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ABSTRACT 
 

This project tracks elements of a conceptual and ethical vocabulary shared by immersive 

environments that have been designed to engender an aestheticized, consumable experience – often with 

entertainment, pedagogy or escapism in mind – and certain built spaces related to military combat. 

Specifically, it considers how the related notions of immersion and spectatorship problematise questions 

of engagement and agency, particularly if – or as – the staging of immersion is interpreted as a blurring of 

the cognitively adjudged threshold between a curated space or symbolic structure and everyday 

experience. Usually, this thesis will approach immersion as an oft-intangible intervention, designed or 

designable by a third party to isolate, distort or even focus a spectator/participant’s normal ‘frame-of-

reference’. In doing so, and by assuming the initial burden of intentionality and agency lies with the 

designer/curator of such spaces, this research questions how an induced state of immersion can make a 

subject susceptible to ideology, mythology, objectification, obedience or, indeed, emancipation. Drawing 

on established conceptual/experiential notions of absorption and presence, as well as theatrical notions of 

‘staging’, the thesis will consider how the structural conditions of criticality are formed and reformed in 

and through any immersivity.  

 

Following an extended introductory and theory chapter (Chapter 1) the project develops through 

a close spatial/dramaturgical analysis of three case studies which form the bulk of the study. By tackling 

immersion from a cross-disciplinary standpoint, and by counterposing analyses of immersive artworks 

with the psycho-physical functioning of the interior of military drone ground control stations and 

immersive therapy protocols (Chapters 3 and 4), the work aims to outline elements of immersive design 

that have been incorporated into certain conflict oriented environments, as well as – conversely – aspects 

of the ‘combative’ that are used to immerse spectators in a theatrical context (Chapter 2). At every stage 

the material analysis will attempt to broach the question of how design, be it conceptual/suggestive or 

physical, can inform our understanding of intentionality, authorship and the apportionment of agency and 

self-determinism in the immersive relationship.  
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LAY SUMMARY 
 

This research studies a range of contemporary immersive environments. In so doing, it seeks to 

establish that when one designer claims to have built an element of immersion into an environment, it 

will often mean something very different – in practical, technological and ethical terms – from the next 

designer. Can immersion mean the same thing to the designer of a theatre piece, a video-game designer, a 

drone pilot or a therapist seeking to help a veteran recover from post-traumatic stress disorder? Which 

specific qualities of the term and notion carry-over between these diverse industries? Which aspects do 

not? How and when does immersing someone imply gaining an element of control over their actions and 

when does it mean providing them with another way to engage with the world? 

 

Ultimately, this work is an appeal for careful consideration of a seemingly very human condition 

– immersion – in a contemporary setting that is being profoundly altered by various forms of systemic-

scale autonomy and increasingly pervasive, attention-sapping forms of communication. In situations 

where fast-moving, digital and sometimes hidden information systems are quickly changing the ways we 

situate ourselves in our surroundings, the idea of immersion – as a type of re-orientation that arrives as 

disorientation – can be seen to take on new meanings and a specific critical value.  

 

To be immersed is to be both vulnerable and empowered. It is to drift and to focus, to submit to 

a symbolic order outside of oneself and to engage a creative force that both complicates and sharpens 

one’s impression of selfhood. There is no suggestion that our capacity to experience immersion will abate 

any time soon, and an understanding of this tendency in a contemporary context, being able to recognise 

its peaks, troughs, patterns and weak-spots, will help us to position and prepare ourselves in new 

technological, virtual and social contexts.  
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PROLOGUE 
 

 
 
 

Between the years of 2008 and 2011, the several-hundred strong cast of Dau lived in a ‘Stalinist 

time capsule’.1 Acting on prompts from film director and the project’s initiator Ilya Khrzhanovsky, this 

collective performed and lived out thirty sped up years of the life of a Soviet-era science institute 

revolving around the life and work of the physicist Lev Lendau. Every hour of every day, and separated 

from the external world, this combination of paid actors and non-actors embodied the notably 

debauched, suspicious, secretive lives of the institute’s key characters while being occasionally filmed by 

Khrzhanovsky’s crew for eventual film projects. On Dau’s website, Khrzhanovsky is quoted describing it 

as ‘[t]he first cinematic project about isolation, filmed in isolation, for people in isolation.’2 Separation, 

rarefication and ‘isolation’ were clearly at the heart of Dau’s practice. So, it seems, was immersion.  

 

 

In an interview for the magazine Film Comment, Jonathan Romney asked Khrzhanovsky how Dau 

had morphed into something other than the ‘normal’ biopic he had reportedly set out to make. The 

director’s response, while addressing Romney’s question directly at first, went on to reveal something 

more profound.  

 

The kind-of-normal film will arrive later – the “mother movie,” let’s say. There will be one, but with completely 

different rules. But I want to talk about the present time, and to do that you have to go out of the present. My options 

were fantasy, fairy tale, past, [or] future, but the Soviet past I know – it’s this kind of trauma that all of us who grew up 

in the USSR have, whether we accept it or not. Or maybe not trauma, but some specialty [sic] of perception of the 

world.3 

																																																								
	
	
1 Geoffrey Macnab, ‘Dau: A Never-Ending Experiment in a Soviet Laboratory’, Sight and Sound, 24th January 2019, 
[https://www2.bfi.org.uk/news-opinion/sight-sound-magazine/features/dau-ilya-khrzhanovsky-report-and-first-look], (accessed 
22nd October 2020).  
2 Ilya Khrzhanovsky, ‘About Dau’, [https://www.dau.com/en/about-us], (accessed 22nd October 2020). 
3 Ilya Khrzhanovsky quoted in, Jonathan Romney, ‘Interview: Ilya Khrzhanovsky’, Film Comment, March/April Issue 2019. 
[https://www.filmcomment.com/article/interview-ilya-khrzhanovsky/], (accessed 22nd October 2020).   
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For Khrzhanovsky, building a powerful inhabitable simulation – by meticulously recreating a specific 

moment from the past in a former swimming centre in Kharkiv, Ukraine – was a means to gain a 

perspective on our present time. To witness Dau’s unfolding was, for this director, to leave our present 

situation in order to look back on it from an adequate distance. In this way, Dau’s temporary immersive 

universe was an immanent and active petri-dish, a psychodrama and a catalyst for experiences and 

interactions that might provide the basis for edification – and sometimes satire. Again, to Romney, 

Khzhanovsky claims ‘[t]his was a space where things happened with people and they just reacted to each 

other.’ There is a tangible sense that populating his film-set with living, authentic participants – all of 

whom were immersed in the same drama – enabled him to introduce a level of chaotic contingency and 

liveness that would not be possible in a scripted film.4 The fact that this world was inhabited, dwelt-in 

continuously and was sensitive enough to register the most innocuous of human actions was central to its 

chaotic potential.  

 

 

Importantly, the immersiveness of Dau – its enveloping aesthetic and reported commitment to 

presenting endless minor details – is positioned as a key contributing factor in this immanent and 

endlessly nuanced contingency. Whereas a ‘normal’ biopic – to use Romney’s term – might be relatively 

beholden to the ideal of conveying something fixed from the past (however faithfully), the immersive 

Dau, functioning more like a live action role-play (LARP), becomes an active surface of operations: a 

platform upon which new histories are written. It also, however, meant that the immersees who dwelt in 

Dau’s temporary para-reality rendered and brought to life this live experiment in the service of 

Khrzhanovsky’s commentary about an oppressive – Soviet – worldview. The more absorbed they became 

within the immersive construct, the more intertwined they were with Khrzhanovsky’s commentary, as 

																																																								
	
	
4 Predictably, comparisons with Robert Bresson’s unaffected filmmaking and use of non-professional performers have been 
common critical responses to Dau’s poetics. 
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actualising and living through a powerful simulation is manifestly different from watching it unfold from 

the outside.  

 

 

Dau presents us with an extreme case. In this secretive and temporary universe, role-play and a 

total immersion in a fabricated world meant that its subjects played out, experimented with, and – at 

times – confounded and resisted the totalitarian world they were presented with. Aside from Dau, 

however, other immersive constructs present us with more borderline cases, other examples in which 

immersive environments likewise induce their subjects to perform roles in a narrative initiated by the/a 

designer of an immersive space – even if that narrative suggests an ultimate unpredictability and instability 

of any system involving human agents.  

 

 

While Dau is referred to as a ‘pluridisciplinary’ project in Romney’s article, its specific 

deployment of the ideals (and technologies) of ‘immersion’ predominantly situates it as a hybrid of the 

immersive disciplines broadly associated with immersive theatre and LARPs. At a stretch, its ambitious 

size and incorporation of non-actors could make it a loose variant on large scale – immersive – 

socio/psychological experiments exemplified by the Stanford Prison Experiment (1971). Ultimately, it 

remains an actualisation of immersive devices specifically related to art and the provision of social 

commentary. In a wider contemporary context, however, the immersive environment has become 

ubiquitous. Today, immersive environments are used as part of therapeutic protocols, in virtual reality 

training systems, for entertainment or novelty, in theme parks, escape rooms, advertising campaigns and 

spas. Immersion has become a key concern in interface design and gaming, in theatre studies, narrative 

studies, in neuroscience, pedagogy and in a huge number of other aesthetic, instructional, escapist, civilian 

and military contexts. Every time a designer or industry adopts the techniques of immersion – as soon as 

they seek to immerse someone – they provide a new interpretation for what an immersive environment 

can consist of, and of what immersive devices can be used to achieve. This thesis will argue that while the 
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term has become ubiquitous, its application and the ethical considerations arising from the deployment of 

immersion inducing techniques, have not.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 

IMMERSION IN BROAD STROKES 
 

 

Despite the fact that ‘immersive’, particularly in its adjectival form, has made stubborn and 

pervasive entrance into many contemporary discourses, the specific qualities of the term and its 

(dis)attached conceptual character, its historical/critical lineage, and its rare potential for engendering a 

certain designed experience of depth, are rarely unified or codified across disciplines. In fact, much recent 

commentary devoted to ‘immersion’ begins with the admission that it is a flexible and ill-defined term, 

and perhaps an even more pliable concept. It seems therefore, that any effort to explore the complex 

forms, ‘design principles’ and intentions behind any so-called immersive environment should begin by 

attempting to establish a non-derivative understanding of the term. 

 

 

The etymological origins of the c.1450 noun ‘immersion’, drawing from roots in the Latin prefix in- 

(‘into, in, on, upon’) and the verb mergere (to ‘plunge’, ‘dip’, or ‘submerge’) reveal, even within the 

continued use of the term, a certain relation to a ‘process’ or movement, seemingly gradual in character 

and related to submission to a new depth.5 Conspicuously, it indicates a lasting terminological inference 

to a potential liquidity in experience relating to the movement of a body, human, animal or material, 

between diverse and fluid states. It is worth noting at this early stage, and before the many eventual 

permutations and transformations of the term are introduced to complicate its meaning, that the notions 

of movement, specifically ‘movement into’ and the related notion of merging, persist within the mechanics 

of the term.  

 

																																																								
	
	
5 According to the OED, the first recorded use of a Middle-English ancestor of ‘immersion’ was used in a c.1450 translation of 
the (then) popular book of theology Speculum Humanae Salvationis (Mirror of Human Salvation). Details available at: 
[https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/91885], (accessed on 16th October 2020). 



	
	
	

12 

 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, ‘immersive’ in its adjectival form emerges over one 

hundred years later, during the seventeenth century.6 The initial phase in the evolution of its recorded and 

observed usage is therefore, a transformation from a literal starting point into a more descriptive, oblique 

usage. Today, in its contemporary adjectival usage, ‘immersive’ often describes an environment that 

engenders an experiential quality of – or like – being submerged in a different state. This swing towards 

the metaphoric can be interpreted as an indication of, or an oscillation in, an ongoing conceptual discord 

between the historical meaning of ‘an immersion’ in noun form and its modern, adjectival transformation 

‘immersive’. 

 

 

In the contemporary – metaphoric – usage of the term, the various propositions for what an 

immersion could consist of have expanded to the point where its applications represent diverse interests 

and a vast range of ‘states’. An immersed position could describe an interaction with a novel, a language, a 

game of chess, a committed role-play within a historical re-enactment, a virtual reality simulation, a 

training exercise – and in each situation, the potential for immersion implies a merging or state change of 

some sort can, or has, or might take place. The sense of this state change, however, is not usually to do 

with thermodynamic transformation but with a subject’s psychological movement between – occasionally 

physical incorporation into – external systems of signification and knowledge structures. In fact, it could 

be argued that immersion has found lasting value as a metaphor, precisely because its genealogical 

foundations – continuing, as they do, to carry connotations relating to being dipped in a separate medium 

–  echo a psychological uncertainty that emerges when a subject transitions between engaging with reality 

and imagery. ‘Immersiveness’ becomes, in this case, a compelling and relevant metaphor in scenarios 

where subjects can be seen to move between diverse and nested systems of representational order. In this 

way, it is associated with ideas of embeddedness, awareness and attention and should be seen to have an 

																																																								
	
	
6 Details at OED, [https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/91887], (accessed on 16th October 2020).  
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influence over how a subject locates themselves – symbolically and geographically – within their 

immediate surroundings. As diverse industries, artists, and other designers of immersion variously seek to 

stimulate this impalpable and transitory phenomenon, each provide their own interpretation of what the 

immersive state is. In fact, the loosely metaphorical contemporary usage of the term allows each new 

immersivity to imply a new type of submersion, a new way to unground and disorient a subject, or a new 

frame through which a subject might engage with their existing milieu.  

 

 

While we can derive a certain amount from the etymology of the term, gaining a perspective on, 

for example, questions such as where and how a term defined by a relation to the merging of elements 

has found lasting and evolving appeal in various cultural moments, there is a need for terminological 

precision and an avoidance of an anachronistic and forced grouping of examples. For example, it is 

important to separate what it means to speak of the feeling (or lack of feeling) of ‘presence’ – an 

individual’s physiological/psychological response to an effective immersive environment, often referred 

to as ‘feeling immersed in’ – from the active verb ‘to immerse’. While presence/feeling-immersed tends to 

refer to an ephemeral affective condition that can be hard to grasp or predict, the verb form relates to an 

– intentional – action, often making it easier to locate conceptually. This tendency applies even where the 

intentional design of an immersion is the active setting-out of an experience for oneself. ‘I am going to 

immerse myself in a novel/my work/the French language’ clearly indicates that someone will actively 

make adaptations to their environment relating to its immersiveness, but those adaptations might or 

might not bring on the psychological experience of presence/feeling immersed. By contrast, it is not 

uncommon to accidentally fall into a state of absorbed presence/immersion – in an engaging 

book/film/while sketching – and only discover it to have happened in retrospect.  

 

 

Theorists studying the effects of emerging immersive technologies – such as virtual reality – on 

human biology (the notions ‘presence’ and ‘immersion’ appear regularly in various guises in neuroscience, 

physiology, psychology, and other human science fields), tend to be particularly stringent in labelling the 
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effect of an immersive space on a subject as ‘presence’ rather than ‘feeling immersed’. However, there 

remains a cultural tendency for people to continue to describe and seek out a ‘feeling of immersion’, and, 

on the whole, this thesis will take a more inclusive approach to individual accounts of ‘feeling immersed’ 

than theorists like Mel Slater, for example, who argues that the term ‘immersive’ should be limited ‘to 

stand simply for what the technology delivers from an objective point of view.’7 While it is guided by the 

notion that the psychological effect of many immersive spaces is indeed something like ‘presence’ – and 

recognises the value of theorists like Slater’s terminological precision – this thesis will work on the basis 

that it is also productive to consider why and where subjects, users and industries have tended to adopt 

the same term to describe a ‘technological’ cause and a psychological effect. When an unmanned aerial 

vehicle (UAV) pilot describes being ‘immersed in warfare’ during a shift, for example, it is valuable to 

place this phraseology in the precise and full context of the term.8 To reduce this type of account to a 

mistaken description of presence could be to miss the specific – perhaps spectatorial/dramaturgic, 

perhaps architectural – meaning and significance intimated in its use.  

  

 

Finally, it is important for our purposes to outline a third, more technical usage of the term 

‘immersive’ that refers to the conceptual makeup of a certain pieces of theatre, contemporary art 

installations, a consideration in video game design (and other game oriented fields) and relates to 

technologies that to seek to smooth the interface between user/spectator and a fabricated space. These 

practices share the curatorial/design intention ‘to immerse’, and, additionally, imply the adoption of a 

range of sense-augmenting and sometimes architectural techniques that usually result in a subject being 

placed within a synthetic and perspectivally enveloping environment, sometimes giving those subjects a 

means to actively engage with its materiality in a novel way. That said, however, the precise definition of 

																																																								
	
	
7 ‘Presence is a human reaction to immersion. Given the same immersive system, different people may experience different levels 
of presence, and also different immersive systems may give rise to the same level presence in different people.’ Mel Slater, ‘A 
Note on Presence Terminology’ (2003), p. 1. Article available on researchgate.com at 
[https://www.researchgate.net/publication/242608507], (accessed on 16th October 2020).  
8 Matt J. Martin and Charles W. Sasser, Predator: The Remote Control Air war over Iraq and Afghanistan: A Pilot’s Story, (Minneapolis: 
Zenith Press, 2010), p.45. 



	
	
	

15 

even this technical immersion varies between industries and even from one supplier of an immersive 

technology and the next. Immersive theatre practices and virtual reality head-mounted-displays both 

involve sense enveloping, wraparound constructs that lend subjects new agencies and parallel worlds to 

operate within – but their champions are likely to come to different conclusions about precisely what 

contribution immersion makes.  

 

 

It should also be noted that while this technical use of the term immersive, along with the verb 

form: ‘to immerse’, both tend to demand intentionality from the ‘designer’, a feeling of presence in 

response to this type of intervention could be involuntary and even go unnoticed. The strength of a 

subject’s presence/absorption within a curated environment could, in fact, arguably be considered more 

substantial in a case in which a participant does not have the degree of self-awareness that should be 

implicit in intentional action. For this reason, the idea of intentionality in the context of presence and 

immersion will need further attention and will be explored in greater length in this first chapter.  

 

 

This chapter is focussed on the distinctions between two applications of the intentional verb 

form ‘to immerse’. These are, firstly, somewhat pedagogical immersions wherein prolonged contact with 

a real environment is hoped to enable a subject to undergo a process of discovery with respect to a real 

materiality. This can be loosely illustrated by the idea of spending time in a foreign country to engage with 

its language, but will be explored here through the critical lens of ‘multispecies theorists’ notion of 

‘passionate immersion’, the artistic projects of Swedish artists Lundahl and Seitl and Robert Wilson’s 

promenade theatre work Walking (2012). In each case, the idea of immersion is associated with 

recognising and modulating forms of proximity to a subject’s existing milieu, and provides a ‘way of 

reading’, edification and even a form of exposure to real spaces. A separate grouping will be represented by 

a selection of artworks that exemplify immersivities where subjects are expected to be involved in a form 

of role-play – and occasionally escapism – in a persuasive, interiorised but parallel reality. Most other 

examples explored in this chapter fit into this second category, but it is perhaps most strikingly illustrated 
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in Christof Büchel’s installation work: Piccadilly Community Centre (2011), analysed in the later stages of this 

chapter.  

 

 

On the whole, the examples which present a tendency towards deriving edification or focus 

through immersion will be presented as primarily being related to processes of introspection and 

engagement with real spaces. The second form will be argued to occasionally develop this idea of 

introspection but also conceptualises the immersive construct as an objective entity with which distinct 

subjectivities interact and participate actively. The key divider between them therefore, relates to whether 

an immersion has been sought to produce a ‘close reading’ of a real space, or to satisfyingly and 

persuasively embed a subject within a parallel –  sometimes simulated – world. There is substantial 

crossover between these two trends and they are certainly not intended to be presented as opposite or 

even opposing here. However, developing an interdisciplinary understanding of how they operate, where 

they tend to appear, and how to recognise one from the other, should reveal some of the ethical 

problematics of immersive design that will be foundational for this thesis.   

 

 

In seeking to separate the immersive poetics of a fictional book from a non-fiction book, the 

literary critic and commentator Marie-Laure Ryan points out that while imaginative transportation is – in 

and of itself – the (or at least a) goal of a work of fiction, non-fiction will deploy immersive devices as 

part of an edifying agenda. Ryan provides the following metaphor to illustrate this distinction in her book 

Narrative as Virtual Reality: Immersion and Interactivity in Literature and Electronic Media: 

  

While nonfiction sends the reader on a business trip to the textual world, often not caring too much about the quality 

of the experience – what matters most is what happens after the return home – fiction treats the visit as vacation and 
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mobilizes all the powers of language to strengthen the bond between the visitor and the textual landscape.9  

For Ryan, a non-fiction book situates immersion primarily as a function and a means, while for a work of 

fiction, immersion – and the aesthetic considerations that define the qualities of an immersivity – is an 

end. This distinction can be a useful touchstone in our broader study of various immersivities. It certainly 

gives us a useful starting point with which to start separating edifying, pedagogical immersive 

environments, or other immersivities that provide a means to engage with real matter (spending time in a 

foreign country to learn a language, for example), from immersivities which involve persuasive simulated 

realities in which a subject might escape or attain a form of entertainment (for entertainment’s sake). In 

the context of this dichotomy, Ryan’s key observation in the quotation above is arguably whether the goal 

of an immersivity is achieved internally, within its durative or spatial boundaries (while a subject is 

immersed), or ‘after the return home’. While we should not consider this dividing line to apply universally 

to either subgroup, it is nonetheless useful to consider whether an immersion has been conceived as a 

tool or lens trained on ongoing reality or is an endpoint in and of itself.  

 

 

 Designed immersion, formulated broadly as an induction of a spectator/user into an inducible 

felt ‘state’ – presence – seems to imply a counterposing ‘steady state’ or a ‘constant of experience’ in 

relation to which a potential immersion acts, with which it intersects, and in which immersiveness finds a 

temporary sphere of influence. In other words, the active nature of the verb ‘to immerse’ implies that an 

immersing force transforms or transports something (a mental state, a semiotic system), into something 

else, a separate symbolic order or knowledge system. In effect, this intentional act itself implies and 

initiates the idea of a separate – potential other – system into which a subject or subjects will be 

immersed/merged. This seems to be the case even in the most subtle and gestural immersivities. The 

intentional: ‘I am going to immerse myself in the French language for the next few weeks’, reveals 

																																																								
	
	
9 Marie-Laure Ryan, Narrative as Virtual Reality: Immersion and Interactivity in Literature and Electronic Media, (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2003) p.95 



	
	
	

18 

something about the nature of my impending environment – how it will be framed – but also designates 

my current state as relatively un-immersed from the French language. At the same time, it could suggest 

that I am usually immersed in a situation that does not surround me with French vocabulary.10 In this 

way, initiating or even dreaming-up immersions implies the defining or unveiling of a certain type of 

edges in the fabric of experience. These edges, the thresholds of an immersivity, are often limited in 

durational terms (‘for the next few hours’, ‘until the show ends’) but can also – as will be argued – be 

open-ended and overlap each other, creating layered and even nested immersions that are better defined 

by the gestural adaptations (their immersive signature) that bring them about, than their duration (which 

is often hard to grasp in an immersive context anyway). To understand the nature of an immersive 

intervention – and, ultimately, derive a corresponding awareness of how immersion problematises the 

structural conditions of ethical criticality among subjects – it will be important to develop an 

understanding of how these immersive thresholds are conceived, designed and upheld in differing 

contexts.  

