and storytelling.
We will seek your permission to use this material before we submit it. Personal identifiable information can be
anonymised or erased at the participant’s request.
Storage of data
All data gathered in this project will be stored on the SensiLab data server. This server is only accessible from inside
the SensiLab network, and the data from this project will only be accessible by the project research team. This data
may be used for future research and for informational and promotional information about the research.
Results
Information gained from the interviews will be published through the non-traditional practice-based work. A
fictional cinematic virtual reality work called Sleeping Eyes will be created based on an interview. The work is
expected to be presented in VR film festivals, and the results of the interview will be presented in a PhD exegesis and
in conference and journal papers. The research is expected to be completed by the end of 2019.
Complaints
Should you have any concerns or complaints about the conduct of the project, you are welcome to contact the
Executive Officer, Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee (MUHREC):
Executive Officer
Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee (MUHREC)
Room 111, Chancellery Building D,
26 Sports Walk, Clayton Campus
Research Office
Monash University VIC 3800

Tel: +61 3 9905 2052

Email: muhrec@monash.edu

Thank you,
Jon McCormack & Sojung Bahng

Fax: +61 3 9905 3831

CONSENT FORM
A South Korean VR artist who has symptoms of narcolepsy

14805 Virtual reality for critically empathizing with alienation and disconnection in South Korea
Chief Investigator: Jon McCormack
I have been asked to take part in the Monash University research project specified above. I have read and
understood the Explanatory Statement and I hereby consent to participate in this project.
I consent to the following:

Yes

Audiovisual recording
Photography
The information I provide may be used by the researcher in future research projects,
including for informational and publicity/marketing purposes.

Name of Participant

Participant Signature

Date

No

142

APPENDIX A. ETHICS STATEMENTS

References
Afra, K. (2015). ‘Vertical montage’ and synaesthesia: Movement, inner synchronicity, and
music–image correlation in Alexander Nevsky (1938), Music, Sound, and the Moving
Image 9(1): 33–61.
Aldrich, M. (1992). Narcolepsy, Neurology 42(7 Suppl 6): 34–43.
Allison, A. (2015).

Discounted life: social time in relationless Japan, boundary 2

42(3): 129–141.
Anderson, C. (2013). Pain and its ending: The four noble truths in the Theravada Buddhist
canon, Routledge, London and New York.
Barthes, R. (1974). Diderot, Brecht, Eisenstein, Screen 15(2): 33–40.
Baxandall, L. (1960). Bertolt brecht’s "JB", The Tulane Drama Review 4(4): 113–117.
Benjamin, W. (1999). The arcades project, The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
Cambridge, MA.
Bhugra, D. and Becker, M. A. (2005). Migration, cultural bereavement and cultural identity, World psychiatry 4(1): 18–24.
Black, D. (2018). Digital Interfacing: action and perception through technology, Routledge,
London.
Bloch, E., Halley, A. and Suvin, D. (1970). Entfremdung, verfremdung: Alienation, estrangement, The Drama Review: TDR pp. 120–125.
Boal, A. (2006). The aesthetics of the oppressed, Routledge, London and New York.
Bodhi, B. (2011). What does mindfulness really mean? A canonical perspective, Contemporary Buddhism 12(1): 19–39.
143

144

REFERENCES

Bollmer, G. (2017). Empathy machines, Media International Australia 165(1): 63–76.
Bond, G. D. (1980). Theravada buddhism’s meditations on death and the symbolism of
initiatory death, History of Religions 19(3): 237–258.
Bordwell, D. (1972). The idea of montage in soviet art and film, Cinema Journal 11(2): 9–
17.
Brady, M. (2008). Brecht in Brechtian cinema, Verwisch die Spuren!: Bertolt Brecht’s Work
and Legacy, Brill Rodopi, pp. 295–308.
Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology, Qualitative research
in psychology 3(2): 77–101.
Brecht, B. (1964). Brecht on Theatre, Hill and Wang, New York.
Brecht, B. (2011). The Buddha’s parable of the burning house, Bertholt Brecht: Poems
1913 56: 290–92.
Brecht, B. (2014). Brecht on theatre, Bloomsbury Publishing, London.
Brecht, B. (2015). Brecht on art and politics, Bloomsbury Publishing, London.
Bucher, J. (2017). Storytelling for virtual reality: methods and principles for crafting immersive narratives, Routledge, New York and London.
Buck-Morss, S. (1991). The dialectics of seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project,
MIT Press, Cambridge, MA.
Buzzanell, P. M. (2011).

Interrogating culture, Intercultural Communication Studies

20(1): 1–16.
Cacioppo, J. T. and Cacioppo, S. (2018). The growing problem of loneliness, The Lancet
391(10119): 426.
Candy, L. (2006). Practice based research: A guide, CCS report 1: 1–19.
Carroll, N. (1985). The specificity of media in the arts, Journal of Aesthetic Education
19(4): 5–20.
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