 

 

How far can we meaningfully stretch and test the limits of our enquiry into immersive 

edges/thresholds? It might be useful to consider how, for example, we would formulate a reading of 

immersivities in the context of Deleuzean immanence, along the lines of Donna Haraway’s interfolded, 

cyborg ontology, or according to an atomistic line of questioning promoted by contemporary materialists 

like Manuel DeLanda.11 Could we interpret immersive merging as a psychosomatic blending of an 

impression of identity, a historically conceived individualism, with a chaosmatic, carbon-based ether? 

Could widening the scope of an enquiry into immersion offer a way to unravel the types of transcendent 

																																																								
	
	
10 Again, this potential consideration of aspects of everyday life as states of immersion will be touched on later in this thesis. 
11 Gilles Deleuze, Pure Immanence: Essays on a Life, trans. by Anne Boyman (New York: Zone Books, 2001). Manuel DeLanda, 
Philosophy and Simulation: The Emergence of Synthetic Reason. (London: Bloomsbury, 2011). Donna Haraway, When Species Meet, 
(Minnesota and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2008). Josephine Machon, in Immersive Theatres: Intimacy and Immediacy in 
Contemporary Performance (London and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), pp.108-10., along with Mireia Aragay and Enric 
Monforte in ‘Introduction: Theatre and Spectatorship – Meditations on Participation, Agency and Trust’, (Journal of Contemporary 
Drama in English, Vol.4 (1), (May 2016), pp.4-20) align an individual spectator’s experience of presence in immersive theatre with 
an actualisation of the experience of Deleuzean immanence. By contrast, when this analysis draws on Deleuzean immanence, it 
is, predominantly, seeking to suggest structural relations between Deleuze’s plane of immanence and immersive systems of 
signification as variously accessible substructures of meaning. 
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autonomous subjectivities criticised by Haraway and DeLanda? Or are the pervasive ideological systems 

that perpetuate individualism themselves conceivable as states of habitual immersion? Questions of scale, 

and of the possibility of concurrent, hierarchical immersivities – initiated through this type of materialist 

analysis – will be important underlying themes throughout this chapter and thesis.  

 

 

  ‘Multispecies Studies’ theorists – those, for example, given voice in Van Dooren, Kirksey and 

Münster’s ‘Multispecies Studies: Cultivating Arts of Attentiveness’ – build on anthropologist Anna 

Tsing’s idea of ‘passionate immersion’, which they interpret as a means to deconstruct ‘learned’ and 

overly isolating distinctions between species through active and embodied – immersive – forms of 

attentiveness.12 For these writers, immersion describes both an already existing state of 

interconnectedness, a multi-species, decentralised symbiosis (‘This cobecoming [the parallel evolutions of 

honey-bee and flower] involves the exchange and emergence of meanings, immersion in webs of 

signification that might be linguistic, gestural, biochemical, and more’), and a practice through which to 

engage and become more attentive to this ‘entanglement’: ‘In short, passionate immersion means 

becoming curious and so entangled, “learning to be affected” and so perhaps to understand and care a 

little differently.’13 In this second sense, there is a pedagogical end that flows from intentionally 

immersing oneself in a multi-species milieu to nurture the skill of ‘noticing’ its complex contingency: ‘how 

do different knowledge practices – different modes of attentive immersion – bring different worlds into 

being?’14 Tsing develops her idea of ‘passionate immersion’ in her essay ‘Arts of Inclusion, or, How to 

Love a Mushroom’. For her, this heightened state of empathetic attentiveness takes its lead from 

mushroom enthusiasts’ constant peripheral awareness of fungi in shaded woodlands.15 It is an intentional, 

specialised activity aligned with the pursuit of a form of hidden knowledge. The edge transcended by 

																																																								
	
	
12 Thom Van Dooren, Eben Kirksey, and Ursula Münster, ‘Multispecies Studies: Cultivating Arts of Attentiveness’, Environmental 
Humanities, Vol.8 (1) (2016): pp.1-23. 
13 Ibid, p.2/6. 
14 Ibid, p.12. 
15 Anna Tsing, ‘Arts of Inclusion, or, How to Love a Mushroom’, Australian Humanities Review, Vol.50(50), (Bundoora:  
Association for the Study of Australian Literature: May 2011), pp. N/A. 
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passionate immersion is the frontier of a knowledge system based around taxonomic categorisation that 

subdivides species. Its product – immersivity – is a ‘way of seeing’, and its signature could be interpreted 

as a group of interventions linked by their shared mission to induct participants into a novel attentiveness 

to natural forms.  

 

To be immersed in a ‘multispecies’ context, is to gain insight into a more inclusive state of 

edgelessness by merging previously siloed knowledge systems that have been serving what Tsing argues is 

an overly ‘managed’ and specialised ‘plantation science’.16 In other words, for Tsing, ‘passionate 

immersion’ is an attentive approach that facilitates a less rigid and determinable way of knowing. 

Immersive depth is conceived of here in terms of an inclusive and co-dependent natural environment that 

reveals itself only when noticed up close in all its contingency and uniqueness. Not unlike the image of 

the mathematician surrounded by papers and chalk dust while working on a theorem, ‘passionate 

immersion’ is a form of deep learning where sustained and direct contact offers a way to break through a 

conforming and stagnant knowledge state. It is a seen as a creative tool with which to attain a form of 

edification. In other situations, however, this creative potentiality in the close reading associated with an 

immersed viewpoint is co-opted in the service of escapist engagement with illusionary, phantasmatic, 

fictional, and sometimes misleading constructs. Certain video-games, for example, take the structural 

form of an immersivity – an architecture that wraps around subjects who engage creatively with its 

materiality from an internal position, and a logic that rewards prolonged contact with a set of materials/ 

environment – but do not necessarily imply or seek to bring about edification as much as temporary and 

escapist novelty. That said, creative and immersed engagements with gaming/ fictional imaginaries should 

not be devalued in terms of their potential to engender creative engagements. This is a distinction that, 

although it may often be unclear in specific instances, is useful to bear in mind when approaching a 

																																																								
	
	
16 ‘Plantation science teaches us to work for full control of our crops. Managers and experts, working together, should be able to 
manipulate relevant humans and nonhumans. For those who love wild mushrooms, such control is not an object; indeterminacy 
is part of the point.’ Ibid.  
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designed immersivities – that is, whether a case under consideration has been produced primarily for the 

purposes of entertainment, or pedagogy, or some other reason. How does the notion of edification 

associated with immersion in cases like this transfer over to an aesthetic context? Does prolonged and 

close contact, and the provision of an interiorised perspective – shown to be pertinent here in a 

materialist setting – take on new meanings when the immersive construct is fictional and engagement 

with it more strictly related to play? 

      ***  

In a contemporary artistic context, immersive experiences often engage with questions of 

absorption, participation, absorption via participation and the intentional blurring of the boundary 

between everyday experience and a conceptual and or physical space. These curated experiences – which 

can range from detailed architectural environments on a massive scale, like James Turrell’s Roden Crater 

project, to a subtle and even invisible intervention in a subject’s daily routine – are particularly privileged 

to operate on or across the philosophically and aesthetically fertile ground of the spectator’s ‘frame of 

reference’. In fact, in instances where the ‘immersing gesture’ blurs the boundary between a curated space 

and living space, it can be interpreted as a challenge to, or commandeering of, a given subject’s ability to 

‘frame’ experience. Immersion, conceived in this way, becomes akin to a frame condition, designed to 

isolate, distort or even focus a subject’s interpretive parameters for normal experience. Instances of the 

design of ‘immersion’ in a contemporary aesthetic context will be addressed in this chapter via the work 

of a small group of contemporary and near-contemporary theorists and the analysis of a selection of 

artworks which focus, bend and distort the horizons of a spectator’s usual frame of reference. The artistic 

examples drawn on have been chosen because they combine certain thematic and structural similarities, 

usually related to framing and the development of a rarefied form of embodied participation. The hope is 

that, by probing immersion through the emerging trends and habits indicated by certain complex objects 

and by approaching it through questions of interiority, distance and framing, this project will be able to 

formulate a number of limited but positive claims about immersive design in contemporary artistic 

settings. In doing so, this chapter is an attempt to ‘lay the groundwork for’, ‘delineate the moving-parts 

of’ an argument, that will, for the most part, be instrumental in the functioning of the conceptual 
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schemata informing the case studies that will be the bulk of this research. What does/can a subject bring 

with them into an immersivity? What do they have to leave behind on entrance? To what extent does an 

immersive frame serve as a filter or a sieve for a subject in an ethico-critical sense? How does the 

question of distance feature in the context of a subject’s journey into an immersive environment?  

 

 

Having established a critical vocabulary and a novel perspective informed by certain ethical 

problematics of immersive design from both edifying and role-play oriented models, the thesis then 

brings these to bear on the question of technological integration, which is explored in its later stages. In 

chapters 3 and 4, immersive design is argued to aid the integration of human users into non-human and 

semi-autonomous systems and symbolic orders, specifically military drones and virtual reality simulations. 

In these chapters, I will argue that outside of the spheres of entertainment and overt spectacle, immersion 

is often interpreted as a fix-all ‘patching’ solution with which to integrate humans into (framing their roles 

within) symbolic orders and diverse technologically based and interiorised knowledge systems. Gaining an 

understanding of the term, its contemporary usage and some of the ethical and conceptual problematics 

that come with it, should shed light on parallel concerns when immersive design migrates over to – and 

back from – sometimes lethal, but certainly non-artistic industries.  

 

 

In its adjectival form, ‘immersive’ is predominantly used in contemporary arts contexts to describe 

the nature of an interaction between a spectator(ship) and an environment (or curated experience), rather 

than to denote any architectural or physical characteristics of a space that could be said to exist 

independently from a subject. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine what an immersive artistic environment 

would consist of without the presence of, and input from, a spectator, or the expectation of hosting a 

participant. To this extent, subjective experience is a key element of, and is indivisible from, any 

conceivable ‘immersivity’– certainly, this is how it tends to be interpreted in a theatrical context. As 

Josephine Machon puts it in her comprehensive and illuminating book about contemporary immersive 

theatre, Immersive Theatres: Intimacy and Immediacy in Contemporary Performance: ‘It is the combined imagination 
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of the artists and the audience-participants that creates the immersive world’.17 Understood in this way, to 

study theatrical immersion is to analyse a feedback loop between (at least) two contributing entities: a 

designed element and a spectatorship whose sensorial reactions and subsequent actions within the space 

become embroiled within the outcomes of a ‘live’ and even living environment.  

 

 

Contemporary immersivities, especially in artistic/entertainment settings, usually operationalise 

embodiment in novel ways. How a spectator is conceptualised and incorporated (bodily and 

dramaturgically) into an immersivity – as a user, voyeur, player, hunter, explorer, witness, wedding guest, 

thing, non-thing – provides a key part of the signature of the immersivity (the type of interaction/role a 

spectator is given in an immersive context often reveals the desired functionality of the immersive 

construct), and determines the degree of agency they have with respect to it. Embodiment provides 

access to the immersivity, and embodied action a means with which to engage it. Often, through their 

embodied experience of the work – as part of a dialogue with it – a subject is positioned as both co-

producer and consumer of the immersivity. In this way, the conceptual makeup of an immersivity usually 

manifests as a somewhat indistinct choreography between two distinct entities, an iterating call and 

response between spectator’s body and curated milieu. The resulting thing is composite and continually 

changing. Within this formulation, immersion becomes an inducible and mouldable, variably perceptible, 

experiential state-change with speculative/therapeutic potential, that can exploit the fallibility and 

potential for uncanniness inherent within subjective experience. For this reason, concepts of the semiotic 

frame are deeply entangled in an immersive context with the many ontological enigmas related to 

interiority, the mind-body problematic, and the various psychological notions pertaining to the formation 

of the Self.  

 

 

																																																								
	
	
17 Machon, Immersive Theatres, p.130. 
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In some cases, the often self-conscious activation of spectators’ embodied existence enables 

immersive theatre practitioners to provide a commentary about what it is to have a body – to embody – 

and what it means for that body to be situated in various systems of meaning and signification. London-

based theatre company Darkfield’s 2018 production Flight, for example, takes place in ‘extreme darkness’, 

in a 40-foot shipping container, as do all of their productions.18 In Flight, the interior aspect of the 

container is transformed into a commercial plane’s fuselage, and the spectators are required to fasten their 

seatbelts as if they were boarding a plane before the lights are dimmed. An audio track delivers a 

deteriorating dialogue between a flight attendant and pilot, with the latter offering a commentary about 

the shipping container/auditorium that recalls the container that Schrödinger’s cat both is and is not in: 

‘You are both in the box and not in the box.’19 Indeed, while the seemingly fictional plane goes on to 

crash, the spectators nevertheless leave the container alive after 30 minutes (other than the 76 audience 

members over the course of the Edinburgh Fringe season who decided to leave before the piece had 

finished).20 In Flight, the thematic discussion of quantum uncertainty delivered in the audio track, coupled 

with their spectators’ temporary perceptive uncertainty stemming from total darkness and a convincing 

audio-kinetic environment, seems to imply that some aspect of each spectator – the part that had 

surrendered themselves to the truth of the plane – went down with it. In this way, Flight powerfully 

illustrates how an immersive artwork can frame and recruit aspects of a situated spectatorship – in this 

case sense-enveloping scenography and an element of role-play – to provide a distinctive commentary 

about embodiment that would be more difficult to achieve without using ‘immersive’ devices. 

Disorienting uncertainty engendered here as part of an unsettled spectatorship parallels a thematic 

uncertainty associated with a subject’s imaginative movement into, and out of, fictionalised spaces. The 

																																																								
	
	
18 Glen Neath, the show’s writer, used the term ‘Extreme darkness’ to describe the darkened condition of his company’s 
productions in an interview I conducted with him in October 2018 (transcript available in appendix as Document 2.) All of 
Darkfield’s productions take place in shipping containers in which all available sources of light have been removed. Subsequent 
quotations from our discussion will be cited as: ‘Neath, appendix.’ 
19 I noted this quotation down following my attendance of Flight in August 2018. When I subsequently interviewed Neath – and 
asked him if he could check my quotations or provide me with a script, he told me that the fleeting and indiscriminate nature of 
the experience was itself important. To see a transcript of the audio track, he claimed, would undermine its ephemerality. This 
quotation might, therefore, be inaccurate – but even its inaccuracy would still contribute to the broader point about the play’s 
formal ability to generate spectatorial uncertainty.  
20 ‘We had probably I think 76 people left over the course of the run, I think something like that. So, we had some people walk 
into the area, see the container and turn around. Every day at least someone will have left when the lights come back on.’ Neath, 
appendix. 
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perceived limits of the spectators’ bodies mirror the thematic limits of the piece. Importantly, Flight 

provides us with a concise example of how being within an immersive theatre piece implies more than 

experiencing a heightened feeling of presence – it is also to be given an embodied role or position within 

the conceptual fabric of the artwork.  

 

 

This distinction is succinctly voiced by Janet H. Murray in her 1997 book, Hamlet on the Holodeck: 

The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace. Initially, Murray describes the appeal of ‘psychological immersion’ as 

akin to a pleasure associated with submerging oneself in water in a way that echoes our etymological 

analysis from a few pages ago: 

 

We seek the same feeling from a psychologically immersive experience that we do from a plunge in the ocean or 

swimming pool: the sensation of being surrounded by a completely other reality, as different as water is from air, that 

takes over all of our attention our whole perceptual apparatus.21  

 

However, her analysis – predominantly related to immersive cyberspaces and game worlds – contends: ‘in 

a participatory medium, immersion implies learning to swim, to do the things the new environment 

makes possible.’22 For Murray, an element of ‘participation’ in contemporary immersive contexts 

transforms the nature of immersive experience from a sensorial adaptation of one’s perceptive field to 

something more active. Contemporary, participatory immersivities are, for Murray, geared towards 

enabling subjects to ‘do’ things – that are often, otherwise, impossible – as well as causing them to ‘sense’ 

things in a particularly all-consuming way. In as far as this is the case, these contemporary immersivities 

build on the thrill of feeling present within a new space (associated with the previous metaphoric use of 

the term), by introducing an element of active engagement with aspects of that space that contributes to 

the feeling of embeddedness. In the case of Flight, a convincing and satisfying impression that a spectator 

																																																								
	
	
21 Janet H. Murray, Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace, (New York, London, Toronto, Sydney, Singapore: 
The Free Press, 1997) p.99. 
22 Ibid. 
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has been transported onto an aircraft is compounded by the activity of placing their luggage overhead and 

performing passengership for other spectators. It is a hybrid of a ‘psychologically immersive experience’ 

and a contemporary immersivity that implies being given a role and licence to act within a simulated 

reality. Importantly, the novel licence to interact with aspects of internalised reality displayed in more 

‘participatory mediums’ – video games and immersive theatre, for example – implies gaining new agencies 

within it, as Murray goes on to argue. Moreover, the possibility for participation within an immersive 

construct is central to the perceived value of immersion in contexts where it is sought out for its 

integrative potential, like a UAV’s ground control station (explored in chapter 3).  

 

 

In an interview published in Imagining the Audience: Viewing Positions in Curatorial and Artistic Practice, 

the Swedish artist duo Lundahl and Seitl offer four categories of artworks that rely on the embodied 

presence of a spectator to exist: ‘The type of artworks that do not exist without the viewer can be called 

dialogical, polyphonic, transparent, or multi-component. And they can be open artworks or closed 

systems to varying degrees.’23 The pair, whose work focuses on isolating the audience member’s various 

sense operations by using total darkness, three-dimensional sound production and a degree of intimate 

tactile guiding, are emphatic about the need to centralise the ‘visitors’’ imagination and reactions in, or at, 

the final conceptual constitution of the work. Their piece, Symphony of a Missing Room: Archive of the 

Forgotten and Remembered, first exhibited at the National Museum, Sweden in 2009 and appearing in many 

other galleries in the years since, involves blindfolding visitors and having guides lead them around gallery 

spaces to generate novel sensory responses. They describe the piece on their website as being ‘[l]ike a 

“waste-mould-cast” it activates a symbiotic state between the artwork’s perceptual triggers, its museum 

visitors and the prevailing environment, leaving only experience and memories behind.’24 For Lundahl 

and Seitl, locating the conceptual endpoint of the artwork in the interaction itself – ‘leaving only 

																																																								
	
	
23 Magdalena Malm and Annika Wik (eds.), Imagining the Audience: Viewing Positions in Curatorial and Artistic Practice  
 (Stockholm: Art and Theory Publishing: Swedish Exhibition Agency, 2012), p.94.   
24 Details available at: [http://www.lundahl-seitl.com/work/http-wwwlundahl-seitlcom-work-symphony-of-a-missing-room-
social-distancing], (accessed on 16th October 2020). 
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experience […] behind’ – has a bearing on the eventual ownership, or impression of ownership, of the 

work: ‘If an artwork is experienced through the visitors’ bodies and if it is their own imagination that the 

artwork is projected onto, then the experience of the work becomes their own to a much greater extent.’25 

The economy of experience suggested here, in which ‘ownership’ (as a form of semi-self-conscious 

perceptive agency) and direct sensory interaction are integral to the artistic ‘product’, offers a glimpse of 

how immersive techniques, at least in a theatrical context, problematise subject/object, producer/ 

product oppositions. In other words, Lundahl and Seitl’s audience members both produce (sensorially) 

and consume the artwork, and they can be seen to function as both subject of and object of the 

interaction, thus creating feedback systems of implication and perception. Christer Lundahl develops this 

notion during a filmed interview supporting their 2014 run of Symphony:  

 

As an artwork Symphony of a Missing Room is our attempt to make an immaterial artwork that is taking place in the 

consciousness of the visitors or the perceivers of the artworks. So the perceiver or the visitor is both the […] perceiver of 

the work but also the medium that produces the work.26  

 

In this context, it becomes problematic but important to consider where, and how, the designers/curators 

of such interplays are conceptually situated in relation to this subject/object loop. What is their field of 

operations and where do they intercede?  

 

  

The phrases ‘taking place in the consciousness of’ and ‘it is their own imagination that the artwork 

is projected onto’ imply a Cartesian interiority. Both suggest that Lundahl and Seitl’s conceptual arena 

relies on a model of consciousness that envisions a private and interior surface, figuratively imagined in 

the history of visuality as the screen of a camera obscura, onto which exterior ‘imagery’ is cast, and with 

which each spectator interacts in solitude. This notion seems to reflect their desire to create what they call 

																																																								
	
	
25 Lundahl and Seitl: in Malm and Wik, Imagining the Audience, p.97.  
26 Christer Lundahl, quoted in a video interview produced by the Royal Academy of Arts in 2014: ‘Lundahl & Seitl Introduce 
Symphony of a Missing Room’, video available at: [https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/article/lundahl-and-seitl-introduce], (accessed 
on 21st November 2017).  
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‘immaterial artworks’. However, their adoption of a model of art-enactment that places the auditorium 

inside the spectator, amounts to simply moving the goalposts – this is where art takes place for us – and 

would imply a conceptual situation where hyper-involving, intentionally sensorially stimulating artworks 

will ultimately be indistinguishable for spectators from a photocopied painting or the feeling of a tree’s 

bark. They would all be ‘projected onto’ the same internal screen.  

 

 

Echoing Murray’s commentary about participatory immersivities – and with a particular focus on 

immersive theatre – Machon claims: ‘Immersive theatre is discernible as that practice which actually 

allows you to be in “the playing area” with the performers, physically interacting with them. […] The 

direct participation of the audience member in the work ensures she or he inhabits the immersive world 

created.’27 While spectator’s bodies are physically in “the playing area’’ in a work such as Symphony, 

Lundahl and Seitl’s intended and bifurcating outcomes take place inside the thickness of the spectator’s 

bodies. Perhaps an initial dividing line between what Lundahl and Seitl call ‘immaterial’ artworks, and an 

immersive space as interpreted by Machon (or Murray) is that in a Machon immersivity, the 

‘immateriality’ of the spectator’s supposed interior world is given licence to feed back into and influence 

an autonomous, objective construct. In this case, Machon’s immersion would be less about creating an 

environment that inspires inward-moving introspection or a personal place for edification, than one that 

demands interaction. It could also, in certain cases, encompass situations where participants interact with, 

and are involved with, an immersivity without being fully aware of it.28  

 

 

While three of the terms in their list: ‘dialogical, polyphonic […] multi-component’, seem to be 

linked in that they all allude to a comparable trend or subgroup of practices, describing artworks that have 

																																																								
	
	
27 Machon, Immersive Theatres, p.67. 
28 This notion will be explored in greater detail in the forthcoming discussion about Christof Büchel’s installation work Piccadilly 
Community Centre (2011). 
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been engineered to rely on collaboration and input from diverse sources (artists, artwork, audience, 

space), Lundahl and Seitl’s specific use of the term ‘transparent’ appears to describe something else, or is 

at least offering a distinct way to consider this type of artwork. Although they do not elaborate on their 

use of the term ‘transparent’ in the printed interview from 2012, Martina Seitl reuses it in the Royal 

Academy video interview in relation to their use of ‘white-out’ goggles in Symphony of a Missing Room:  

 

We also look at history through the particular goggles of our time. So in a way to deconstruct those goggles or glasses 

that we use when we look at art history because this describes something about the time where we are, and we want to 

create a more transparent way of accessing those artworks from history.29  

 

Seeking ‘transparency’, in their terms, is related to the desired transcendence or overcoming of a 

‘thickness’ or muddiness in the medium or interface of the gallery in which contemporary visitors apply 

habitual interpretive techniques and learned visual-baggage in an overly choreographed gallery setting. 

Seitl suggests that depriving visitors of the sense of vision allows them to generate renewed, ‘more 

transparent’, and perhaps less historically learned interactions with the artworks in the galleries in which 

the piece is installed. Symphony of a Missing Room can thus be interpreted as a critique of an overly 

habituated tendency in art reception and can be argued to engender a process akin to what the Russian 

literary critic and formalist Viktor Shklovsky called ostranenie or defamiliarisation. In other words, the 

temporary blindness that makes up a key part of the immersive architecture of Symphony is intended to 

provide a defamiliarising disruption of a subject’s everyday – and overly accultured – means of 

perception. In this way, their take on the term ‘transparency’, rather than being attached to vision, opacity 

and light, is offered as a quality of unmediated directness in the relationship between subject and artwork. 

However, it is hard to see how the replacement of vision with touch necessarily constitutes a ‘transparent’ 

engagement with the artworks in the wider sense of the term. Symphony arguably provides more of a 

rebalancing of the senses – or a disruption of their normal patterns – than a perceptual directness 

between artwork and subject that could be deemed more ‘transparent’.  

																																																								
	
	
29 Martina Seitl as quoted [verbatim] in: ‘Lundahl & Seitl Introduce ‘Symphony of a Missing Room’, RA. 
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 In the ‘About’ section of their website, the writer and critic Frida Sandström calls Lundahl and 

Seitl ‘pioneers of an immersive antidisciplinary practice’.30 It could be suggested that their work is not 

immersive and antidisciplinary, but, rather, is antidisciplinary as a result of their interpretation of 

immersion. Unlike immersive theatre pieces or re-enactments that use immersive techniques – an 

encapsulating sensory environment, for example – to cast their visitors as active players in a fiction or 

network of signification, Lundahl and Seitl commandeer their visitors’ perceptive fields to elicit 

something like an (anti-disciplinary) learning process. In this way, their interpretation of immersion 

mirrors that of the multispecies theorists inspired by Anna Tsing. Immersion, for Lundahl and Seitl, is a 

means to intensify close – haptic – attention, provide novel exposure and, in doing so, unpick stifling 

disciplinary boundaries. Symphony is closer to providing an adapted way of reading than an adapted way of 

being. Strikingly, like Darkfield, they produce a conditionality of relative disorientation – and even 

blindness – to unsettle any sense of a habituated spectatorial position that might prescribe and 

predetermine engagement with the artworks. Their sight-occluding immersion means that their visitors 

are prevented from registering the limits of their own bodies optically, and the resulting disorientation is 

intended to position the visitors amidst the gallery’s offerings in an antidisciplinary way.  

 

 

On 30th April 2020, in response to the closure of museum and gallery spaces during the COVID-

19 pandemic, Lundahl and Seitl released a free app version of the piece titled ‘A Missing Room’. They 

explain: ‘During these extraordinary times when many cultural institutions are closed and public places are 

empty, a version was made so that two people can perform / experience Symphony together inside a 

domestic setting.’31 Rather than responding to an often site-specific distance between certain gallery 

																																																								
	
	
30 Frida Sandström, ‘About - Lundhal & Seitl’ details at: [http://www.lundahl-seitl.com/about/], (accessed on 16th October 
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31 Text taken from the description for the ‘app’: ‘A Missing Room’, on the Google app store. Details at: 
[https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.dva.missingroom&gl=IE], (accessed on 16th October 2016). 
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spaces and their visitors, this new incarnation of the piece addressed the loss of tactile commonality and 

shared experience offered by those cultural arenas. It provides ‘a score for interpersonal sensibilities that 

risk going extinct or being forgotten if not practiced or cared for.’32 It recycles the immersive technologies 

of Symphony – temporary (voluntary) blindness, three-dimensional sound and tactile partner guiding – to 

retrain and preserve ‘interpersonal sensibilities’ (among members of the same household) that have been 

radically challenged by the highly contagious coronavirus. In fact, this app reflects the longer-term 

evolution of the piece that has been incrementally gaining independence from the gallery spaces it was 

initially installed in: ‘By incorporating its environments as part of its body, Symphony gradually made 

itself independent of the institutions where it was conceived.’33 Existing now as a programme that 

connects two people through their smartphones, ‘A Missing Room’ has transcended the gallery to 

become a blindness you can wear – a way of reading – that is hoped to help users relearn, reacquaint and 

reimagine themselves within any (over)familiar room through the processes of touch. Unlike the 

disorientation brought on by Darkfield’s Flight, which is set out to transport a spectator into a fictional 

audio-scape, Symphony’s goggled blindness implies that spectators are in need of a grounding process of 

sorts, that tactile proximity provides reorientation, through temporary disorientation.  

 

 

In certain immersivities, including Symphony, we are presented with framing systems where signs 

are not always intended to be interpreted according to established representational, even Euclidian, ideals 

– but, instead are delivered haptically, instinctively, subliminally and ‘proprioceptively’.34 Signs and signals 

act directly on the body of the spectator. To a certain degree, this implies a territorialisation/ abstraction 

of the environment directly surrounding a subject. This idea is illuminated by Elizabeth Grosz’s 

commentary about the territorialisation of a chaotic milieu by art in general: 
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Art is not linked to some intrinsic relation to one’s own body but exactly the opposite: it is linked to those processes of 

distancing and the production of a plane of composition that abstracts sensation from the body. The emergence of the 

“frame” is the condition of all the arts and is the particular contribution of architecture to the taming of the virtual, the 

territorialisation of the uncontrollable forces of the earth.35  

 

In an immersivity, a subject’s immediate physical exteriority itself can be interpreted as having been recast 

as the ‘plane of composition’ of the artwork. By extension, a spectator’s everyday, perceived exterior 

realm becomes an interiorised system of signification – and they are lodged within that interiority. All 

sensation within this new all-encompassing interiority is effectively ‘abstracted from the body’ as any 

available data or sense inputs – as well as insignificant cursory details – become ‘readable’ and potentially 

significant in the context of the immersive work of art. Within this total frame condition, all sensory (the 

sound of the wind or smell of a stranger in an immersivity), information becomes – at once – both 

distanced from the body in a semiotic sense, as everything is suddenly subject to interpretation (‘What 

does the smell of that stranger mean in the context of the artwork?’) and, also emphatically ‘close’ as it 

envelops and even invades the subject’s body proper in the form of a newly curated atmosphere of air, 

smells, tastes, undigested food.  

 

 

For theatre critic and writer Matt Trueman the immersive territory begins at the exterior limits of 

a spectator’s body: ‘Immersive theatre makes one’s physical presence inescapable. With no distance 

between oneself and the work, the edge of one’s body is the beginning of the work’s sphere.’36 While this 

comment does effectively highlight the subject-enveloping proximity implied by many immersivities, it 

potentially falls short of a definition where the immersive environment invades a body. The body 

maintains its ramparts in Trueman’s commentary, and ‘moves through’ an immersion. However, the 

atmospheric nature of many immersive artworks, with dry ice, damp floors, tepid air-conditioning, and 

																																																								
	
	
35 Elizabeth Grosz, Chaos, Territory, Art: Deleuze and the Framing of the Earth. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), p.11. 
36 Matt Trueman, ‘Fading Smiles – A Response to the One on One Festival at BAC’, (3rd April 2011) published on his web blog, 
[http://matttrueman.co.uk/], (accessed on 16th October 2020). 
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stale bread, suggests that it is equally accurate to suggest that the immersion ‘moves through’ the 

spectators, who are both hosted by, and serve as the host for it.37 In this sense, an immersion could be 

read as a total collapse of distance between a body and an artwork, or even the introduction of an 

external entity into the body of a spectator. This is of course reflected in the Cartesian, internalised arena 

in which Lundahl and Seitl seek to situate their artworks’ unfolding. In this case, immersive techniques 

enable the artists to reduce the distance between the ‘territory’ of the artwork and the spectator to nil. 

Engaging with its materiality itself becomes a form of introspection as a spectator must turn their 

attention inwards to their perception itself in order to grasp the artwork’s specific function.  

 

 

Robert Wilson’s promenade piece of 2012, Walking, was a roughly three-hour long, meandering, 

curated walk over the coastal marshes and beaches of North Norfolk. On ‘entrance’, in durational terms, 

to the ‘interior’ realm of the curated space, Wilson had his spectators/walkers pass through a 

construction that could be called a ‘holding zone’. This temporary building was an intentionally 

neutralizing architectural space with a high plywood boundary, lined on the interior walls with dried and 

bundled Norfolk reed. Once inside, the spectators were instructed to stand around an uncanny, 

bottomless-seeming void dug into the sand on the beach, where they waited until selected at random by 

an invigilator to be led out of the space through a separate exit. The total loss of a sense of size and detail 

produced by the design of this construction gave it a scale-warping character that was in keeping with the 

conical installations and sculptures placed along the route. This, along with the horizon-obscuring walls 

and the fact that the spectators were instructed to wait for an unspecified amount of time, meant that the 

audience was denied a referential sense of continuous scale and a corresponding impression of actual time 

inside the chamber. The holding zone thus allowed the spectators to make a ‘clean break’ with any prior 

frame of reference.  
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Figure 1. Walking, Robert Wilson. Holkham Beach, Norfolk, UK, (2012). Image Credit: Norfolk and Norwich Festival, 
[https://nnfestival.org.uk/about-us/past-festivals/2012-2/], (accessed 28th October 2020). 

 

 

On leaving this neutral space through an exit on the opposite side of the construction from the 

entrance, the walkers were offered an impression or suggestion that the same beach had been given a new 

curated quality. This notion was aided by softly spoken instructions from the invigilators and a carefully 

designed atmosphere of ceremony and ritual that built up to the moment they were released, one-by-one 

from the holding zone. Beyond this neutralising space, the spectators’ sensory faculties were enlisted in 

service of a new purpose, and they may have second-guessed, and even interpreted their own sensory 

material as signs, designed and deployed by Wilson. The specific initiation system that Wilson deploys 

here suggests a recalibration of the spectators’ senses. The hard edge, the intentional dislocation and 

disorientation that his holding zone brings about, means that through the process of immersion the 

spectators are invited to read and produce their own sensory material in a single, self-reflexive and 

meditative act. They inhale and exhale, air that is air and, also, represents air.  
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Furthermore, the ‘clean break’ and recalibration of the spectators’ perception means that the 

conceptual territory of the piece extends visually as far as the horizon, sonically as far as an imagined siren 

in the distance, olfactorily to the smell of a dead seagull and so forth. Wilson’s framing gesture is the 

effective removal of a referential/semiotic system in favour of a direct, affective sensory rebirth. In fact, 

near the climax of the piece, having wandered through woodlands and over coastal marshes typical of 

North Norfolk, the audience members arrive at the beach itself and are told to stand upright on metal-

backed, hinged pedestals. These eventually recline to allow the spectators to consider the sky itself. At this 

point the horizon itself finally takes on the symbolic character of the outer limit of the artwork.  

 

To a certain degree, the conceptual importance that this piece bestows upon considering the 

ephemeral movement of the sky could arguably situate Walking in the art historical lineage of landscape 

painting. However, rather than representing the sky ‘mimetically’, as was the earnest mission of John 

Constable’s ‘cloud study’ paintings in the neighbouring county of Suffolk hundreds of years earlier, for 

example, Wilson’s piece offers a personal verisimilitude without reference – ‘this is the sky as you see it’. 

The pedestals, the ever-moving clouds and a plywood ‘holding zone’ each contribute to hundreds of 

uniquely felt, misremembered, unrecorded ‘outcomes’ that valorise and prioritise individual experience.  

 

 

Symphony, in its original gallery setting as well as its current digital version, and Walking, are 

included here to introduce a contemporary take on the idea of embodied spectatorial participation in a 

high-art immersive context. With both, the work itself – the immersive gesture – is a perceptual 

adaptation of already existing, readily accessible spaces. They function as pure framing, and, as such, are 

evidence of immersive systems that do not involve a drastic reworking of the spectator’s environment, 

but rather build from a gestural initiation of the spectator into an adapted symbolic order with internally 

coherent durations. Importantly they both appear to adopt the technologies of immersion – sensory 

recalibration, temporary blindness, a promenade structure – to enact what could be seen as a renewed 

reading of an existing space. In a certain sense, this reflects the – exposure related – intention behind 
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‘passionate immersion’ as it is described by Tsing and the multispecies theorists. Moreover, Symphony, in 

particular, has been included at this early stage because the temporary blindness and sensory recalibration 

brought on by their whiteout goggles is intended to perform a novel integrative function with respect to 

the gallery’s offerings. Immersiveness – associated here with an adaptation of a subject’s access to sensory 

information and a re-configuration the processes of embodiment – is intended to reduce an indistinct 

distance between subject and art-object.  

 

 

The forceful nature of this sense-depriving interpretation of the immersive form, however, 

makes it important to consider Symphony’s neutrality as a provider of a form of edification. Ultimately, 

Lundahl and Seitl’s imposition of a distinct immersive gestural language – blindfolding visitors – cannot 

be taken to be entirely impartial, nor is it expected to be. The work itself is a critique of overreliance on 

vision in art reception. In a certain sense, Lundahl and Seitl’s ‘transparent’ immersivity – as a gestural 

system – can be understood in Donna Haraway (via Merleau-Ponty’s) terms when she describes a 

technology as an ‘infolding of the flesh’: ‘Rather, technologies are organs, full partners, in what Merleau-

Ponty called “infoldings of the flesh.” I like the word infolding better than interface to suggest the dance of 

world-making encounters. What happens in the folds is what is important. Infoldings of the flesh are 

worldly embodiment.’38 In as far as we interpret a Symphony or Walking as novel technologies with which 

to engage familiar material, they should be seen as ‘partners’ in ‘the dance of world-making encounters’, 

with each spectator composing/negotiating their own journey through a space using a technology that 

also has its own agency/agenda. Haraway argues that technologies are comprised of a ‘compound’ and 

relational web of ‘diverse agents of interpretation, agents of recording, and agents for directing and 

multiplying relational action.’39 Similarly, an immersivity – even an immersivity intended to clarify or 
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sharpen reality – will always be a ‘compound’ thing whose own agency and forcefulness with respect a 

spectator lodged within it is defined by a range of sometimes unpredictable factors. 

 

 

In the later chapters of this thesis, the idea of a more immersive interface – often attained by 

stripping-out sensory feeds to modulate a user’s access to sensory information – becomes relevant in 

industries where aesthetic and representational concerns are replaced with mechanical integration and 

immersive ergonomics. Engineers and designers produce their own variations on blindfold and blinkers in 

the service of their own useful/ functional immersions. This takes the form of a VR headset and 

compelling virtual scenarios in the case of Bravemind (Chapter 4), and the steel walls of the ground control 

stations used to control unmanned aerial vehicles (Chapter 3). Like Lundahl and Seitl’s ‘white-out 

goggles’, the way in which these later immersive systems engage their users bodily, and limit their access 

to their perceived surroundings, is never an ideologically neutral act. Immersive techniques modulate and 

control user engagement in each case by adapting the type of exposure their respective audiences receive 

from a set of materials.  

 
*** 

 
In an early stage of his book about contemporary immersive theatre and ‘productive participation’, 

Adam Alston conceptually prioritises audience experience in a similar way to Lundahl and Seitl: ‘The 

audience experience produced by an audience’s relationships to a set of materials tends to be framed as 

the primary, aesthetically meaningful element in immersive theatre’.40 However, Alston – perhaps as a 

result of his interest in immersive spectatorship in the context of ‘neoliberal’ notions of the subject as 

consumer/ individual actor – places more conceptual emphasis on the physical contributions immersed 

audience members are able to make in an immersivity than their ephemeral, introspective experiences 

through it, as seemingly prioritised by Lundahl and Seitl. He repurposes philosopher Robert Nozick’s 
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term ‘Experience Machines’ from Anarchy, State and Utopia to describe how certain immersive artworks 

‘resource’ audience experiences and sensory reactions so that spectators might productively contribute to 

the artwork’s unfolding.41 

 

Experience machines are enclosed and other-worldly spaces in which all the various cogs and pulleys of performance – 

scenography, choreography, dramaturgy, and so on – coalesce around a central aim: to place audience members in a 

thematically cohesive environment that resources their sensuous, imaginative and explorative capabilities as productive 

and involving aspects of a theatre aesthetic.42 

Nozick’s Experience Machine is a brain-in-a-vat type thought experiment where a subject is offered the 

option to live entirely though a machine that offers them constant pleasure. In Anarchy, State and Utopia, 

he argues that the loss of sovereignty associated with submitting oneself to be inert within such a machine 

would put most people off from using it. In this way, it serves as evidence, for Nozick, against an innate 

hedonism within human nature. Alston initially sees similarities between Nozick’s imaginary floatation 

tank and the ‘escapist’ nature of certain, self-contained immersive theatrical universes.43 He eventually 

contends, however, that the productive and active nature of audience involvement in immersive theatre 

prevents it from enabling the pure hedonism invoked in Nozick’s thought experiment: ‘they also welcome 

productive audiences whose industriousness and thirst for feeling ideally supplants torpidity.’44 Immersive 

theatre stands apart, for Alston, as a form that rewards ‘productive participation’, and experience seeking 

– rather than inert taking. 

 

 

 Alston’s thesis is specifically related to the aesthetic ideals of a subgenre of contemporary theatre 

where the framing and design of (an) experience, co-produced by/within/for an absorbed/incorporated 

spectator is seen to assume aesthetic and critical primacy ahead of mimetic, symbolic and representational 

																																																								
	
	
41 Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State and Utopia, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1974) p.42.  
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aspects that tend, historically, to be the key considerations in much theatre criticism. The ‘aesthetically 

meaningful element’ in immersive theatre, as Alston sees it, will remain how experience is re-framed and 

diverted, or rather, how the spectator is dissolved into the dramaturgical structure of the work, as long as 

the definition of immersion is linked to an active and intentional operation of incorporating a spectator 

into the functionality of a dramatic world. 

 

 

 His wider thesis likens the spectators of certain immersive theatre pieces to subjects of 

contemporary neoliberal social structures, rewarded in experiential terms for self-starting productivity and 

‘entrepreneurial’ risk taking in the theatricalised space. Increased participatory agency and a notable 

licence for the spectators to meaningfully contribute to the course of events within a space are 

fundamental to his rendering of the form. Within this model, in which immersion is aligned most 

precisely with incorporation within, participants are conceived of as affected, and affecting nodes 

operating on a network of reciprocal signification and productivity – stakeholders in immersion 

incorporated. Notably, the conceptual and defining parameters of ‘an immersivity’ as set out here do not 

appear to demand a spectator being immersed in the sense of being absorbed – experiencing presence – 

with respect to the scene presented. In fact, rather than being brought into more direct, ‘transparent’, 

attention subsuming contact with a supposed interiority/essence of an artwork, the definitional onus 

instead demands that the spectators are invited to pull the levers and press the buttons of the interface 

themselves. Audience members in Alston’s immersive theatre operate self-consciously at the conceptual 

level of the interface. They ‘learn to swim’ as Murray puts it. Either individually or as a collective, these 

spectators can be seen to collude with a schematic framing device suggested and conceived by an artist or 

designer. In Flight, for example, the audience member’s journey starts with their jointly negotiating the 

stowing of luggage above their heads as they take up the collective role of travellers on an aircraft – 

spectators perform passengership for each other, contributing to their sense of presence. In a semiotic 

sense, signification in Alton’s ‘experience economy’ model is not conferred vertically from artist (in)to a 

spectator, but horizontally, diagonally, even ‘peer-to-peer’, across a network.  
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 Even in the Machon/ Alston, immersive theatrical model, it remains somewhat unclear whether 

any immersed spectatorship should be considered as collectively collaborating in substantiating the 

interface between the interior and exterior realms of the artwork, or ‘entering’ a distinct interiority en 

masse. Does the audience knowingly define the border between that which has been theatricalised or not, 

or has that been set out in advance by the artists? Another way to consider this question is along the lines 

of intentionality and spectator awareness of form. 

 

 

 As previously mentioned, Alston persuasively contends that immersive theatrical environments are 

designed to ‘resource’ an audience member’s sensory and imaginative faculties. This notion is valuable in 

a number of ways. Importantly, it highlights an ambition and an implicit intentionality, a ‘central aim’, that 

can be said to guide the design of an immersive theatre piece. Within this formulation, a designer or 

curator of such a space intentionally ‘resources’ – mines or anticipates – the audiences’ sensorial, 

experiential faculties and recasts them as the raw material with which to work. Reactions are externalised 

in an objective arena. Significantly, practitioners draw out these reactions with a certain – or uncertain – 

reaction in mind. This seemingly innocuous initial characterisation of an immersion as an induced 

response to a designed catalyst provides an important foundation upon which to build a definition of a 

theatrical immersivity. In effect, this definition is reflected in a starting assumption among practitioners 

that, by making certain design choices in the subject/artwork interface, they will be able to cause reliable 

immersive affects. This, in turn, allows for a set of tools, ‘scenography, choreography, dramaturgy’, that 

can be developed among a community of designers to produce increasingly predictable results and 

immediately loads agency onto the ‘producer’ side of the immersive relationship. That said, Alston’s 

emphasis on the eventually ‘productive’ character of immersive participation should not be 

underestimated, but merely differentiated from the initial immersing gesture seen here as an intervention, 

an ‘Experience Machine’ designed, engineered, primed and sold by a designer or artist.  
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 To a certain extent, a reading of immersive theatre in which spectators jointly act to produce 

meaning within a space chimes with aspects of philosopher Jacques Rancière’s concept of an audience-

empowering ‘Distribution of the Sensible’. In his manifesto-like The Emancipated Spectator Rancière 

demands a theatre of shared enterprise: ‘That is what the word ‘emancipation’ means: the blurring of the 

boundary between those who act and those who look; between individuals and members of a collective 

body.’45 For Rancière, (as for as Brecht, Guy Debord, Augusto Boal and Plato among many others before 

him and since) agency, and empowerment in a theatrical scenario, means a renunciation of spectacle, 

illusion and even mimesis in lieu of a communal initiation of audience members into the mechanical 

aspects of theatre in order that the collaborative effort might transform an auditorium into a testing 

ground for social reform.  

 

The separation of stage and auditorium is something to be transcended. The precise aim of the performance is to abolish 

this exteriority in various ways: by placing the spectators on the stage and the performers in the auditorium; by abolishing 

the difference between the two; by transferring the performance to other sites; by identifying it with taking possession of 

the street, the town or life.46 

 

The breakdown of the division of auditorium and stage suggested at by Rancière reveals the conceptual 

lines he draws between the political neutering of an enrapt spectator and an exteriorisation of attention 

implied in spectacle. His specific use for the notions of interiority and exteriority in this context are 

elucidated in his exploration of Debord’s ‘Society of the Spectacle’ (1967): ‘What in fact is the essence of 

the spectacle for Guy Debord? It is exteriority. The spectacle is the reign of vision, and vision is 

exteriority – that is, self-dispossession.’47 Like Lundahl and Seitl, Rancière (via Debord) criticises a model 

for theatre in which ‘the artwork’ is conceived of as an exterior symbolic system (interior unto itself) 

accessible via a primarily vision-based interpretive habit. For Rancière, vision implies distance, and 

distance a loss of introspection: ‘self-dispossession’. He is thus damning of a model of theatre based on 
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inner and outer circles of production where spectacle and entertainment flow from narrative reveals and 

withheld knowledge. Inter-personal, horizontal, interactions between spectators – potentially facilitating 

an immersive theatre where spectators collaborate in the work’s fabric – could, therefore, be desirable in 

Rancière’s emancipatory terms.  

 

 

 However, giving a collective of spectators a position and a role ‘onstage’, inside a piece’s active 

logic – or even gesturally theatricalising/ internalising everyday reality – does not necessarily imply that 

the ‘separation of stage and auditorium’ has been ‘transcended’ in the sense that the illusionary/ mimetic 

aspects of spectacle have been forgone. The physical distance between spectator bodies and the artworks’ 

actualisation may be reduced to zero, and in some cases audience members may generate meaning for 

each other as a ‘community of sense’, but, in an important way, immersive theatre can also be seen to 

move the separation between stage and street into the processes of embodiment rather than abolish it. In 

effect, in pieces like Flight or Walking, the spectators’ bodies can also be experienced by them as spectacle, 

in Rancière’s terms. Their perceptions are exteriorised, staged and even othered/alienated from everyday 

embodiment. In some cases, the body of an immersive theatre audience member can be shown to 

mimetically ‘perform’ selfhood, both for themselves and for other spectators, as has already been argued 

here.  

 

 

 It is important to recognise how some immersive scenarios can bring on this type of dissociative/ 

performative othering among spectators, and enable them to engage in a form of exteriorised fantasy – 

and where, by contrast, immersive techniques are hoped to elicit introspection and effective self-

criticality. Although each immersivity will ultimately engender unique reactions from patrons and steer 

experience in diverse ways, it is worth foregrounding the idea that how immersive potential is interpreted 

by a designer informs what type of transformation an immersivity is likely to bring about. It seems that an 

interpretation of immersive techniques associated with edification – echoed by Lundahl and Seitl, and 

exemplified by Tsing – broadly implies an othering of the objects of attention which appear to take on 
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new meanings for subjects, whereas, immersive theatre as a technical form, characterised by Alston and 

Machon in terms of incorporation into a theatricalised scene, implies the possibility of a temporary 

othering of the self as well. In both cases, the historical ‘separation of stage and auditorium’ has been 

transcended, but in the first an overly accultured form of spectatorship is disrupted to engender renewed 

contact with an actual materiality, and in the second, abstraction and mimetic distance is also transfused 

into the processes of embodiment, sometimes enabling spectators to achieve a temporary deliverance 

from their everyday selves.  

 

 

To a substantial extent, a model for immersion based on interactivity, and the implied sense of 

collaboration and shared productivity proposed by Alston and Machon, problematizes notions of 

accountability and authorship of/in such environments. These questions, regarding authorship and 

intentionality in an immersive context, are worth considering here in slightly more detail. They are 

especially pertinent in the context of a semiotics of theatre in which the spectator is responsible for 

‘producing meaning’ from the stimuli put before them. Kier Elam’s spectator-driven model for example – 

‘The effective construction of the dramatic world and its events is the result of the spectator’s ability to 

impose order upon a dramatic event whose expression is in fact discontinuous and incomplete’ – is 

complicated in immersive art context where spectators are both subjects and objects of attention and 

internal activity.48 An immersed spectator – ‘in the playing field’ – as imagined by Machon and others, is 

not ‘imposing order’ in the interpretive sense that they might ‘impose order’ on a Jackson Pollock 

painting or see a rabbit in an amorphous cloud, but rather will effect change in a tangible sense in the 

auditorium, in real time. The authoring role that an immersed spectator is given in these terms means that 

they become implicit and, to varying degrees, complicit in any supposed outcome. However, the amount 

of agency and, indeed, accountability, they have with respect to activities undertaken in the service of the 

dramatic action varies from piece to piece, even from spectator to spectator according to the specific 
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immersive conditionality set out for them. Intentionality, with respect to this co-authoring role in 

immersive theatre, seems to be limited by how – and how accurately – a framing system or ‘contract’, in 

Machon’s terms, is set out for spectators in advance.  

 

 

Alston’s project is heavily involved in the economics of theatre to the extent that the particularly 

marketable qualities of immersion as a deliverer of ‘experiences’ are central to his thesis: 

 

Immersive theatre is a part of the experience economy. Along with theme parks, themed restaurants, experiential 

marketing, and so on, immersive theatre is preoccupied with the provision of stimulating and memorable experiences, 

and an objectification of audience experiences according to a logic that chimes with the commodification of experience 

elsewhere in the experience economy.49  

It seems that notions of participatory agency and ownership are made less complicated when ‘the 

immersive experience’ is considered in transactional terms. Indeed, it is hard to doubt a spectator’s initial 

willingness to intentionally participate in an immersivity when they have purchased a ticket. However, an 

economic definition of the immersive relationship does not simplify the question of what precisely has 

been sold when a spectator/subject buys such an ‘experience’.  

 

 

Perhaps it is important at this stage to point out that this economic, individualistic model appears 

to promote and assume a definition of ‘experience’ in which is is possible to compartmentalise, isolate 

(and sell) aspects derived from, or contributing to, a supposed ‘whole’. Tellingly, Alston describes his take 

on ‘Experience Machines’ as being ‘enclosed’, and his mention of plural ‘memorable experiences’ above, 

separates the object – an experience – from a model in which experience is in constant flow. It seems in 

the marketplace of immersive experiences that retailers rather than the consumers sketch the parameters 

of a purchasable experience. It might be easier to promote and sell a curated experience with a 
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bookended and finite duration than a theatre piece or other immersive experience designed to produce an 

increased (or decreased) intensity, in Deleuzean terms, or a psychological change of state that might bring 

about a lingering, intangible or even unnoticeable affect. To sell and package an immersive experience 

would be to put a printable, inflation susceptible price on the culturally endorsed embrace of a flow state 

– presence/absorption – that defies compartmentalisation.50 This economisation, in and of itself, reminds 

us of the distinction between immersion as an increasingly familiar set of techniques, and immersion as a 

psychological phenomenon – presence – associated with an often imperceptible movement between 

intensities. It also helps to differentiate between immersive theatre works where a ticket provides access 

to an objective, co-authored unfolding event, and other immersive forms where the final ‘product’ is an 

adapted way of seeing, as is the case with ‘passionate immersion’ or Symphony.  

 

 

Moreover, Alston’s suggestion that spectators have a financial impetus to explore and ‘produce’, 

remains valuable as it suggests that a paying audience willingly buys into their own objectification within 

the immersive relationship. In purchasing an experience – a heightened sensorial-saturation, a degree of 

escapist absorption, and the right to contribute – this group of consumers can be said to somewhat 

narcissistically invest in their own objectification. The financial element of this trade is well voiced in Lyn 

Gardner’s one-star review of The Architects (2012), a labyrinthine immersive promenade piece performed 

in The Biscuit Factory in Bermondsey, South-East London and devised by theatre collective SHUNT. In 

her article, Gardner complains that the audience are ‘underused’ in its conceptual makeup, revealing an 

expectation – seemingly attached specifically to immersive theatre – that your ticket should guarantee you 

a sufficiently pivotal role in the fabric of the piece: ‘the show never feels fully realised, and we feel 

underused, except as cash cows at the bar during the long period we are kept there while nothing 

happens.’51 In describing her disappointment in the audience’s inadequate involvement in the same 

																																																								
	
	
50 An irony that is not missed by Alston. 
51 Lyn Gardner, ‘The Architects – Review’, Guardian, available at: [https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2012/dec/05/the-
architects-review], (accessed online 16th October 2020).  
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sentence as a commentary about what she considers to be an exploitative commercial enterprise – the bar 

– Gardner highlights the overtly financial aspect of the immersive contract as outlined by Alston, seeming 

to suggest that the audience had paid to feel useful, but not to be used. This complaint is arguably 

indicative of a wider cultural-scale entitlement, an expectation to be involved, that developed alongside 

the relative increase in popularity of immersive theatre as a form in the early 2000s.  

 

 

In an immersive theatre context, particularly since it has developed in notoriety as a form over 

(roughly) the course of the past two and a half decades, purchasing a ticket implies betting on being given 

a certain agency with respect to the piece’s internal logic. Discovering how you will be absorbed into it, 

and how your own embodied presence will be reframed and repurposed, have become central points of 

interest. It is hard to doubt intentionality, in this case the intention to attain some form of involvement in 

the piece, from participants who display this type of self-reflexive willingness and often active desire to be 

incorporated into the work’s matter – assuming, that is, that all participants are aware of this aspect of the 

immersive theatre contract. The centrality of awareness is illustrated in the difference between victims of 

an actual kidnapping and audience members of the theatre company Blast Theory’s piece Kidnap (1998), 

who: ‘paid £10 to enter a lottery in the hope of being kidnapped’, signed a disclaimer, and were asked to 

choose a ‘safe word’ in advance that would end their simulated abduction should they desire.52 Blast Theory 

use a lottery format and a waiver to recreate the ‘surprising’ aspect of kidnap, and, in this way, a ‘contract’ 

associated with the variable rules of immersive theatre allows the company to approach, but not to cross, 

the legal/administrative limits of holding a subject against their will. In fact, Blast Theory’s disclaimer was 

supposed to serve as legal proof of their audience members’ overt intentionality, which is to say, consent. 

As a ‘contract’ that defined both the internal limits of an immersivity and protected the shows producers 

in terms of (real) liability, this disclaimer delineates the point where actual, legally protected embodiment 

																																																								
	
	
52 Details available on Blast Theory’s website: [https://www.blasttheory.co.uk/projects/kidnap/], (accessed on 16th October 
2020).  
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crosses over to immersive embodiment. The requirement for this disclaimer provides evidence of the 

occasional need to monitor the transfer of accountability into an immersive space.  

 

 

Importantly, in buying a ticket for an immersive theatre piece – or a £10 lottery ticket from Blast 

Theory – a consumer anticipates adopting a third person point of view with respect to their own bodies. In 

this way, they consent to an abstracted distance between their ‘selves’ and their sense of embeddedness in 

their surroundings. This process of consent-giving means they are at least partly in control of this self-

figuration/distancification. While a feeling of distracted absorption and relocation into an artificial 

wraparound environment might take place as part of the interaction with its materiality, this initial 

rupture, during which a spectator starts the process of self-figuration, could be conceived of as a key 

starting point of a theatrical immersivity for a spectator. Machon, on the other hand, is explicit in drawing 

our attention to the importance of recognising intentionality on the designer’s side of the immersive 

relationship. As part of an attempt to delineate a ‘Scale of Immersivity’ for immersive theatre, she arrives 

at two fundamental qualifiers, ‘intention’ and ‘expertise’, that she claims will ultimately designate a 

theatrical experience as being immersive.53 According to Machon, a participant is immersed within, 

embroiled within, entangled with, a system that has been preconceived. In other words, designers 

conceive and build a schematic or frame for/of, an interactive environment which is ‘filled-in’ or 

developed by the spectator’s eventual presence and proactive contribution. Whether we should interpret a 

theatrical immersivity to begin with a subject’s anticipated ‘self-figuration’ or after a producer has 

intentionally and expertly set out a frame, turns on the notion of an immersion as a public or personal 

entity. If and when we take a wide-angle view of an immersivity, and treat it as a social construct – an 

																																																								
	
	
53 ‘Intention. Is the event framed as an artistic experience, does it intend to work as a sensual and intellectual, immersive artistic 
product? Is there a strong degree of critical engagement with the immersive form in order to explore and express the depth of 
feeling and thinking that exists in the conceptual, thematic and narrative ideas underpinning the work?  
If so, is this intention underpinned by; 
Expertise. If the intention is there and elements given above are employed, has the artist or the company an authoritative grasp 
of the artistic potential and creative constraints of the form’ Machon, Immersive Theatres, p.100. 
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objective ‘Experience Machine’ – it leaves open the possibility of subjects participating in immersivities 

without their prior knowledge.  

 

 ***  

 

There is a counterpart to Alston’s notion of ‘resourced’ productive participation in the ‘delegated 

performance’ that Claire Bishop notices in late 20th century performance art. This is, she writes, ‘the act of 

hiring non-professionals or specialists in other fields to undertake the job of being present and 

performing at a particular time and in a particular place on behalf of the artist, and following his/her 

instructions.’54 Among the examples Bishop offers to develop this notion, her analysis of Santiago Sierra’s 

250cm Line Tattooed on 6 Paid People (1999) stands out for its clarity, perhaps attributable to the conceptual 

starkness of the original work. Although Bishop’s examples do not necessarily involve an intervention at 

the spectator/ artwork interface (unless we consider the tattooed ring-ins to be spectators of a different, 

internal sort), there is a parallel with Alston’s productive participants in as far as the artistic gesture is 

reconfigured in both as a re-framing of elements of an ‘authenticity’ through the appropriation and 

incorporation of living, participating bodies into the artworks. While Bishop notes within this sub-genre a 

tendency towards ethical hypocrisy, and even redoubled exploitation, writing that Sierra’s work has been 

‘heavily criticised for merely repeating the inequalities of capitalism’, Alston’s schema for an immersivity – 

‘resourced participatory productivity’ – is presented as bringing about a genuinely shared enterprise.55 

While Sierra’s Six Paid People are arguably exploited twice and twice robbed of political agency, Alton’s 

‘entrepreneurial’ participants are seen to be presented with additional, ‘neoliberal’ agency, and new rights 

with which to explore and produce their own meaning in a fictional realm. In fact, immersed 

spectatorship, understood in this way, sees the artist relinquishing hegemonic control of some aspects of 

the theatrical outcome. While the Six Paid People are emphatically incorporated into the artwork – arguably 

an immersive theatre consumer’s goal – the terms of their figuration imply a symbolic stripping away of 

																																																								
	
	
54 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, (London and New York: Verso, 2012), p.219. 
55 Ibid, p.223. 
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agency rather than offering them added power within the artistic production. The possibility of their 

commodification is, of course, the ‘message’ of the artwork and the transactional – paid – nature of their 

objectification is foregrounded in its title. Sierra objectifies them knowingly and ironically, and the very 

permanence of tattoos guarantees that their figuration will be enduring.  

 

 

This example has not been included to suggest one form is more immersive than another, but 

rather to emphasise the fact that entering into an immersive theatre construct implies accepting an 

equitable contract of some sort ahead of being ‘present’. The 6 Paid People – like Blast Theory’s captives – 

were provided with a form of contract before taking up a role in the artwork (the offer of ‘pay’), but, 

because they were objectified in front of separate audience, they would not be considered to be immersed 

according to the technical/theatrical definition. The ultimate (unpaid) audience injects an exterior 

viewpoint into the scene that punctures the singularity of signification of the immersivity. In other words, 

the 6 Paid People will have witnessed themselves within the space as a form of audience, but they were not 

the ultimate audience of the artwork. Theatrical/technical immersion, for this reason, is more precisely 

related to the final audience transcending and moving into interior knowledge/production systems. For 

Six Paid People to be an immersive piece, in these terms, the final audience would have to take up a central 

role in the fabric of the piece. In so far as they play the uncomfortable role of ‘art consumers’ objectifying 

the Six Paid People, they could be said to have been incorporated into the functionality of the artwork; 

however, it is not immediately obvious whether we would still consider this unpaid audience to be ‘final’ 

in the same way if, as a thought experiment, we imagine a further audience being introduced to the space 

to objectify the whole interaction. In fact, in looking back, we are as another audience who make the final 

audience appear comparatively immersed. This problem could be addressed if we accept that there can be 

various immersivities interacting within the same space, engaging different groups, who each enact 

different aspects of an ideologically oriented message at different conceptual scales. Ultimately, the 

possibility and language of immersion arguably allows for tiered framing/knowledge systems where these 

distinct groups are susceptible to distinct forms of objectification and even coercion.  
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 This hierarchical model, where immersivities can be nested within/alongside immersivities, 

introduces the idea of equitable and less equitable immersions, in which distinct contracts are offered (or 

not offered) to distinct groups who interact with an environment at different levels of awareness about 

the true nature of their surroundings. The relatively hostile potential of this nesting process is hinted at in 

a comparison of two discrete groups of participants in Christoph Büchel’s installation piece Piccadilly 

Community Centre, installed and opened to two different publics in 2011. Its conceptual form – which is 

more strictly immersive than Six Paid People – also offers rich material with which to think about the 

question of how intentionality, authorship and interpretation are effected by the presentation and ‘billing’ 

of an experience before it has begun. For this complicated piece, Büchel transformed the Hauser and 

Wirth Gallery on London’s Piccadilly into a fully-functioning community centre, featuring a reasonably 

priced, ‘realistically smelling’ charity shop, a Conservative party information stand and a workshop space 

hosting support groups including ‘Knit n Knatter’, ‘The Laughter Network’ and ‘Senior Speed Dating’.56 

Problematically, the installation attracted ‘genuine’ members of the local community, who were not 

necessarily entirely aware of the ironies and kitsch aesthetics imbued in the temporary centre in which 

they were receiving fencing classes. Separate spectators – ‘in the know’ – also found their way to the 

Community Centre, largely through word-of-mouth and intrigue, and were cagily told by invigilators that 

they were free to ‘explore’ all corners of the building, easily fulfilling Alston’s entrepreneurial spectator 

paradigm.  

 

																																																								
	
	
56 Mimi Luse, ‘Chistoph Büchel’, Frieze (Issue 142), (1st October 2011). Available at: [https://frieze.com/article/christoph-
büchel-1], (accessed on 19th June 2017). Descriptions of the various workshops offered are still available on the Community 
Centre’s website: [http://www.piccadillycommunitycentre.org/], which remains active as of: 16th October 2020.   
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Figure 2: Exterior View, Piccadilly Community Centre, Christoph Büchel. Hauser and Wirth Gallery, London (2011). Image Credit: 
[piccadillycommunitycentre.org], (accessed on 28th October 2020). 

 

In a review of the installation for Frieze magazine, Mimi Luse draws an acute parallel between 

Santiago Sierra’s provocative appropriation of real bodies and Büchel’s objectification of actual ‘Fencing 

Pensioners’. She describes the tension inherent in the schizophrenic functioning of the Community 

Centre in the following terms: ‘Büchel’s project was a theatre of cruelty in which a two-tiered social form 

cleaved the (purportedly) earnest community members from those art-viewers who came looking for a 

punch-line.’57 The discomfort that Luse describes here is related to a process of ostensibly unwitting 

objectification of the ‘senior speed daters’. Despite entering the Community Centre as subjects, and 

																																																								
	
	
57 Ibid. 
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experiencing it subjectively, they are swiftly encoded within the semiotic frame/territory of the piece to 

be interpreted by a separate group of spectators. Without necessarily being fully aware of the true nature 

of the community centre, they begin – in the eyes of the art visitors – to perform versions of themselves 

as types or symbols. If the separate, ‘exploring’ spectators have been empowered and liberated from a 

stifling and dogmatic mimetic system, the emancipation has not been shared equally by all visitors to the 

space. In fact, not being entirely aware of their role in the immersive construct, the knitting knatterers can 

be said to unwittingly act out and perform Büchel’s ideologically oriented reflection on society, in this 

case, an oblique critique of austerity politics and the UK coalition government’s removal of aspects of the 

state safety-net.58  

 

 

In his seminal essay, ‘Semiotics of Theatrical Performance’, Umberto Eco describes a 

comparable, unwitting and schematic performance of ‘drunkenness’ by a homeless man in a Salvation 

Army advertising campaign: ‘Our drunk is representing drunkenness. His red nose has been selected as a 

natural unintentional event able to intentionally (the intention belongs to Army, not to him) represent the 

devastating effects of intemperance.’59 Eco does not use this example to decry an unethical objectification 

of the homeless man, (although his incapacity does seem to contribute to his passive role in the narrative), 

but rather to draw an initial terminological distinction between an intentionally deployed sign and what he 

calls a ‘natural’ sign. The ‘natural’ red nose is actively sought out and selected by the Salvation Army 

among other noses, for its capacity to perform an aspect of a culturally codified expectation of 

drunkenness. Without having entirely lost its ‘natural’ (‘authentic’ in Bishop’s terms), character, it is 

mobilised to serve the purposes of a larger web of intentional signification.  

																																																								
	
	
58 The presence of a Conservative Party promotional stand in the ‘charity shop’ and a Conservative party banner displayed 
outside centralises politics in the artwork. Adrian Searle, in a review of the piece: ‘Piccadilly Community Centre: Broken Britain 
Invades Westminster’ in the Guardian, similarly argues that the piece ‘is, I surmise, a critique of current Conservative ethos.’ 
Available at: [https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2011/may/30/piccadilly-community-centre-christoph-buchel] 
(accessed online 30th July 2020).  
59 Umberto Eco, ‘Semiotics of Theatrical Performance’, The Drama Review: TDR, Vol. 21(1), Theatre and Social Action Issue 
(March 1977), pp.107-117, p.112.  
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Ultimately, Eco adopts a line on interpretation and intentionality and places the eventual burden 

of meaning making on the spectators: ‘Is there a difference between signification by means of intentional 

and artificial devices ruled by a convention (such as words or road signals) and signification as inferred 

from natural and unintentional events such as symptoms and imprints?’60 However, he concludes by 

suggesting that a spectator is roughly able to differentiate an intentional signifier, deployed for the 

purposes of dramatic fiction, from a natural sign, if they have been presented with a frame in advance. 

A human body, along with its conventionally recognizable properties, surrounded by or supplied with a set of objects, 

inserted within a physical space, stands for something else to a reacting audience. In order to do so, it has been framed 

within a sort of performative situation that establishes that it has to be taken as a sign.61  

When applying this semiotic logic to Büchel’s piece, it seems as if his community centre is caught 

somewhere between ‘a community centre’, in as far as it offers a genuine service to rheumatic hips, and 

‘the community centre’, or the community centre as type, conforming schematically to aesthetic and 

sensorial expectations of the ‘explorers’. ‘This carpet is grubby’ becomes ‘this grubby carpet is as grubby 

as a grubby carpet’. This interpretive disparity is brought about by the fact that one group is presented 

with a dramatic frame – a contract – and the other is not, although a queasiness experienced by many of 

the explorers in response to their role in the artwork meant that they sometimes received ‘more than they 

bargained for’ with respect to their immersive contract.62 As as result, the knitting knatterers are not 

engaged in a conceptual interpretation but rather a form of direct experience. In this case, it appears that 

part of the distinction between a participant being incorporated within an artwork and objectified within 

it, is related to the presentation (or omission) of a frame. It would also be accurate to suggest that the 

explorers have also been objectified in the artwork – but at a different conceptual level from the 

pensioners.  

																																																								
	
	
60 Ibid, p.113. 
61 Ibid, p.117. 
62 Mimi Luse describes feeling ‘queasy’ in her article. 
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In his famous analysis of the structural and mimetic functioning of what he calls ‘degenerate 

utopias’, Louis Marin describes a frontier that exists between a utopia, in semiotic terms, and reality. More 

precisely, his initial elaboration of the structural character of these ‘limits’ includes a series of examples of 

signifiers within imagined narratives through which a fictional utopia is shown to be fundamentally 

separated mimetically and topographically from their would be fictional visitors.  

 

There is an insuperable gap between our world and utopia. This separation is usually indicated by a narrative mark in 

the signifier. We have seen this, for example, in the manuscript that turns out to be the ship’s log of a captain who has 

visited a utopia. The first pages, which contain the blessed island’s precise location, have been removed, however. 

Another example might be the narrator who has suffered a blow knocking him unconscious, only to wake up once on 

the marvellous island. As well, a servant could have a violent coughing fit just as the narrator reveals the island’s 

coordinates. A voyage to the Perfect City begins only given this sole condition: this empty abyss must commence the 

tour.63 

 

Marin’s missing pages, his ‘violent coughing fits’, are figurative examples of what he calls a ‘neutral space’ 

or ‘limit’ that necessarily exists between a utopia and reality. This metaphysical neutrality, or semiotic no-

man’s-land, functions as a prism or medium between an ideal – often ideologically founded ‘interiority’ – 

and its corresponding positive on the ‘outside’. It is a threshold that, above all, engenders the possibility 

of utopic structures with distinctive and self-consistent logical and linguistic systems that exist semi-

independently (in semiotic terms) from parallel external structures. He argues: ‘Utopia is thus the product 

of a process by which a specific system complete with spatial and temporal coordinates is changed into 

another system with its own coordinates, structures, and grammatical rules. This limit is thus an index and 

zero-point; it is also the bridge to the “other.”’64 The ‘limit’ is a semiotic circuit breaker, of sorts, that 

provides a space for speculative and necessarily impossible visions to gain an aspect of plausibility.  

																																																								
	
	
63 Louis Marin, Utopics: The Semiological Play of Textual Spaces, (1984) trans. by Robert A. Vollrath, (New York: Humanity Books, 
1984), p.241. 
64 Ibid, p.242. 
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Marin’s structural approach to reconciling the ‘grammatical’ differences between a speculative, 

utopic space and everyday reality, founded as it is around his concept of a fertile ‘neutrality’, is 

immediately valuable in an exploration of what is gained, lost, altered and unaltered when a subject, or 

rather, when a subject’s deductive/interpretive capabilities are carried from a ‘reality’ into, and back out 

of, a curated immersive fiction. There comes a moment on entrance to any immersive world – even in 

edifying immersive scenarios where the immersivity is framed as a stripped back close-reading of everyday 

reality – where, as Marin puts it: one ‘system complete with spatial and temporal coordinates is changed 

into another system with its own coordinates’. In the Community Centre, those in the know were provided 

with a ‘narrative mark in the signifier’ of sorts; an instruction to ‘explore’, that transformed one set of 

‘natural’ artefacts – overheated corridors, grubby carpets – into a series of mimetic signs that could be 

interpreted to serve a large scale, coherent and parallel world. 

 

In Büchel’s installation we are arguably faced with a cluster of separate immersions divided 

broadly by intentionality and the quality of knowledge each visitor is presented with in advance. In other 

words, despite giving an initial appearance of an Alston/Machon immersivity – involving unquestionable 

elements of participation, absorption, multi-sensory engagement and productive exploration – the oblique 

marketing of the piece, its twin-billing, seemingly functions to demonstrate two distinct variations on 

immersion that operate at different scales. The fencing pensioners are arguably more absorbed, more 

present in the simulacrum than the external observers, but it seems counter intuitive (although not 

impossible) to suggest that the they have been immersed in the environment at all, at least not in the 

immersive theatrical sense of the term where participants seek out their own objectification within an 

exteriorised – usually multi-agent – construct.  
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Not having been presented with a frame in advance and without having entered into that which 

Machon calls the ‘contract for participation’65, these participants are subsumed into the fabric of the 

virtual environment itself. Any decisions they make, or sensations they may feel, will be indivisible (for us) 

and indiscernible (for them) from equivalent actions they may make during the course of their everyday 

lives. In Frame Analysis, Erving Goffman argues that unsignposted aestheticized experience, considered in 

terms of changes in intensity of feeling among participants, cannot be meaningfully differentiated from 

what he calls ‘untransformed’, everyday experience:  

 

It should be stressed that the matter of being carried away into something – in a word, engrossment – does not 

provide us with a means of distinguishing untransformed activity from transformed ones: a reader’s involvement in an 

episode in a novel is in the relevant sense the same as his involvement in a strip of “actual” experience.66 

 

Following along these lines, activities undertaken by the fencing pensioners within the space, no matter 

how ‘engrossing’, should be considered as ‘a strip of “actual” experience’. Their actions and attention 

have not been ‘framed’ otherwise. As far as the exploring observers are concerned, the senior speed 

daters perform a similar scenographic/ semiotic function to a shrivelled helium balloon hanging from the 

chandelier. Nevertheless, these fencing pensioners willingly absorb themselves in genuine activities that 

contribute to the functioning of the artificial community centre and, in so doing, achieve what could be 

deemed a total immersion in the operation of community centre (as viewed from an external position). 

Their experience is untransformed, but they transform and interact with matter within the centre all the 

same.67 In the framework of this immersivity they embody and perform Büchel’s critique of the social 

effects of Conservative economic policy with unquestioning grace.  

 

 

																																																								
	
	
65 Machon, Immersive Theatres, p.99.  
66 Erving Goffman, Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience (1974), (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1986) 
p.347.  
67 This distinction reiterates, again, the value of a definition of theatrical/ technical immersion that is kept separate from ideas of 
an individual’s experience of absorption or ‘engrossment’.  
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Meanwhile, the observing visitors, who, by contrast, committed to and prepared themselves for 

an interactive and artistic pursuit, were encouraged to play the role of leering objectifiers in the wider 

context of the immersive construct. These explorers could be understood to be engaged in a formal 

theatrical immersion in the artwork – although perhaps not the immersion they were expecting. They 

might well have experienced presence –  or even engrossment – while navigating the detailed space, but it 

would have been of a broadly different nature to the fencing pensioners. While the two groups inhabit 

the same architectural and designed space, the conceptual character of their interaction with the 

environment is fundamentally differentiated by intentionality and the awareness they have of the nature 

of the space they are in. As a result, they effectively (and sometimes literally) followed different rules 

within the space. When I, for example, visited the Community Centre – knowing it was was an installation – 

and found a door with a ‘No Entry’ sign on it, I intuited that this was not so much an instruction as a 

detail of the grander artifice. On entry, I discovered a narrow corridor that led to a dirty ‘janitor’s’ camp-

bed surrounded by pornographic images and ‘used’ tissues, all – hopefully – carefully curated and 

arranged as part of the implied depthless universe of the installation. Having been armed with the 

knowledge that the space was largely artificial and that exploration would likely be rewarded (Alston), 

certain spaces within the building were open to me while being closed to the pensioners. While the 

architectural space was the same, an intervention or a contract issued before entrance to the Community 

Centre defined the nature of each groups interaction with its materiality. For some – myself included – it 

served as a breach in the continuous functioning of normal space, for others, it was a continuation.  

 

 

There is a recognisable and established narrative trope in the history of literature and mythology 

wherein the thresholds leading to sequential and receding pararealities are aligned with, or hidden within 

‘prosaic’ objects and situations. The apple-tree timber wardrobe leading to Narnia, the portal behind a 

filing cabinet leading into John Malkovich’s Id in Being John Malkovich (1999), the child’s bedroom wall 

that recedes into the abyss of geometrically sketched timelessness in Terry Gilliam’s Time Bandits (1981), 

are all examples where authors have chosen to associate the ‘entrance’ into an imaginary world with the 

spectacularly everyday. The suggestion is that the characters are already living in close proximity to these 
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fantastical interior realms and are therefore able to ‘stumble upon’ or ‘fall into’ them without having to 

undertake some form of Homeric voyage. In effect, this narrative device implies a destabilisation of the 

threshold between reality and ‘deeper’ levels of narrative interiority. It is echoed in an analogous 

conceptual drive seemingly written into a subgroup of immersive practices. Specifically, this trend 

towards hiding the border between reality and an alternative logical system within a prosaic space, or ‘in 

plain sight’, is reminiscent of the etymologically derived, conceptual character of designed immersion, a 

practice named for its tendency ‘to merge’.  In other words, designers of immersion can, on occasion, be 

seen to mobilize aspects of the more prosaic elements of everyday life and recruit everyday situations in 

order to ‘cover the cracks’ between the fictional realm and a subject’s everyday reality. In so far as 

Büchel’s Community Centre was not widely signposted as an artwork, it fits into this category of immersive 

artworks that seek to hide in plain sight.  

 

 

The logistical setup of the theatre company 19;29’s piece, appropriately titled Threshold and 

produced for the 2010 Edinburgh Fringe, offers another useful example of the tendency for immersivities 

to merge with real spaces. For this piece, audience members were transported from the centre of 

Edinburgh to Traquair House, near Peebles in the Scottish borders by coach. On arrival, they were 

immediately ‘cast’ as the guests at a wedding reception, divided into groups and guided, dragged and 

herded around the house and its grounds to bear witness to the disintegration and dramatic collapse of 

the occasion.68 Towards the ‘end’ of the piece, the spectators were ushered and hushed back onto the 

waiting coach, provided by the ‘genuine’ and familiar local bus provider ‘Hunter’s Luxury Coaches’, and 

travelled back to the city along with a character who was fleeing her chaotic and dysfunctional family. 

Importantly, the actor playing this role, maintained her character for the duration of the coach ride, and, 

on exiting the bus alongside the audience, drifted off onto the streets of ‘modern day’ Edinburgh without 

																																																								
	
	
68 As a side note, the notion of ‘bearing witness’, in as far as it is related to ‘taking something upon oneself’, ‘bearing’ in the sense 
of ‘carrying’ something with a ‘mass’, is in fact an enlightening way to consider immersive experience. The audience, or, more 
specifically the bodies of the audience members, are relied upon to ‘bear’ part of the productive burden in the immersive 
relationship. They do not ‘bear witness’ merely in an abstract/ethical/legal and corroborative sense, but ‘bear the brunt’ or at 
least ‘a brunt’, of the responsibility in the operation of producing and hosting ‘experience’.    
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waiting for applause, thus bringing about an effective ‘bleed’ of fiction into a supposed reality. A sense of 

a finite and enclosed territory of the work, conceivable here in durational, narrative terms, that might 

have been bookended by two bus rides representing a ‘to’ and a ‘from’, is intentionally destabilised. The 

‘exit threshold’ is left soft and permeable and one could say the spectators are im-mersed but not un-

mersed as a result. 

 

 

Notably, Felix Mortimer, the director of the piece, along with its other creative producers, turned 

the initially pragmatic need to transport spectators to the Scottish Borders into an opportunity “to 

merge”. The prosaic character of any coach in William Hunter’s fleet, which is still operating in the 

Midlothian area and indeed ‘all four corners of the UK’ as of 2020, participates in this leaky outer 

border.69 Especially since the distinctive coach company may, for ‘former’ spectators of the piece, 

continue to represent both a transport network available ‘for all occasions from scenic excursions and city 

tours to airport transfers’ in a supposed reality, and also, the ferrying vessel servicing the continuing 

parallel fictional universe produced by 19;29 in Peebles.70 It is useful to consider the idea of the duration 

of an immersivity in this context. If an immersivity is linked to an objective gestural/symbolic system – 

rather than the duration of an individual’s heightened period of intensity/engrossment/involvement – 

and that system bleeds into everyday reality, it seems accurate to suggest that the immersivity does not 

have an endpoint. This again invites the possibility of layered and nested immersivities, gestural and 

preconceived structures of meaning that are opened-up within other established systems – theatres, 

warehouses, galleries, beaches – and which adapt and reconfigure subject’s means of engagement with 

them. In the context of the fencing pensioners, unarmed with the knowledge that they were contributing 

to a higher order organisational system, it is not obvious if we should consider them to have been 

																																																								
	
	
69 Text taken from the ‘About’ section on William Hunter Coaches’ website: [http://hunterscoaches.co.uk/], (accessed on 16th 
October 2020).  
70 Ibid.  
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emphatically – totally – immersed, or not immersed at all. Their engagement was untransformed, 

seamlessly prosaic, but nevertheless was central to the piece’s unfolding. 

 

 

Richard Schechner’s commentary on intentional and unintentional ‘play’ in his book: The Future of 

Ritual, offers a useful insight here. He writes, ‘[i]t is possible to be playing but not be in a play mood; to 

be playful but not playing; to be playing and neither know it nor be in a play mood (as in Candid Camera, a 

scam or sting, or as the butt of a practical joke)’.71 Schechner’s definition of ‘play’ gives it an objective, 

formal character that can be seen to function independently from the way individuals enact it. It performs 

at the supra-subjective structural level of culture and maintains its categorical integrity irrespective of the 

prior knowledge of participating agents. In fact, the dramatic tension and comedic potential in 

Schechner’s example, Candid Camera, relies on the various filmed ‘participants’ being totally unaware of 

their own objectification. According to Schechner’s formulation, once the subjects have been framed 

within the ludic context of the television show, they are party to the enactment of the social function of 

play, even if they themselves are not aware that they are playing.  

 

 

Schechner’s claim, founded in the hierarchical/semantic discord between approaching 

playfulness as a form of lived experience, and reading play as a cultural category, is, in some respects, a 

useful methodological touchstone in our analysis of immersion. Especially since immersion – which itself 

often incorporates aspects of role-play and creative escapism – functions at different scales according to 

different interpretations of it. If we take a wide-angle view of Büchel’s Community Centre, for example, we 

can read its immersivity as a single ecosystem made up of those in the know and those not in the know, 

with both groups contributing equally to the same social commentary. As the pranksters and the prankees 

in Candid Camera do for play, both groups enact what could be interpreted as a social functioning of an 

																																																								
	
	
71 Richard Schechner, The Future of Ritual: Writings on Culture and Performance (1993), (London and New York: Routledge: Taylor 
and Francis eLibrary, 2004) p.26. 
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immersivity. In fact, together, they unwittingly demonstrate an immersive construct’s ability to comment 

on complex cultural scenarios. However, a definition of immersion that depends on visitor intentionality 

– and the provision of an immersive ‘contract’ – would seem to prevent us from deeming the fencing 

pensioners to be immersed. The fact that the fencing pensioners are certainly objectified and figured 

within this work, means that they are party to the immersivity irrespective of any account their 

engagement with the Community Centre. Self-assessment of immersion, in the moment of its happening, 

can, in this way, be unreliable. Ultimately, the ongoing potential for the pensioners to ‘snap out of’ the 

illusion, should someone inform them of the artificial nature of the space, indicates that they have been 

immersed in it at a higher organisational level.  

 

 

To briefly take stock, there are two lessons to note. Firstly, this example indicates the importance 

of separating an immersivity as an objective construct from the affect that it can have on individuals – 

affirming Mel Slater’s point. Secondly, it highlights the significance that framing, self-knowledge and a 

subject’s means of orientation have in defining the nature of their engagement with an immersivity. 

Indeed, Büchel’s installation offers us a stark illustration of the possibility of inequality between nested 

layers of immersion.  Particularly in cases where an immersive environment convincingly mimics everyday 

reality, the way in which its borders are signposted takes on extra importance. Signposting also defines 

which groups will have meaningful agency with respect to its unfolding. Imperceptible thresholds – as 

Büchel’s was for at least some of the pensioners – have the potential to mislead and objectify occupants 

who become too close to the materiality of the artwork to see its edges. In stark contrast with the 

‘passionate immersion’ promoted by multispecies theorists that is associated with an edifying closeness to 

natural forms, the over-closeness between the fencing pensioners and the immersive construct leads to a 

failure to recognise the brushstrokes that have transformed an environment. Far from providing a 

learning environment – that strips back totalitarian knowledge systems – unsignposted immersive 

proximity can perpetuate and replicate comparable structures. Sierra’s Six Paid People are twice robbed of 

political agency and the pensioners doubly perform the effects of austerity politics. Goffman’s notion of 
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‘information states’ – relating to intertwined knowledge conditions that drive dramatic tension among 

characters inside a fictional onstage world – offers a useful reference point here.  

 

By an “information state” I mean the knowledge an individual has of why events have happened as they have, what the 

current forces are, what the properties of the relevant persons are, and what the outcome is likely to be. In brief, each 

character at each moment is accorded an orientation, a temporal perspective, a “horizon.”72 

 

According to Goffman, each character is fated to orient themselves in a dramatic fiction according to the 

‘horizon’ that has been afforded to them by a higher order level of organisation (a playwright). The same 

could be said for the fencing pensioners and their exploring objectifiers. The parallel horizons against 

which each group orient themselves were established for both before either engaged with the space at all.  

 

 

Ultimately, Büchel’s installation is organised in a way that means that the pensioners suffer from 

a total lack of the ironic distance Slavoj Žižek discusses in his book The Indivisible Remainder: An Essay on 

Shelling and Related Matters. Here, Žižek argues that the smooth functioning of an ideological formation 

relies, not on scrupulous and total compliance among that ideology’s subjects, but their inability to attain 

an ‘ironic’ distance with respect to its form. He offers the example of Forrest Gump from Robert 

Zemeckis’ film of the same name, to describe the effect of the loss of this ‘ironic’ gap: 

 

Gump is a blessedly-innocent simpleton with a ‘heart of gold’ who executes the orders of his superiors undisturbed by 

any ideological qualms or fanatical devotions. Renouncing even a minimum of ‘cognitive mapping’ (Jameson), he is 

caught in a tautological symbolic machine towards which he lacks any ironic distance – a passive witness of and/or 

participant in great historico-political battles whose significance he does not even try to understand […]73 

 

																																																								
	
	
72 Goffman, Frame Analysis, p.133/34. 
73Slajov Žižek, The Indivisible Remainder: An Essay on Shelling and Related Matters (London and New York: Verso, 1996) p.200. 
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Gump’s patriotic and uncurious adherence to the authority of the military institutions of which he is a 

part is described by Žižek as ‘ideology at its purest’.74 In a sense, Gump can be interpreted as being totally, 

and blindly immersed in the system of ideas – ‘a tautological symbolic machine’ – for which he is an 

emblematic and faithful ‘automatic executor of orders’.75 Gump’s uncynical lack of distance means he is 

stripped of an active sense of agency in the context of the narrative of the film and in fact, in the opening 

and closing credits, the filmmakers metaphorically liken Gump to a white feather that is destined to float 

randomly in the wind. Unburdened by irony/ cynicism or overt self-knowledge, Gump exhibits an 

unusual lightness that makes him an ideal avatar for us, a passive cipher and witness to key historical 

events of the 1960s. 

 

 

A similar idea is presented in Hal Ashby’s film Being There, released in 1979. Throughout this film, 

another ‘simple-minded’ irony-free character ‘Chance the Gardener’ played by Peter Sellers, steadily 

moves upwards through the echelons of New York society following interactions with people who take 

his softly spoken truisms about gardening to be profound metaphorical statements. For example, 

Chance’s innocent reflection: ‘As long as the roots are not severed, all is well, and all will be well in the 

garden,’ is interpreted by the fictional President and one of his hawks as an optimistic view of the US 

economy, and comes to guide economic policy. In Being There, as with Forrest Gump, the Žižekian ironic 

distance belongs almost entirely to us, the audience, as events unfold without a conventional internal 

voice – a self-reflective conduit – pushing against the sometimes corrupt forces that carry them through 

the narrative. As a result, we are given an uncomplicated view of the workings of the ideologies and social 

forces that serve as the wind propelling these characters through the narratives.  

 

 

Chance the gardener, like Gump, is entirely devoid of any critical distance with respect to the 
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cultural systems in which they exist. For Žižek, the absence of ironic distance equates to a ‘passivity’ and 

it is significant that both films are set up to give both characters an emphatically passive role with respect 

to the narrative.76 In fact, their very passivity serves as a frame/mirror for the active, ideological and 

social forces that operate within their worlds. When the character Louise – who knows the truth about 

Chance’s ‘simplicity’ – comes to learn about his continuing fortune on television, her claim: ‘It’s for sure a 

white man’s world in America’ reveals the political force of Ashby’s storytelling.77 Louise, along with the 

film’s audience, is offered a glimpse of an ideology-embodied, irony-less cipher, finding himself naturally 

and comfortably in step with the rhythms and machinations of the pervading culture.  

 

Although a direct comparison between Žižek’s interpretation of ideology embodying characters 

with an immersive theatrical system could be somewhat imbalanced, there is nevertheless a useful parallel 

between an innocence shared by Gump and Chance, and the fencing pensioners. As characters, Gump 

and Chance are not afforded the means to question the forces that shape their realities, for them, there is 

no potential for an outside, and it would be more accurate to describe them as part of the fabric of ‘multi-

agent’ ideological forces. In the Community Centre, nested systems of insider knowledge – ‘information 

states’ – likewise prevent certain visitors from recognising or challenging the interiority in which they are 

embedded. On the other hand, by sharing time – immersed – alongside the relatively innocent Gump, 

Chance and the fencing pensioners, we, on the outside witness the pervading ideological forces that 

guide/nudge our heroes through the respective narratives. They each, in their own way, demonstrate for 

us the effect of a frictionless engagement, and a more total immersion in amidst pervading ideologies.  

 

																																																								
	
	
76 It is of course significant in this context that both characters are presented to have limited intelligence. The implication being 
that intelligence brings with it a type of criticality that would enable them to challenge the legitimacy of the system they find 
themselves in. Indeed, neither significantly probe the edge conditions of the worlds they are placed within at any point. By 
contrast, after discovering incongruences in the fabric of his available reality, the intelligent Truman Burbank of Peter Weir’s The 
Truman Show (1998), begins to question and challenge the authenticity of his world and eventually directs his boat into the edge 
condition of his world. 
77 Ruth Attaway as Louise in Being There, (1979), DVD. Directed by Hal Ashby, (USA: The Criterion Collection, 2017). 
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Louis Marin’s richly argued notion of ‘degeneration’ – which he likens to an ideological pollution 

of, or potential bias within, speculative utopic representation – offers a useful, spatial way to consider 

how entrance into a fictionalised immersive space can involve a progressive adherence to a set of 

ideological values. In a late chapter of Utopics, he claims: ‘I would like to show how a utopic structure and 

utopic functions degenerate, how the utopic representation can be entirely caught in a dominant system 

of ideas and values and, thus, be changed into a myth or a collective fantasy.’78 Taking the original 

Disneyland in Arnheim, Los Angeles, as his exemplar, Marin depicts how this degeneration into 

‘collective fantasy’ might occur by analysing the pragmatic yet symbolically significant ‘limits’; (‘outer 

limit’, ‘intermediary limit’, ‘inner limit’), through which a visitor must pass to gain access to the 

emotional/spatial/ideological ‘centre’ of the tainted utopia.  

 

The first area is an open, unlimited space, weakly structured by the expandable geometrical “net” of the parking lot. 

There the visitors leave their car; they abandon what brought them to this suburb of Los Angeles. With this gesture we 

encounter what is tantamount to a shipwreck or a loss of consciousness; this is equivalent to the break in former 

utopic narratives.79 

 

Marin describes how these concentric boundaries labour to bring about a progressive relinquishing of the 

given subject’s sense of situatedness in everyday life. Abandoning one’s car in the carpark and exchanging 

real currency for tokens are seen here to contribute to ‘the visitor’s adjustment to a certain system of signs 

and behaviour.’80 To a certain degree, his detailed schematic account of this progressive renunciation or 

‘neutralisation’ of the normal symbolic foundations of everyday life on the way to the ‘fantasmatic’ core 

of Disneyland, can effectively be adopted as a paradigm for a comparable transformation that can be 

brought about at architectural and conceptual thresholds at the border of immersive environments – 

especially since the inability of the visitors to qualitatively differentiate between the nature of the reality 
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79 Ibid, p.242. 
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on the other side of the ticket booths and the ‘real “imaginary”’ on the inside is fundamental to Marin’s 

notion of degeneration. 

 

Thus, the visitor who has left reality outside finds it again, but as a real “imaginary”: a fixed, stereotyped, powerful 

fantasy. The utopian place to which Main Street USA leads is the fantasmatic return of reality, its hallucinatory 

presence. The coming back of reality as a fantasy, as a hallucinatory wish fulfilment, is in fact mediated by a complete 

system of representations designed by Walt Disney and constituting a rhetorical and iconic code and vocabulary that 

have been perfectly mastered by the narrator-visitor.81 

 

It is important to note that by following this spatio-symbolic line of questioning, Marin implies that this 

ideological reinvestment of utopic structure finds it origins in, or is shaped by, a considered intervention 

at tiered, symbolic and semiotic thresholds. Visitors willingly and progressively undergo a process of 

distanciation from their usual – perhaps more frugal – selves as they journey closer to the centre of a 

collective fantasy. ‘Mastering’ a new ‘iconic code’ and temporarily dwelling totally in step with – and even 

performing – a consumer oriented ideology set out by the corporation are both part of the price of 

admission. For Marin, the process through which visitors re-find and reorient themselves as active 

subject/consumers in this ‘powerful fantasy’, confirms for them the reality of the dream of capitalism. 

 

 

 It is easy to recognise a similar escapist tendency among patrons of certain immersive interiorities 

that similarly function according to their own ‘iconic codes’ and whose entrances involve carefully 

orchestrated semiotic breaks with everyday spaces. Wilson’s ‘holding zone’ at the initiation of Walking, 

discussed earlier in the chapter, provides a good example of this type of ‘neutral space’ and Blast Theory’s 

contract for kidnappers illustrates how an immersive artwork can develop its own, internally consistent 

rules and iconic systems. It is important to consider how and where the adherence to these adapted 

semiotic systems in immersive contexts implies enacting roles encouraged by the discursive set-up of the 
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immersivity that would appear problematic outside of it – being compelled into leering at rheumatic 

pensioners, for example, or performing the role of guard with unexpected vigour in the infamous 

Stanford Prison Experiment – and where a transposition into an immersivity involves the kind of 

ideological inculcation that concerns Marin. Passing into an immersive fiction, entering its sphere and 

merging with its symbolic rhythms can, ultimately, involve adopting and even embodying parts of an 

artist/designer’s project. This can be a creative and even emancipatory process, but equally – especially in 

immersivities that involve introducing a spectatorial distance between the self and the body – can throw a 

participant’s autonomy and even judgement into question.  

 

 

 The artist Hito Steyerl considers the type of groundless disorientation that a person spinning in 

free fall will experience in her short essay ‘In Free Fall: A thought Experiment on Vertical Perspective’. 

She asks us to ‘Imagine you are falling. But there is no ground’:  

 

As you are falling, your sense of orientation may start to play additional tricks on you. The horizon quivers in a maze 

of collapsing lines and you may lose any sense of above or below, of before or after, of yourself or your boundaries. 

Pilots have even reported that free fall can trigger a feeling of confusion between the self and the aircraft. While falling, 

people may sense themselves being things, while things may sense they are people. Traditional modes of seeing and 

feeling are shattered. Any sense of balance is disrupted. Perspectives are twisted and multiplied. New types of visuality 

arise.82  

 

This thought experiment launches Steyerl into a discussion of a cultural-scale disorientation where our 

constant engagement with birds-eye view imagery, (from satellites, Google Earth, drones, etc.) 

purportedly associated with emerging power structures – governments, large scale surveillance systems – 

brings on a pervasive state of groundlessness and then subjugation among earthbound communities. 

Steyerl goes on to argue that the control systems stemming from access to these rarefied perspectives 

																																																								
	
	
82 Hito Steyerl, ‘In Free Fall: A Thought Experiment on Vertical Perspective’, in To See Without Being Seen: Contemporary Art and 
Drone Warfare, ed. by Jane E. Neidhardt (St Louis, Missouri, Mildred Kemper Art Museum, 2016) p.72. 
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misleadingly project ‘delusions of stability, safety and extreme mastery’ over an environment that is 

essentially fluid. Eventually, she suggests that accepting this state of disorder might offer a means to 

regain lost agency in the future. Her cautiously optimistic conclusion predicts that, having been 

disorientated by emerging visual/perceptive regimes, communities will be able to attain a new agency 

over uncertain futures though the acceptance of new horizons: ‘Falling does not mean falling apart, it can 

also mean a new certainty falling into place.’83 Stereyl argues that by paying attention to the conditionality 

of falling and acclimatising to it, communities can turn a disorienting state into an edifying exercise and 

even a lasting defence. The idea of falling and, in particular, the perceptive confusion of self and object 

described by pilots in freefall, has value for Steyerl because it combines a challenge to grounded 

subjectivity with a contemporary visual order associated with verticality. An unsettled spectator positon 

equates to a confusion of the borders of an autonomous self. Like Symphony, or Walking, Steyerl’s 

reimagined and acclimated freefall is an immersive blindness that can be used to reveal a hidden truth 

about a power dynamic – in this case a ‘politics of verticality’ – if the right type of attention is paid to its 

conditionality.  

 

 

To be immersed in something, in a psychological sense – experiencing presence – is often to be 

confronted with the appearance of an environmental ‘Other’ without being able to fully grasp its 

otherness.84 The notion of designed presence, in this way, relates to the design of a self-effacing interface 

or the setting out of an experience of ‘merging’, an intentional destabilisation of a spectator’s usual 

horizons. Like Steyerl’s free fall, any immersivity can be conceived of in terms of its emancipatory or 

overpowering potential. As has been argued in this chapter, whether it is emancipating or not arguably 

depends on a series of factors related primarily to the nature of the immersive frame presented to those 

who will be incorporated into it. Perhaps most importantly, the authoritative potential of an immersive 

																																																								
	
	
83 Ibid, p.73. 
84 ‘Immersion’ interpreted in this sense, will correspond therefore to Heidegger’s description of appearance: ‘Appearance, as the 
appearance “of something,” thus precisely does not mean that something shows itself; rather, it means that something which does 
not show itself announces itself through something that does not show itself.’ Martin Heidegger, Being and Time (1953), trans. by 
Joan Stambaugh (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2010) p.28. 
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system depends on the quality of information and knowledge a subject is afforded relating to its 

functionality, actual nature, and the eventual means of orientation those immersed subjects have once on 

the inside. Ultimately, the amount of agency a subject has with respect to an immersivity is directly related 

to the quality and truth of information they have been offered relating to its limits and functionality in 

advance and the distance they are afforded with respect to its unfolding.  

 

 

 Whether it has been devised with an illusionary, escapist interaction in mind, or for the purposes 

of stripping away pervasive knowledge structures and engendering edification, designing immersive 

interactions is closely involved with withholding and reframing sensory information among immersed 

subjects. It does so by introducing and modulating various forms of distance between a subjectivity and a 

set of materials. This chapter has moved between two principal interpretations of immersion – an 

edifying model where immersion is sought as a ‘way of reading’ a real environment, and a role-play type 

model exemplified in immersive theatre where immersion implies transportation and the initiation of 

pararealities. Broadly, in the case of a the more edifying variants of immersive design, as exemplified by 

multispecies theorists or Lundhal and Seitl, the immersive gestural system will provide stabilisation and 

contextualisation of a subject through temporary destabilisation/disorientation. On the other hand, 

instances of immersive theatre or art can enable participants to seek temporary figuration and even escape 

from themselves. In both cases, however, the fact that immersive constructs operate in and through the 

processes of embodiment make participants susceptible to performing and actualising ideologies on 

behalf of their designers. 

 

 

 The three case studies that follow each provide an in-depth analysis of a contemporary 

immersive environment. Each, in various ways, explores what it means (in ethical, conceptual and 

practical regards) when a designer or industry makes – or claims to have made – their product more 

immersive. These case studies – which address the immersive theatre piece, Counting Sheep (2016), the 

increasingly immersive control rooms from which military operators ‘fly’ unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs 
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or ‘drones’), and the virtual reality therapy protocol Bravemind that is used to provide exposure therapy for 

veterans suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder – have been selected because they represent diverse 

industries and applications of immersion. This multidisciplinary approach is intended to see what kind of 

structural considerations – if any – connect them, and to discover which elements of immersive design 

meaningfully carry over across these disparate contexts – theatre/protest, interface design for 

autonomous weaponry in the military, and exposure therapy. Ultimately, each remaining chapter 

considers the relationship between the deployment of immersive techniques and the amount (and type) of 

agency a subject is intended to have within that immersive space. In this way, all three explore the 

association between immersion and systems of control, and consider how immersive design 

problematises the actions of the subjects who will inhabit various immersive environments.  

  



	
	
	

71 

 
CHAPTER 2 

 
CASE STUDY 1: COUNTING SHEEP, THROWING BRICKS, SHOCKING 

STOOGES. 
 
 
 

Utopias can be enforced at the expense of liberty, general consensus achieved by limiting choice. Fascism 

and utopia can skirt dangerously close to each other.  

Jill Dolan 85 

 

The theatrical stage and performance thus become a vanishing mediation between the evil of spectacle and 

the virtue of true theatre. They intend to teach their spectators ways of ceasing to be spectators and 

becoming agents of a collective practice. According to the Brechtian paradigm, theatrical meditation makes 

them conscious of the social situation that gives rise to it and desirous of acting in order to transform it. 

 
Jacques Rancière 86 

 

 

As was touched on in the previous chapter, Jacques Rancière, in The Emancipated Spectator, draws 

on Guy Debord’s spectacle and Brechtian alienation to establish a tension between the pure mimetic 

visuality of the spectacle and the socio-historical conception of theatre as an ‘assembly’. In a rallying cry 

against hollow and politically stupefying mimesis, Rancière makes the case for a theatre in which the 

audience is both subject and object, signifier and signified, and is, in effect, a self-reflexive re-constitution 

of the body of the community. His analysis, founded in the dichotomy between a prevalent theatricality 

caught up in, and alienated by, a tired system of sign making, and performance as experienced 

phenomenologically as a collective body, is regularly drawn on by practitioners and theoreticians working 

with immersive theatre, for whom the nature of audience involvement is always a major conceptual 

concern.  

																																																								
	
	
85 Jill Dolan, ‘Performance, Utopia, and the “Utopian Performative”’, Theatre Journal, Vol. 53(3), (Oct., 2001), pp. 455-479, p.457. 
86 Jacques Rancière, The Emancipated Spectator, trans. by Gregory Elliot (Verso: London and New York, 2009), p.7/8. 
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This chapter will analyse some aspects of the dramaturgical qualities of the immersive ‘Guerilla 

Folk Opera’, Counting Sheep, performed by the Lemon Bucket Orkestra in the King’s Hall at the 

Edinburgh Fringe Festival in 2016.87 By doing so, it will probe the extent to which perceived participatory 

agency, sensory and group immersion, the processes of re-enactment, as well as combinations off all 

three, can test Rancière’s ethic of embodied communal action across spatial and meta-spatial divides. This 

piece has been chosen because it provides a particularly nuanced example of how an immersed audience 

can be moulded into a complex and self-aware group body that self-regulates and learns to productively 

improvise as a collective.   

 

 

 In an interview for the Guardian in August 2016, co-director of the piece Mark Marczyk 

describes the piece as ‘a choice’.88 Devised and performed first in Toronto in 2015 by Marczyk, his wife 

Marichka Marczyk, and their fellow-members of the Ukrainian/Canadian folk-fusion musical group ‘The 

Lemon Bucket Orkestra’, Counting Sheep is a vivid meditation on the degrees to which spectators in 

immersive theatre should, and might, be encouraged to engage themselves in ‘staged’ action. Specifically, 

this piece challenges spectator engagement in the context of a re-creation of the pro-European protests 

that took place in central Kiev in late 2013 and early 2014. During the piece, spectators are fed, led, 

danced, shepherded, kettled, fought for and eventually fight for, a cause whose increasingly hostile form 

is substantiated within the holistic and sensorially saturated environment of participatory theatre. The 

notion of choice, and a perceived sense of agency among spectators in general, performs a vital 

dramaturgical role in the piece, and to a certain extent can be understood as a driving force for internally 

																																																								
	
	
87 Counting Sheep was previously performed in the St. Vladimir Institute in Toronto (January 2015), and has since been presented 
in various iterations at the 3LD Art & Technology Center in New York (December 2017), the Oakland Metro Operahouse in 
Oakland CA (February 2018), and The Vaults in London (Spring 2019) (among others). This chapter will predominantly focus on 
its Edinburgh Fringe Festival run in the King’s Hall (2016).  
88 Mark Marczyk, quoted in Mark Fisher, ‘Counting Sheep: The Polyphonic Protest Show That Puts You Inside Kiev’s Maidan’, 
Guardian (17th August 2016). [https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2016/aug/17/counting-sheep-edinburgh-festival-kiev-
maidan-ukraine-protest-marichka-kudriavtseva-amark-marczyk], (accessed online: 27th September 2016). 
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felt tension among the audience members. Marczyk continues: ‘How do you choose to react when you’re 

faced by these kind of questions? The stakes are lower than in a real revolution, but if we’ve done our job 

correctly and activated your emotions then you will open yourself up to answering those questions for 

yourself.’89 

 

 

 By allowing spectators the latitude to actively participate, and shape, or at least feel as if they are 

contributing to the course of events, The Lemon Bucket Orkestra establish an environment wherein the 

spectators develop a sense of ownership and perceived causality over the recreated events that arguably 

not only deepens an impression of presence within it, but also encourages reflection into the interrelated 

natures of empathy, embodiment and obedience. However, the concepts of ‘spectator’s choice’ and 

radical involvement are drawn into question in a distinctive, and potentially problematic way in Counting 

Sheep. During which, enthusiastically engaged spectators are handed foam bricks, and are effectively 

forced to adopt a political position before they have the opportunity to fully consider which, if either, side 

of the blockades they ideologically belong to. 

 

 

  To a certain extent, by shepherding the spectators forcefully into ‘kettles’, and occasionally 

singling out audience members at random by taking them by the hand and dragging them into the action, 

the producers of Counting Sheep appear to offer a counter example to the paradigm of an escapist and 

‘free-roaming’, neoliberal spectator described by Alston in Beyond Immersive Theatre – some of whose ideas 

were outlined in the previous chapter.90 These audience members are defined by Alston as embarking on 

a ‘narcissistic’ and ‘entrepreneurial’ pursuit of experience within an endlessly searchable and minutely 

reactive environment.91 He claims: ‘It is the entrepreneur who is the most prized asset of neoliberal 
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societies and it is the entrepreneurial participant who is welcomed into the spaces of free-roaming 

immersive theatre performances.’92 If Alston’s self-starting, productive spectators are a reflection of free-

market and individualistic economics, trading temporary and consequence light exploration and curiosity 

for ‘experiences’, the audience members attending an iteration of Counting Sheep, by contrast, could be 

seen to parallel an acute economics of crisis-initiated communal imperative.  

 

 

Importantly, rather than favouring a particularly bold and explorative spectator by creating for 

them the illusion of limitless detail and depth within a self-contained system, this piece is distinctive in 

that its implied ethical proposition also validates and absorbs the decision ‘not to act’, to reject the 

simulacrum/role-play as a whole. During my own interview with Mark Marczyk, conducted on the 13th 

March 2017, he claimed: ‘If they [the audience members] wanted to stand at the back, that was ok, and 

some of them did. If they wanted to leave, that was ok, and some of them did.’93 Although the latitude 

the audience members are offered in this piece might mean that their options are ultimately limited to 

remaining within or leaving the theatre, the binary nature of this choice becomes intentionally reflective 

of a high intensity situation like a protest in which the urgent need to take a position is similarly thrust 

upon people. Whereas a spectator considered along the lines of a neoliberal social framework might feel 

compensated and stimulated when offered the appearance of endless options or when presented with a 

‘new world’ to explore, Counting Sheep substantiates and recreates for its audience members the type of 

socio-political moment when one’s options boil down to a small number of clashing moral absolutes.  

 

 

Furthermore, each spectator’s contribution to a group decision is seemingly given more 

conceptual weight in the simulacrum than any one of their uniquely perceived experiences of the piece, 

setting the piece yet further from a neoliberal, individualistic model of spectatorship. The writer and 

																																																								
	
	
92 Ibid, p.130. 
93 ‘Interview Notes’ available in appendix as Document 1. Subsequently referred to here as ‘Interview Notes: MM, FG’ 
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historian Marci Shore, notes the primacy of collective decision making in Counting Sheep in an article 

promoting the show’s run in Oakland California in February 2018: 

 
As in Sergei Loznitsa’s 2014 documentary Maidan, in Counting Sheep there are in essence no individual characters: the 

story is about collective action and participatory sovereignty. It is also about corporeal politics—the importance 

of being there. The production mimics the real Maidan in its integration of all who are willing.94  

 

Indeed, Marczyk’s explanation of the intended symbolism behind the sheep masks worn by the 

performers during the piece suggests the interest the company took in collective decision making: ‘The 

protestors were a flock, the riot police were a flock, the journalists were a flock… even when we think we 

are making a decision, are we really making a decision?’95 Aspects of group formation and ‘flock’ 

mentality permeate the dramaturgical makeup of this piece. The ovine symbolism contributes to an 

overarching thematic suggestion in Counting Sheep that the decisions you make inform the group to which 

you belong: ‘What if our icon was, ‘We are sheep!’?’96  

 

 

As both an abstract concept and a theatrical process, ‘Herd Mentality’, is a key symbolic motif in 

the ethical foundations of Counting Sheep. An irony and a pun in the title itself seems to ask: ‘How many of 

you will be drawn in by the energy of the protest? We are counting sheep,’ and in a certain regard, the 

piece can be seen as a multilayered, self-reflexive index for communal disobedience as its paradoxical 

nature places spectators on an uncertain axis between performed revolutionary solidarity and obedience.97 

It is ironic, and probably intentionally so, that a form of reliable participatory obedience implicit in an 

																																																								
	
	
94 Marci Shore, ‘Counting Sheep: A Guerilla Folk Opera’, New York Review of Books, 16th February, 2018. 
[http://www.nybooks.com/event/counting-sheep-guerrilla-folk-opera], (accessed online: 21st February 2018). 
95 ‘Interview Notes: MM - FG’. 
96 Ibid. Marczyk further explains the use of sheep masks as a device designed to initiate the type of solidarity experienced by 
sports fans wearing a logo.  
97 In ‘Edinburgh Fringe Review: Counting Sheep, Summerhall @ the King’s Hall’, published online by A Younger Theatre (31st 
August 2016), Alastair Curtis similarly comments that the sheep masks are ‘an ironic comment perhaps on how conflict brings 
out the herd mentality in all of us’. Available online at: [https://www.ayoungertheatre.com/edinburgh-fringe-review-counting-
sheep-summerhall-the-kings-hall/], (accessed online: 28th September 2020). 
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unwritten theatrical etiquette allows the producers of the piece to recreate the historical act of 

disobedience that took place in Independence Square in Kiev.  

 

 

It is reasonable to suggest that the notions of choice and involvement began for the 2016 

Edinburgh Fringe audience members during the ticketing process. At which early point they were offered 

the option to experience the piece as ‘immersed’ spectators in amidst the action, or from a higher, 

separate level in the King’s Hall community church on South Clerk Street. This distinction divided the 

audience members first in terms of how much they spent on their tickets (the immersive experience was a 

few pounds more expensive), then in terms of the entrance to the auditorium they used, and finally, in a  

more fundamental way, as one group was effectively transformed from a Fringe audience into the 

recreated corpus of the protest, while the other watched the emancipation from above, and with the 

benefit (or deprivation) of distance and objectivity from their wooden pews.98 For this reason, even weeks 

before the performances ‘began’ for the audience members, they were required to decide upon the degree 

of bodily involvement they would like to have with the piece. Providing that ticket availability and cost 

were not defining factors, the distinct ‘flocks’ of the auditorium were initially formed as each audience 

member was guided by desire or anxiety in response to their expectation of what an ‘immersive’ 

experience could involve.  

 

 

In our discussion, Marczyk described how the decision to install a second audience on the 

balcony evolved from a pragmatic opportunity to increase ticket sales into conceptual commentary. He 

claimed that the cast and crew began, at a certain point in the run, to consider the upper tier audience as 

‘the press or the outside world watching on TV or our families back at home, looking from a distance.’99 

																																																								
	
	
98 The non-immersed spectators were given seats on the balcony level of the church, or in ‘The Gods’ in traditional theatrical 
terms. An irony that I am sure was not lost on, or deployed unintentionally by, the producers of the show.  
99 ‘Interview Notes: MM - FG’. 
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They took on, for The Lemon Bucket Orkestra at least, a distinct symbolic role in the wider fabric of the 

recreation as the mediated, distanced observers of the protest. This, in turn, is indicative of the company’s 

interpretation of the notion of immersion and what the immersed audience came to stand for. 

Specifically, a scale of immersion, in relation to the separate audiences of the King’s Hall, can be 

apprehended symbolically as exclusive interior and exterior – upper and lower – territories, inhabited by 

groups who are defined by their physical proximity to an action and their degree of bodily commitment 

to a situation (as determined by mediation).  

 

 

By extension, to be ‘immersed’ in the protests of 2013/14 was to be physically vulnerable, there 

‘in person’, and perhaps even to have been aware of ‘the eyes of the world’ looking in (down). In fact, 

Marczyk claimed the following on behalf of The Lemon Bucket Orkestra’s intentions: ‘We wanted them 

to feel what it was like. Not what it felt like to read about.’100 Mediated interpretation and second-hand 

knowledge therefore stand in direct opposition to ‘immersed experience’ for the producers of Counting 

Sheep. Their desire was to engender, for individual – immersed – audience members, a form of direct 

experience that was more immediate and distinct from an understanding of the situation in Ukraine than 

an analysis from distance would allow. It seems that their primary means to do so was to import, via 

immersive theatre, role-play, and an impression of participation in euphoric group formation, some 

aspects of the stimuli that had brought out a revolutionary attitude in them (Mark and Marichka Marczyk) 

during the Euromaidan Uprising.  

 

 

By installing a secondary audience outside of and above the action, the producers create a 

separate perspective, an objective body within the King’s Hall, capable of witnessing the immersed 

group’s transformation/immersion externally – a jury of sorts. In his book, The Radical in Performance: 
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Between Brecht and Baudrillard, Baz Kershaw describes a performativity and a self-consciousness implicit in 

most contemporary protest. He claims: ‘contemporary protest in a mediatised world almost always 

assumes an audience, onlookers for whom events are ‘played out’. Contemporary protest therefore is 

always other-directed, and therefore often reflexively aware of the symbolic potential of its own, 

sometimes all too real, action.’101 Within the dramaturgical context of Counting Sheep at the Edinburgh 

Fringe, the secondary audience came – perhaps serendipitously at this stage – to recreate this experience 

of reflexive self-awareness for the spectators. In fact, Kershaw’s insistence on a notable performativity 

present in all but ‘the most spontaneous outbreaks of violence’, points to a key conceptual and 

experiential correspondence between being a contemporary protestor and participating in immersive 

theatre. In other words, an acute impression of self-consciousness brought about by being drawn into the 

playing space, accentuated, in this case by the watchful eyes of a second audience of peers, means that 

immersive theatre is an unusually apt form with which to recreate the experience of contemporary 

protest. The Lemon Bucket Orkestra deploy this experiential equivalence to especially strong effect. 

Vitally, the surveilling (omni-)presence of the second-tier audience eventually has an othering effect that 

contributes to the immersed audience’s psychological coalescence and self-identification as a self-

contained ‘flock’. 

 

 

In his seminal book Crowds and Power, first published in 1960, Elias Canetti explores at length the 

psychological traits and symbolism that permeates the collective minds of crowds. Though there are many 

aspects of his analysis that can help to disentangle the peculiarities of the group formation in Counting 

Sheep, his description of a sentiment of persecution that exists among members of a crowd offers a good 

starting point: 

 
One of the most striking traits of the inner life of a crowd is the feeling of being persecuted, a peculiar angry 

sensitiveness and irritability directed against those it has once and forever nominated as enemies. These can behave in 

																																																								
	
	
101 Baz Kershaw, The Radical in Performance: Between Brecht and Baudrillard (London: Routledge, 1999), p.97.  



	
	
	

79 

any manner, harsh or conciliatory, cold or sympathetic, severe or mild – whatever they do will be interpreted as 

springing from an unshakable malevolence, a premeditated intention to destroy the crowd, openly or by stealth.102  

 

This behavioural characteristic, a shared defensive instinct to identify and magnify the influence of 

enemies, is a useful way to consider how The Lemon Bucket Orkestra develops emotional frontiers and 

encourages their audience members to identify themselves as a self-contained group. The deployment of 

masked (faceless), uniform and seemingly well-equipped riot police into the auditorium, for example, can 

be interpreted as an intentional device used by the company to draw aggression and indignation from the 

spectators whose own, comparatively fleshy, bodies appear doubly vulnerable in comparison. The riot 

police, along with the ‘shirking’ audience members perched behind and above them, come to represent 

the thresholds of the immersed group’s communal identity. It is also significant in symbolic terms that the 

riot police are not anonymised by sheep masks like the rest of the company, but, instead are made 

anonymous by realistic riot equipment. They therefore represent a disrupting force external to the 

celebratory aspect of the piece, an invasion of ‘reality’ into proceedings. An aspect of the territory of the 

immersivity could be said to mimic, for the participants, the perceived territory of the group. Its depth 

understood as the dim impression of an increasing commitment to an idea, and its frontiers intuited as a 

jury-like audience looking down at them from behind, and a row of riot police approaching from the 

front. It can be read as an immersion defined by collective emotional interiority among participants 

brought about by the company who meticulously create an environment doused in acrimonious ‘us and 

them’ hostility. 

 

 

The company repurposes other aspects of a ‘protest architecture’ to generate a sentiment of 

persecution among audience members. Primarily in this respect, their forceful marshalling of the 

immersed spectators into small, seemingly enclosed spaces is reminiscent of the real-life policing tactic 

‘kettling’. This controversial procedure – officially called ‘containment’ – is characterized by an 
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encirclement of the critical mass of a protest by a solid wall of riot police and shields. It is used to prevent 

a given protest from expanding and dispersing and is named for its tendency to bring about a temporary 

‘boiling up’ of feeling among the contained protestors. Throughout Counting Sheep, The Lemon Bucket 

Orkestra similarly regulate participatory momentum and felt intensity by modulating the size of the 

playing space. In doing so, the company uses the physical proximity between audience members – 

personal space – to expressive and suggestive effect. This notion is particularly evident at a moment 

during the ‘protest phase’ of the piece, shortly before the represented death of the protestor, when the 

audience are encouraged to kneel in a tight cluster behind the barricades. As more and more audience 

members begin to drop to their knees, they individually take up more space than they had been occupying 

when standing, and the auditorium appears to shrink. This contraction of space continues to the point 

where spectators are forced to lean on each other for support and therefore, allows the company to 

generate a ‘crowd feeling’ among the audience by enabling and accelerating the physical contact made 

between audience members. Canetti opens Crowds and Power with a section titled: ‘The Fear of being 

Touched’, and claims ‘[t]here is nothing that man fears more than the touch of the unknown.’103 He 

regards the participation in a dense crowd to be an antidote to this anxiety:  

 
It is only in a crowd that man can become free of this fear of being touched. That is the only situation in which the 

fear changes into its opposite. The crowd he needs is the dense crowd, in which body is pressed to body; a crowd, too, 

whose physical constitution is also dense, or compact so that he no longer notices who it is that presses against him.104  

 

As the Counting Sheep audience are increasingly pressed together in a shrinking space, they are 

simultaneously encouraged to shed Canetti’s ‘fear of being touched’, develop a craving for anonymous, 

amorphous, shared contact with their cohort, and, also foster a diverging feeling of antipathy against both 

the untouchable police force and even the secondary audience. Importantly, the awareness of encroaching 
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forces increasingly ‘hemming’ the audience in, contributes to the feeling of persecution or ‘boiling up’, of 

the crowd which, according to Canetti, wants always to ‘grow rapidly.’105 

 

*** 

 

At the conceptual level, shaping the audience member’s involvement in, and arguably absorption 

‘within’ the piece by presenting them with the binary decisions: ‘stay or leave’, ‘immerse yourself or don’t 

immerse yourself’, repeatedly implicates aspects of an external reality in their experience of the ethical 

consequences of the piece. Although the immersed spectators may have tempered their engagement to a 

certain degree in the course of events, choosing to throw, or not throw a foam brick for example, the 

ultimate ‘choice’ they are offered (‘Should I stay or should I go?’), sits on a causal plane that is equivalent 

to choosing between taking the train or a bus to the theatre. To put it another way, the consequences of 

the decisions they make during the piece are not contained within an interiorized realm and they are not 

cut off by the finite temporal ‘length’ of the piece or by the architectural limits of the King’s Hall. Counting 

Sheep therefore offers an example of an immersivity that does not imply a self-contained, fictional 

interiority, but one that is instead, easier to conceive in durational terms. Its ‘immersing effect’ is 

discernible as an uncertain period of heightened jeopardy – a filter cast ‘over’ a spectator’s experience as 

an intensity – for an undefined spell. Consequently, the impression of immersion – presence – (as distinct 

from the symbolic/formal immersion suggested at by the split ticketing), created through this piece is in 

part a result of an intensity felt in the making of these decisions, and an aspect of the immersivity should 

likewise extend into an ‘everyday reality’ as a lingering intensity: ‘Did I stay or did I go?’, ‘Should I have 

stayed…?’ et cetera. Any sense of a finite and self-contained territory of the decision making enhanced 

immersivity is muddied when, for example, a spectator fleetingly considers if their train ticket would be 

valid on an earlier train. In fact, the intensity of the immersive space, and a corresponding impression of 
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presence is, in this case, arguably heightened by precisely this type of personal consideration: ‘Do I 

continue to contribute to this movement, or get an extra hour of sleep?’ 

 

 

 Marczyk recounts to the Guardian a feeling of ethical inevitability that had guided his 

involvement and actions during the Euromaidan uprising: ‘People need help, we have to help. There’s a 

guy with his leg cut open, let’s go wrap him up. There’s a burning building, we have to help the people 

out before it falls down.’106 In his interview he repeatedly describes an automatic sensibility of direct and 

almost reflexive action that rose within him when confronted with the reality of a conflict. To a certain 

extent, the forceful marshalling involved in the production of Counting Sheep establishes the piece as a 

recreation of this ethical inevitability as well as of the series of events. In fact, the apparently chaotic 

movements of the reconfigured protest function as an effective front for the pragmatic and necessary 

shepherding of the audience in the auditorium. However, the external forces guiding the immersed 

audiences of Counting Sheep to become radically and communally engaged are not an equivalent, reflexive, 

ethical imperative, but the leading hands and energy of the cast members. Reviewing the piece for the 

online theatre criticism website whatsonstage.com Matt Trueman clearly depicts the sureness of involvement 

written into the scenographic blueprints of the piece: ‘Our benches become barricades and, with nowhere 

to sit, we’re part of the protest.’107  

 

 

 In fact, the forced, or forcefully encouraged nature of the specificities of immersed spectator 

involvement in Counting Sheep (beyond the decision to stay or leave) could place the piece into the 

category of an unrehearsed historical re-enactment, as the audience members are effectively role-playing 

within a scenario whose eventual outcome has already been played out. Moreover, the specific nature of 
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re-enactment in and of itself precludes the possibility of an internal causality among the audience 

members. They can participate in, but not significantly alter the choreographed course of events. If we are 

to consider the feasibility of productive free will, ‘choice’ and therefore genuine causal action among the 

immersed audience members in the auditorium to be effectively null or at least severely limited, it 

becomes vital to question the source and nature of the theatrical forces that lead an unrehearsed audience 

to become swiftly willing to throw foam bricks.  

 

 

 A series of experiments conducted by the social psychologist Stanley Milgram in the early 1960’s, 

as well as his written account of these experiments: Obedience to Authority, offer a valuable paradigm with 

which to approach the spatial and interpersonal conditions under which obedience and indeed 

disobedience, can be monitored. It is therefore a useful reference point in an analysis of the specific 

character of the ‘herd mentality’ that develops in Counting Sheep. In the most famous version of his 

experiment, Milgram recruited willing volunteers from the New Haven, Connecticut community to take 

part in what he advertised as a ‘Study of Memory’. These participants were seated in a specially built 

environment and instructed to read word pairs to a separate subject – who was, in fact, an actor trained 

by Milgram – and administer electric shocks of increasing intensity each time the ‘learner’ failed to 

recount the correct pairing. As the pre-recorded and artificial reactions to the shocks became increasingly 

frantic, the participants would usually begin to protest and resist the experiment itself. Milgram’s detailed 

results take account of the degree to which participants were willing to obey the instructions, as well as 

the tactics, pleas and actions they used to bring the experiment to a close. These results, which, on the 

whole detail an unnerving susceptibility to perceived authority among the subjects chosen, with 62.5% of 

participants willing to administer a ‘severe shock’ to the stooge in the ‘Voice Feedback’ iteration of the 

original experiment are attained and validated within an experimental scenario suffused with complex 
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theatricality and artifice.108 As is the case with Counting Sheep, the subjects/spectators are placed within an 

interactive, or seemingly reactive and sensorially immersive environment, and in both, the decisions they 

make are the object of enquiry. They each employ role-play and immersion to delineate a spectrum of 

participatory agency along which spectators challenge their own limits of engagement.  

  

 

 However, while Milgram collects ‘genuine’, scientifically verifiable and objective reactions by 

placing his subjects in a plausible but artificial environment, The Lemon Bucket Orkestra offer their 

audience members the opportunity to safely test their own instincts and reactions when confronted with 

an overtly theatrical, even Brechtian recreation of actual events. Throwing a reassuringly light foam brick 

at a chipboard blockade during a ticketed event is manifestly different from administering what appears to 

be a real electric shock. This distinction, implicit in the necessary formal procedures that differentiate the 

nature of an experiment and a re-enactment makes a direct comparison between the two problematic. 

This difference is, in fact, well illustrated in the disparity between Milgram’s experiment and a re-

enactment of it produced by the artist Rod Dickinson for the Center for Contemporary Art in Glasgow in 

2002.109 While the former used two actors (including the experimenter himself) and a subject who was 

ignorant of the real nature of the environment, Dickinson’s re-enactment uses three actors, all of whom 

are fully aware of the outcome of the social psychology experiment before it begins. The ‘live agent’ of 

the experiment is removed and the piece becomes unreactive, played-out and atemporal – an historical 

oddity. While the former is productive, the latter is illustrative, and although the recreation is, in and of 

itself, an acknowledgement of time having passed, narrative time within the piece is still. It is compelling 

to consider whether a given performance of Counting Sheep is closer to an illustrative re-enactment like 

Dickinson’s installation, a piece that is reflective and pedagogical in nature, or a productive and live 

‘experiment’ like Milgram’s, with genuinely unpredictable outcomes. It seems that this distinction will be 

																																																								
	
	
108 Details available in: ‘Table 2.’, Stanley Milgram, Obedience to Authority (1974), (London: Printer and Martin Ltd 2010), p.36. The 
use of a trained actor, the pre-recorded responses, the authoritative lab coat costume that the experimenter would wear and the 
falsely randomised process by which the subject would be assigned their role as ‘teacher’, are examples of this theatricality. 
109 Details of this piece can be found at: [http://www.roddickinson.net/pages/milgram/project-synopsis.php], (accessed on: 12th 
January 2017). 
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formative in our analysis of the specific qualities of the immersion/role-play that the company seeks to 

bring about.  

 

 

Despite this methodological qualification, the disparity in intention between an experiment and a 

re-enactment does foreground a compelling consideration of the embodied ‘weight’ of immersed decision 

making and its causal relationship with an exterior reality. This is particularly so with respect to a given 

spectator’s degree of awareness of the immersive framework in which they have been placed. 

Nevertheless, in as far as we can consider the Counting Sheep audience members to react in a way that is a 

passable simulacrum of their usual behavior, it remains valuable to draw one or two limited comparisons 

between the dramaturgical mechanics of each. Firstly – and importantly – while Milgram’s original 

experiment forces the participants to consider their ethical involvement whilst isolated from 

contemporaries, and therefore separated from a basis for interpersonal comparison, the spectators in a 

Counting Sheep audience confront these decisions as a collective (herd). Perhaps a more pertinent 

comparison is a later variation of Milgram’s experiment in which the participant was joined by two extra 

actors posing as volunteers who were briefed to disobey the experimenter once the first verbal complaints 

from the ‘learner’ were heard. During these sessions, the likelihood that a subject would be willing to 

administer the most serious electric shock dropped to 10%. To explain this dramatic statistical 

transformation, Milgram suggests the participants’ natural instincts to challenge the underlying premise of 

the experiment are confirmed and qualified by their supposed colleagues. Milgram continues: ‘The mutual 

support provided by men for each other is the strongest bulwark we have against the excesses of 

authority.’110 The fact that they are no longer forced to ‘choose’ in a vacuum, away from the usual moral 

pointers that are available in everyday society, lends strength to their convictions, and they form a 

‘revolutionary’ consensus. 
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 The obedience enabling, moral reference free vacuum typified by Milgram’s original experiment 

is emblematic of the type of immersive theatre production from which Counting Sheep stands apart, and yet 

it is easy to recognise similarities between the unnervingly willing volunteers of New Haven and Alston’s 

escapist and self-serving neoliberal spectator. This effect is easily identifiable among the spectators 

attending work by the theatre company Punchdrunk, who are invited to wear anonymising masks 

throughout their performances, and are therefore intentionally freed from interpersonal judgement and 

the fear that their actions will be carried into their everyday lives. Alston describes the effect of these 

masks in the following quotation: ‘Literally cloaked from view, audiences are freed from the glare of a 

potentially judgmental public that may otherwise deter participants from engaging in voyeurism, or 

performing some kind of act that they might feel embarrassing.’111 Although these spectators can be seen 

to behave as a ‘herd’ of sorts – following each other’s lead through the space, and congregating around 

action – I would argue that the facelessness of the cohort inhibits the commonality that Rancière lobbies 

for.112  

 

 

Indeed, in an article published in the Guardian in February 2018, the theatre critic Alexis Soloski 

responds to BuzzFeed reportage that details multiple instances when performers in the Punchdrunk 

production Sleep No More (2011-) have been sexually harassed by patrons.113 Soloski, demanding greater 

protection for the performers and clearer audience guidelines to be laid out by producers, does not fail to 

mention the disinhibiting effect of the audiences’ carefully constructed anonymity: ‘Audiences are masked 

and allowed to go and do more or less wherever and whatever they want, contributing to a sense of 

																																																								
	
	
111 Alston, Beyond Immersive Theatre, p.134. 
112 Alston likewise claims: ‘The cloak and mask close off audiences from one another’, Beyond Immersive Theatre, p.134.  
113 Alexis Soloski, ‘The Problem with Immersive Theatre: Why Actors Need Extra Protection from Sexual Assault’, Guardian 
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anonymity and permissiveness.’114 An intentionally curated chasm between ‘everyday’ ethical and 

social/communal structures and a self-contained immersive environment, evident in Milgram’s original 

experiment and in a production like Sleep No More, can thus be seen to contribute to a corresponding 

distancing of a participant from their usual ethical value systems, or at least provides a platform for 

participants to explore already present, inappropriate and forbidden desires.  

 

 

Tellingly, in an interview with Josephine Machon, Punchdrunk’s Artistic Director Felix Barrett 

claims: ‘Punchdrunk events are designed, idealistically, for one person but of course, for economic and 

sustainability reasons, we have to have more than one audience member.’115 Barrett indicates that his 

company’s conceptual mission is guided by a desire to create unique interplays between individual 

audience members and an endlessly nuanced, and complex environment: ‘what’s crucially important is the 

detail in the work; the implication that you can always dig deeper and find something of merit’.116 Within 

these parameters, inter-audience communication and commonality become irrelevant distractions to be 

subdued by masks. In stark contrast with this, a Counting Sheep audience will witness their group evolution 

into the collective body of a protest without the fictionalizing and distancing shroud of a costume or a 

mask (only the performers wear sheep masks). In fact, the continual identification and re-identification of 

themselves as a Fringe audience undergoing a transformation is a vital aspect of the conceptual fabric of 

the piece. Despite the fact that Marczyk described the reasons behind the growth of Counting Sheep’s 

audiences from roughly 30 in Toronto for the first performances, to 220 in Edinburgh during a full house 

as the result of financial considerations comparable to those of Punchdrunk, he does not advocate or 

preference single member audiences like Barrett.117 Elucidating his preference for smaller audiences 

Marczyk claims: ‘We wanted the group of people to have this intense experience.’118 Irrespective of the size 
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of the audience, their transformation as a group continued to be implicit in the dramaturgy of the piece, 

and was never in question.  

 

 

Milgram made extensive adjustments to the physical relationship between his subject and stooge to 

test the effect that physical proximity and cohort identification with a co-volunteer would have on their 

willingness to administer punishment. The following comments are in response to a permutation of the 

experiment where the ‘teacher’ (subject) was forced to face the ‘learner’ in the same room: ‘Subjects 

frequently averted their eyes from the person they were shocking, often turning their heads in an 

awkward and conspicuous manner. One subject explained, ‘I didn’t want to see the consequences of what 

I had done.’119 His results indicated that the subjects were more likely to carry out the punishments in 

scenarios where they were situated in a separate space from the learner, and were effectively masked from 

the results of their actions.120 Among the explanations he offers to explain this effect, Milgram suggests 

that increased suggestibility and ethical flexibility is a result of ‘a physical separation of the act and its 

effects.’121 Much like Alston’s description of an exploring spectator operating freely behind a mask, there 

is a suggestion in Milgram’s analysis that anonymity – and the absence of a visual bond between action 

and reaction – can have a disinhibiting effect among participating agents.  

 

 

An unmasked spectator of Counting Sheep, by contrast, is not afforded the escapist’s luxury of 

anonymity and they will bring their actions home with them. Therefore, when an audience member is 

handed a foam brick, they may take a moment to make sure they are not the the first to act, and to gauge 

the reactions of their co-spectators, before throwing it over the barricades. These fictional considerations, 

despite being influenced by the unabashed partisan political narrative and energetic momentum of the 
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piece, are enacted and owned by each unmasked spectator. If considered on a spectrum between 

immersion as a disinhibiting, escapism enabling, mask – i.e. the implied insertion into a fictional world in 

which one’s actions are free from consequence – and immersion as a tool used to bolster a Rancièrean 

rehearsal for communal decision making, the example offered in Counting Sheep is closer to the latter.  

 

 

Rancière defines a potential for communality among theatre practitioners and audiences as a 

‘distribution of the sensible’.122 According to this notion, the strength of communal emancipation among 

theatre audiences (and beyond) lies in an acceptance and appreciation of each spectators’ unique 

capability to interact and interpret the ‘forest of signs’ put before her/him. Communality is derived from 

acknowledging the potential value of these readings as they are unified in a single, charged space.  

 
What is common is ‘sensation’. Human beings are tied together by a certain sensory fabric, a certain distribution of the 

sensible, which defines their way of being together; and politics is about the transformation of the sensory fabric of 

‘being together’. […] The solitude of the artwork is a false solitude: it is an intertwining or twisting together of sensations, 

like the cry of the human body. And a human collective is an intertwining and twisting together of sensations in the same 

way.123 

 
Rancière’s ‘community of sense’ is seen here to be guided by a notable compatibility and modularity 

between an individual’s sense operations, and the accumulating sensory fabric of a group. The 

relationship between ‘intertwined’ sensing bodies and a single person’s senses of touch and vision (for 

example), is described as scale-less, open-ended and expandable. In other words, Rancière’s group 

becomes ‘one body’ with many sensory inputs. Despite being limited in terms of changes they can bring 

about in the space, the audiences attending Counting Sheep can happily be interpreted as a ‘community of 

sense’. A degree of self-awareness of the collective body they become during the performance is a vital 

reference to an equivalent embodied communal solidarity that can develop in a protest environment. The 

‘intertwining and twisting together of sensations’ encouraged by The Lemon Bucket Orkestra each night 
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produces a knot of collective energy that could not exist without multiple interacting viewpoints. It is this 

collective, self-regulating and self-conscious form that arguably becomes the key ‘product’ of each 

iteration of Counting Sheep. Importantly, this means that each new audience takes ownership of the 

revolutionary narrative as a unique group.  

 

 

 The overtly affective trappings of immersive theatre, typified by the warm food and warm bodies 

in Counting Sheep, play a vital role in encouraging the spectators to adopt the Euromaidan protests as ‘their 

own story’. By opening the piece with a musical celebration and a feast of pierogi, the audience is 

immediately introduced to each other in a spirit of Bakhtinian carnivalesque. Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of 

the ‘grotesque body’ within carnival – whose porous surface, breached by orifices at the mouth, genitals 

and bowels, leads them to become susceptible to absorbing a shared organic humanity – is well reflected 

by the well-fed audience of Counting Sheep. In his classic text Rabelais and His World, Bakhtin exclaims: ‘All 

these convexities and orifices have a common characteristic; it is with them that the borders between 

one’s own body and other bodies and between the body and the world are breached.’124 Bakhtin’s 

‘grotesque body’ of the carnival thus thrives on the intake and sharing of a common humanity and a 

reflexive awareness of the bodies of others. In an essay titled ‘Bakhtin and Carnival: Culture as Counter-

Culture’, Renate Lachmann situates Bakhtin’s concept of the grotesque and porous carnival body in the 

context of the ‘ascetic’ Soviet society in which he lived:  

 
Outfitted in folk dress, uniform, or work clothes, the functional body was secured against every sort of contamination: 

firmly entrenched in institutional hierarchies or the work brigade, it was separated from other bodies through 

competition and robbed of all sexual distinctions. In official Soviet culture, this ascetic body striving for higher ideals 

could be parodied only in one image: that of the inebriated citizen sobering up in the local drunk tank.125 
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During a carnival, these ‘convexities and orifices’ take a central role, they are, according to Bakhtin, 

foregrounded in rituals and carnival symbolism because they represent the thresholds between an 

individual’s interior and exterior, public and private lives. A similar recognition of a shared, base 

humanity, and a sensorially/Pierogi augmented commonality, arguably encourages the spectators of 

Counting Sheep to coalesce into a shared body politic united by a single cause. Furthermore, the affected 

and intertwinable bodies of Bakhtin’s carnival revelers – as well as, potentially, Counting Sheep’s audience 

members – represent a counterpart to the ‘ascetic’, individualistic (according to Alston: ‘Narcissistic and 

Neoliberal’) spectators of certain other immersive theatre productions, and indeed ‘functional’ citizens, 

against whom Rancière rallies:  

 
However, it is high time we examine this idea that the theatre is, in and of itself, a community site. Because living 

bodies onstage address bodies assembled in the same space, it seems that is enough to make theatre the vehicle for a 

sense of community, radically different from the situation of individuals seated in front of the television, or film 

spectators in front of projected shadows.126 

 

Rancière’s faith in theatre’s ability to engender a ‘community of sense’ is implicitly related to the presence 

of physical bodies interacting in a single space. It is a comment on form and media before all else, and in 

this sense, it is a sentiment that finds an easy voicing in The Lemon Bucket Orkestra’s initial, media 

related reason to create an immersive piece: ‘We wanted them to feel what it was like. Not what it felt like 

to read about.’127 By feeding their audiences, and by forcing them into the clammy embrace of dancing 

strangers, The Lemon Bucket Orkestra seek to ‘make flesh’ the revolutionary potential in each new 

audience body and they certainly discourage anesthetized and ‘ascetic’ social habits in the process.   

 

 

 It is useful to note that the symbolic space recreated inside the auditorium by the Lemon Bucket 

Orkestra is an ambiguous and flexible amalgamation of two overtly communal and indeed, carnivalesque, 
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sites: ‘the banquet table’ and ‘the public square’. The adaptable and modular scenography, designed by 

Matthew Cherkas, provides the improvisational setting for both. While the feast represents a celebration 

of shared, ‘pores open’ humanity, the town square is a symbolic centre of operations for protest and 

revolution. In Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Bakhtin claims:  

 
The main arena for the carnival performances was the square and the adjoining streets. True, carnival extended into 

homes as well, being limited, essentially, only in time, not in space: it knows neither platform nor stage. But the central 

area could only be the square, for by its very idea carnival belongs to the whole people, it is universal, everyone must take part in 

its familiar contact.128  

 

As was – and is – the case with Maidan Nezalezhnosti (which literally translates as ‘Independence 

Square’), in Kiev, Bakhtin’s town square is an ideological frontier or territory to be claimed and held by a 

pervading and or challenging belief system.129 On top of this, its physical limits offer potentially diffuse 

individual bodies with a symbolic meeting point, a fixed centre of operations. As such, the town square, 

or rather the effective occupation of it, gives spatial and actual dimensions to nebulous ideals and abstract 

concepts. In fact, the Ukrainian noun ‘Maidan’ (майданcan) which, on its own translates as ‘public 

square’, is also used to describe: a ‘common grass plot’, a ‘field’ or a ‘clearing in a forest’.130 Its 

etymological character is therefore implicitly bound, in Ukraine, to an abstract, historical notion of 

communal ownership and, also, alludes to a geographical focal-point for congregation. By shaping the 

narrative structure of Counting Sheep around the scenographic fusion of these two allegorically and 

historically specific spaces, the producers imply a Rancièrean relationship between two traditionally 

communal spaces and the theatrical auditorium. This notion is further developed by the fact that the 
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King’s Hall in Edinburgh is, itself, a former church and a site for congregation. In this way, the indefinite 

battleground that makes up the emotional and political scene for Counting Sheep is a self-referential 

doubling of contested public space and opens up an inter-textual and formal play into the nature of ‘the 

commons’.  

 

 

In an article titled: ‘Maidan: Redefining Democracy’ published in February 2018 in Russian Studies 

in Philosophy, Oleg V. Aronson places the ongoing ‘Maidan’ movement in the context of Antonio Negri’s 

concept of multitudo enacting an ‘absolute democracy’, which Aronson interprets as a multifarious and 

sovereign collective body capable of asserting itself in the face of state power. To this end, his essay 

criticizes commentators who seek to discredit the movement and point out specific factions within the 

collective (‘the birth of the national consciousness, or the collection of Nazi-Banderovtsi, or Western-

funded activists, or a mass of jobless slackers’), and claims that its heterogeneous nature is in fact an 

essential aspect of its democratic force.131 For Aronson, and other commentators in and outside of 

Ukraine, the name ‘Maidan’ has, recently, transcended the geographical limits of ‘Independence Square’ 

and has taken on an abstract character that is comparable to Bakhtin’s ‘functional, not substantive’ 

carnival. Like Bakhtin’s carnival, Aronson’s Maidan ‘belongs to the whole people’, and has become a 

movement defined by a commitment to renewal: ‘limited, essentially, only in time, not in space.’ 

 

Specifically because Maidan is not an institution, has no representative function or state patronage, it constitutes that 

“superfluous” part of the process where democracy supersedes political space, and therefore gives voice to all, even 

those who disagree with it, those who are stuck repeating the mantra of the danger of losing the state.132  

 

When the Lemon Bucket Orkestra import certain emotional and tactical aspects of the Euromaidan 

protests into various auditoriums outside of Kiev they imply a symbolic expansion of the occupation of 
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the contested square. The message projected above the auditorium during in the final moments of the 

piece: ‘The War is Not Over’, seems to represent a desire to swell and distribute some aspects of the 

‘Maidan’ movement to the scale of a global community of sense.  

 

 

In his classic essay ‘The Group as Bearer of Ideas’, Siegfried Kracauer describes the forces which 

lead a group of people to be united in response to their shared commitment to a cause. It is a valuable 

reference point in the context of our analysis of Counting Sheep: 

 
The group is thus the mediator between individuals and the ideas that pervade the social world. Whenever an idea 

bursts out of the darkness and can be formulated, it produces a similar disposition of the soul in the people it 

encounters, and begins to be realized when these people join together to form a group that will struggle to make the 

idea a reality. The idea does not transcend the individuals, as is claimed by the authoritative doctrine, but instead works 

itself out in and through them.133  

 

Kracauer’s essay, part of a larger project to ‘work out the laws that govern the movement of ideas’, claims 

that a group’s effective inception and eventual momentum, depends on the the persuasiveness of an as of 

yet unrealized idea, on an idea’s ability to produce ‘a similar disposition of the soul’ in a sufficient number 

of members.134 His formulation suggests that a group performs an interlocuting, mediating function 

between individual participants and abstract social concepts. Kracauer’s group is therefore situated, much 

like Louis Marin’s Utopia, somewhere between the material and the immaterial, and is likewise saturated 

with speculative potential. According to Kracauer, collective participation and an embodied ‘struggle’ 

bridges the gap between the ideal, and reality – ‘[the idea] works itself out in and through them.’ The 

group members themselves – individually and then collectively – provide the platform upon which 

something intangible is made tangible. This notion is immediately reminiscent of Rancière’s emancipatory 

community of sense and Aronson’s reading of the ‘Maidan’ movement, both of which suggest that an 
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abstract ideal can be brought to fruition through the collaboration of a collective of multifarious 

individual agents. Moreover, Kracauer’s group of participants united by their shared allegiance to an idea, 

offers a model for the type of collective body that The Lemon Bucket Orkestra appear to strive to create. 

That is, a collective whose membership is defined by intention and commitment rather than any 

architectural or social factors. 

 

 

However, in the context of a participatory and immersive re-enactment, a question arises as to 

whether we should consider the immersed audience members to be direct participants in an expanding 

‘Maidan’, as the re-creators/re-presenters of a particular chapter of its history, or both. Their immersed 

presence onstage means that they not only have an allegorical, (representative) relationship with the 

original protestors but also, are an embodied continuation of the protests, in as far as contribution to the 

‘Maidan’ movement is defined by the commitment to an idea. This ambiguity touches at the heart of the 

immersive problematic. 

 

 

In effect, the immersed spectators take up a conceptual position similar to that of Marin’s chorus 

in mythic narrative as detailed in Utopics: ‘These members of the chorus, by their presence and their 

discourse, not only represent the representation, not only bring to visibility the visibility of the mythic 

narrative, but also represent the civic community on stage.’135 For Marin, the appearance of a chorus in 

the playing space draws the process of theatrical representation in on itself, as the exterior aspect of the 

performative relationship, the ‘community of sense’, becomes lodged, as a commentary within and of the 

interiority of the narrative: ‘Nothing escapes the performance, this representation, and it henceforth 

contains within itself its audience.’136 The Lemon Bucket Orkestra’s co-protestors, ring-ins, learning on 
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the job, likewise have a presence within and outside of the action of Counting Sheep, their participatory 

immersion means that they also transcend the frame of the drama.  

 

 
However, the partisan nature of the audience participation in this immersivity leads to a self-

reflexive feeling of double identity among audience members whose usual, more comfortable and 

objective position as commentators/observers has been melded with that of a narrator/chorus without 

prior consent. Natasha Tripney hints at the awkward nature of this unconsented casting in her review of 

the piece for The Stage: ‘It takes its audience by the hand and feeds them, in every sense. It whispers and 

sings to them. This mixture of the passive and the active ends up being the show’s most tricky element. 

As an experience it’s undeniably powerful and affecting, but it has its own narrative arc, too.’137 Any 

feeling of discomfort that this unsolicited recruitment might bring about in immersed audience members 

could potentially be redoubled when they realize that although they seem to have been positioned as 

active agents in the event, they are unable to significantly alter its outcome.  

 

 

Marin’s chorus is similarly neutered: ‘These spectators are caught in the drama, although they are 

impotent to act on what takes place.’138 Nevertheless, he argues that the ‘impotent’ chorus maintains the 

conceptual upper-hand over the ‘heroes’ of mythical narrative: ‘They [the chorus] have the power of 

commentary’ whereas the protagonists are ignorant to both the unfolding narrative and the 

representational nature of the drama.139 In Counting Sheep, the corresponding mythical heroes are almost 

entirely absent from the simulacrum, as the space is saturated with audience members who re-present a 

parallel community knowingly (albeit potentially unwillingly), and a cast of masked and omnipotent 

players guiding them (knowingly) through the narrative. Neither party gives the appearance of being 
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entirely ‘blind to, what is happening’, and both should therefore be considered as different forms of 

chorus engaged in a dialogue, in a Socratic sense.140 They are best understood as two parties contributing 

to a commentary that is exterior to the action in question.  

 

 

There are, however, one or two moments during the course of the piece when the performers 

give the appearance of genuine surprise, break with the established tone of illustrative, controlled, 

Brechtian drama and thus depart from their erstwhile stubbornly maintained exterior position in relation 

to the unfolding action. Notable among these moments is the key emotional turning point in Counting 

Sheep when a member of the cast is shown to be killed by the riot police towards the final stages of the 

performance. During this sequence, which is undoubtedly intensified by the unexpected injection of 

classical mimetic drama, the ‘two choruses’ are briefly fused together as they respond instinctively to a 

what appears to be an unexpected event. In other words, during the short period between the represented 

death of a protestor and before the performers begin to whisper instructions again, both choruses are 

situated/cast off within the same fictional interiority. In as far as the immersion/absorption is effective 

among audience members, and the cast convincingly feign shock, both choruses appear to be temporarily 

populated with unwitting, reacting rather than acting, heroes, to use Marin’s terminology. They both 

temporarily leave the exterior realm of commentary and become enmeshed as the subjects of an 

unfolding present.  

 

 

Baz Kershaw draws on the self-organising and fractal aspects of chaos theory to describe the 

complicated ‘dramaturgy’ of a protest: ‘we would be constructing a dramaturgy that stressed qualities such 

as multiplicity, discontinuity, abrupt eruptions of dramatic intensity, sudden shifts and changes of 

direction, tempo or focus.’141 Taking a holistic position, he speaks of the unfolding actualisation of a 
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protest in terms of an immanence made up of a multitudinous and disconnected ‘interweave of actions.’ 

He suggests that this immanence, the randomly unfolding quality of most protests is integral to its 

productive, reconstructive force:  

 

 
[…] we might even be tempted, like Schechner, to draw on chaos theory in order to spot strange attractors, 

Mandelbrot sets and fractal boundaries in the swirls and eddies of your average demonstration, which often appears to 

incorporate random happenings within a disorder that is somehow coherent (Gleick 1988). Yet it is this paradoxical 

quality – order within disorder, disorder rising out of order – which is at the heart of protest events as potential 

paradigms for the socio-political economies of their times, because they aim to latch on to the cusp of major historical 

change at the moment of its happening.142  

 

In order to decide whether the participants of Counting Sheep are closer to productive participants in an 

ongoing Maidan movement or puppets in a partisan retelling of it, it seems vital to consider the degree to 

which the company allows unpredictability and disorder to influence the series of events. As long as the 

audience are forced to follow ‘a script’, it is impossible to interpret their chaotic actions as productive or 

indeed ‘immanent’, as has been shown elsewhere in this chapter.  

 

 

It is significant therefore, that when, during our discussion, I asked Mark if there were any 

moments during the run when an audience member’s actions surprised the company, he outlined an 

interchange that took place during the brief discordant interlude when the ‘two choruses’ were melded. 

Mark described how a member of the audience who had been: ‘really into it, wanting to be involved in 

every part,’ responded instinctively and passionately to Mark’s cry of ‘Glory to the Heroes!’ in Ukrainian 

during the ‘death scene’, by shouting it back directly at him, who then responded in kind: ‘It became […] 

a scene between the two of them.’143 Mark claimed that this spontaneous and unrehearsed scene, that 

ended up with the two of them ‘hugging, and weeping for a minute and a half,’ brought about an 
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inversion of theatricality and reality for this particular participant: ‘It was very real […] for him, all of a 

sudden, it became real, he understood that this was real. So we shared this moment together.’144 It is 

important to note that this moment of genuine ‘disorder’, the improvised scene, appeared at the key 

turning point in the event in which the performers temporarily diverge from their pedagogical ‘guiding’ 

role and indulge in a moment of mimetic theatricality. In other words, the positioning of this episode 

could suggest that the piece gets closest (for the spectators) to Kershaw’s immanent and chaotic ‘protest 

dramaturgy’, and reaches its pinnacle of creative potential, during the marginal and transitory phase when 

the company and participants are jointly and unexpectedly submerged in an implied semi-fictional 

interiority. The dramaturgical switch from controlled re-enactment to mimetic theatricality corresponds 

with a limited period of peak creativity among the participants. For at least one spectator, on at least one 

night – and according to Mark’s interpretation of the event – this abrupt departure from the Brechtian 

forum had the ironic effect of bringing about a divergence from play-acting to a situation that felt and 

appeared much closer to reality.  

 

 

 The ‘paradoxical quality’ that Kershaw identifies in any given protest dramaturgy, an order 

emerging from disorder brought about by a shared revolutionary desire ‘to latch on to the cusp of major 

historical change at the moment of its happening’, demands unpredictability and the constant 

immanent/immediate potential for radical social change. His analysis implies that the productive force of 

a protest stems from a collective intuition that an unacceptable present is on the ‘brink’ of being replaced 

with a more favourable future. It is a state of affairs that is strongly bound to temporality, and the felt 

impression of ‘liveness’ in particular. To a certain extent, The Lemon Bucket Orkestra recreate this 

liminal and fertile immediacy by engaging in a type of formal self-reflexivity. By creating an interiority 

within the piece itself – a drama within a re-enactment, a double immersion – they introduce an 

immanent edge within the fabric of the action and open up a space of radical potentiality for the 
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spectators. In doing so, they allow the participants the opportunity for productive chaos, at least for a 

short while.  

 

 

Kershaw suggests that a substantial radical movement will ground this fertile chaotic potentiality 

in a specific and familiar cultural context: ‘To achieve such historical resonance they must develop 

dramaturgies that draw on tradition to produce a recognizably ordered cultural performance, while never 

foreclosing on unpredictability, on the potential of disorder.’145 This notion foregrounds the complicated 

relationship between a transcendent collective (cultural) identity and the time-limited, transitory socio-

political situation that is under scrutiny. It is, therefore, deeply related to Bakhtin’s understanding of the 

timeless role of folk in a carnival. Furthermore, it is a relationship that is thoroughly substantiated by 

Counting Sheep which makes continual and nuanced use of folk heritage to convey the sense of cultural 

jeopardy that underpins and drives the Maidan movement. Indeed, the participatory act of transforming 

of the scene of Counting Sheep from that of a celebration into a protest (and back again in preparation for 

the following showing), seems to represent an unending cycle of resistance and ritualistic Bakhtinian 

renewal. Bakhtin exclaims: ‘Carnival celebrates change itself, the very processes of replicability 

(‘smeniaemost’), rather than that which is replaced. Carnival is, so to speak, functional, not substantive. It 

absolutizes nothing; it proclaims the jolly relativity of everything.’146 A carnival in Bakhtin’s terms is a 

necessary, ‘functional’ phase of societal renewal that will address a specific political context at a particular 

time, but is also one that attests to an ultimate impermanence of any ‘particular’ situation. In other words, 

an apparently static social circumstance (an official culture), is undermined and satirized through carnival 

laughter and folk tradition that asserts and represents an enduring and inevitable tendency for movement 

and change. Lachmann explores the specific relationship between of Bakhtin’s concepts of folk and time 

at length: ‘In its understanding of war, life, death, power, and the future, folk acts as super-individual 
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transcending history.’147 For Lachmann, Bakhtin’s folk is evidence of – and even representative of – 

timescales and cultural legacies that span far beyond the lives of individuals.  

 

 

Bakhtin himself explicitly describes a cyclicality and self-negating/impregnating character written 

into the fabric of all carnival symbolism: ‘All carnivalistic symbols are of this nature: they always include 

within themselves the perspective of negation (death), or its opposite. Birth is fraught with death, and 

death with new birth.’148 For Bakhtin, the carnival is imbued with ritualistic imagery that defies finality 

and fixedness: ‘The idea of immanent discrowning is contained already in the crowning: it is ambivalent 

from the very beginning.’149 Therefore, symbolism that attests to timeframes that transcend a single 

human life, repetition and negation, the celebration of fluidity and transformation, and a creative coming 

together of a ‘concretely sensuous’ body politic are all implicit in its capacity to readdress overbearing and 

ultimately temporary social imbalances. He continues: ‘Carnivalization is not an external and immobile 

framework which is applied to a ready-made content, but rather an unusually flexible form of artistic 

vision, a sort of heuristic principle which makes possible the discovery of new and as yet unseen 

things.’150  

 

 

 Mark Marczyk likewise describes folklore as an ageless cultural legacy and a framework for 

resistance. During our discussion, he proclaimed: ‘[folk is] rooted into something bigger than trends.’151 

and described how the group’s early touring work would repeatedly attempt to encourage communities 

around Canada to connect with their own folk heritage. He notes, for example, a Lemon Bucket Orkestra 

performance in Halifax, Nova Scotia, at the end of which, the audience was led by the group of 

performers onto a fishing pier: ‘the show had to end up on the pier singing sea shanties. That community 
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belonged to a tradition of living beside the sea, whether they knew that or not.’152 The band’s custom, 

tendency or tactic to  ‘‘assault’ people with traditional folk and folklore’, that developed during their early 

years remains evident in Counting Sheep.153 Indeed, the inclusion of Ukrainian folk songs, which Marczyk 

describes as the ‘product of a 1000-year history,’ throughout the production was intended to ‘reflect the 

weight of what was behind the revolution.’154 In this way, the songs, and the folk lineage that they come 

from, represent a means through which to situate this re-telling of the Pro-European protests on a longer 

cultural timeline. They also lent the piece a specific texture and an alluded to aspects of a communal 

Ukrainian identity that was – and indeed still is – part of the battleground during the Euromaidan 

Uprising. Lachmann claims: ‘The temporary immersion of official culture in folk culture leads to a 

process of regeneration that sets in motion and dynamically energizes the notions of value and hierarchy 

inverted by the parodistic counter-norms of the carnival.’155 Much of the work produced by The Lemon 

Bucket Orkestra seems to be guided by this notion. A marked faith in a persistent, restorative power of 

folk has meant that it has become their primary means of resistance and representation in the context of 

their contribution to the Maidan Movement.   

 

 

In fact, there is a great deal of folklorish imagery ingrained into the aesthetic and dramaturgical 

makeup of Counting Sheep that collectively contributes to a thematic of cyclical timeframes and renewal. 

Indeed, the sheep masks worn by the performers are a direct reference to Ukrainian harvest pageantry. As 

well as hinting at ‘Herd Mentality’, and serving the purely pragmatic function of allowing the spectators to 

differentiate between the performers and other audience members, Marczyk claims that the masks also 

reference the seasonal ritual of the ‘Koza’ (Goat).156 This custom, which takes place traditionally during 

‘Malanka’, a Russian/Ukrainian/Belarussian holiday period celebrating the New Year after the 12th of 

January (according to the Julian Calendar), is described by the Internet Encyclopaedia of Ukraine as follows: 

																																																								
	
	
152 Ibid.  
153 Ibid. 
154 Ibid. 
155 Lachmann, ‘Bakhtin and Carnival: Culture as Counter-Culture’, p.132.  
156 ‘Interview Notes: MM - FG’. 
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‘The Goat – a youth wearing an inverted sheepskin coat and a mask resembling a goat’s head – entered a 

house, bowed to the head of the household, and performed a ritual dance to bring about an abundant 

harvest.’157 During Ukrainian Malanka, the goat becomes a symbol of fertility and renewal, and is 

considered to be responsible for a successful harvest. A carol accompanying the ritual includes the 

following lyrics: ‘Where the goat goes, there wheat grows; where the goat stamps its feet, there are seven 

sheaves of wheat.’158 In choosing to borrow goat like masks from this branch of Ukrainian folklore, 

having opened the piece with a feast, ending with a funeral mass, and by performing traditional folk songs 

throughout the show, the company continually references ritualistic activities and imagery that alludes 

to/attests to cyclical and intergenerational timeframes.  

 

 

In doing so, Counting Sheep radicalizes the ‘spend a week as a Tudor fletcher at your local castle’ 

model of re-enactment, which itself contributes to the ‘immersion as escapism’ paradigm and suggests 

that a period of time can be ‘encapsulated’, by re-enacting events that are not only recent, but are 

ongoing. Each performance could, in fact, be described as a vector of the original protests, or an iterative 

and productive echo. The narrative timeframe of this piece is therefore, dependent on a connection to 

both a past, ‘that has been’, and a future ‘that might be’. While the audience file out of the King’s Hall at 

the end of the piece, they are forced to watch as the unmasked performers playfully prepare the festival 

dinner table for the following night’s showing. The repeating and ritualistic nature of theatre itself seems 

to reiterate the company’s battle cry: ‘The War is Not Over’. 

 

 

The strong thematic and physical similarities between the collectivising tactics that were a large 

part of the pro-European movement in Kiev and the apparently improvisational and collaborative 

																																																								
	
	
157 Full description available at the ‘Internet Encyclopedia of Ukraine’, available online at: 
[http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/display.asp?linkpath=pages%5CK%5CO%5CKozaIT.htm], (accessed online 26th 
February 2018).  
158 Ibid. 
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manner by which the Lemon Bucket Orkestra recreate it in Counting Sheep means that it can be 

constructive to consider the piece as a warning. In fact, Matt Trueman describes it as a training exercise: 

‘It’s a primer for protest, even for revolution. […] Counting Sheep takes you a small step closer to the thing 

itself, arming you with the tools you might need; knowledge, experience, perhaps even courage.’159 This is 

a useful standpoint not only as a means to qualify and attempt to explain some of the staging decisions, 

but also because it lends weight to the idea that the piece sits on a temporality that stretches beyond the 

duration of a single performance, or a season of performances. Training, in and of itself, suggests 

preparation for an unpredictable future. To this extent, the idea of a call-to-arms challenges the 

temporally and causally self-contained bubble that is typical of much immersive theatre.  

 

*** 

 

Kracauer suggests that individual agents surrender personal ‘freedom of movement’ in the 

process of becoming ‘bearers of an idea’: ‘however, these individuals are transformed into bearers of the 

idea and are therefore no longer independent, individual selves with complete freedom of movement; 

they are now beings tied to and formed by the idea, their thinking and feeling both uniform and 

circumscribed.’160 In fact, he identifies two distinct and mutually exclusive agencies, an individual’s agency 

and the collective purpose of the group. Kracauer suggests the former will be subsumed by the latter. It is 

possible, and valuable to consider the effectiveness of the immersion of each iteration of Counting Sheep 

along similar lines. In other words, the extent to which the company persuades individual audience 

members to surrender personal inhibitions and agency to an implied collective purpose, offers a 

qualitative, though difficult to measure, index for their engagement with the material of the piece. To this 

degree, Counting Sheep can be said to act as a conduit for another certain type of immersion – an intensity 

felt, or unfelt, that corresponds to an audience’s euphoric coalescence into what Freud, Gustave Le Bon 

and others mean when they refer to a psychological group.161  

																																																								
	
	
159 Trueman, ‘Edinburgh Review: Counting Sheep (Summerhall)’.  
160 Kracauer, The Mass Ornament, p.147. 
161 ‘The Psychological group is a provisional being formed of heterogeneous elements, which for a moment are combined, 
exactly as the cells which constitute a living body form by their reunion a new being which displays characteristic very different 
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There is, therefore, a notable friction between the emancipatory value of communal action 

rehearsed in a theatrical context, the Rancièrean model, and a hypnotic and disinhibiting ecstasy implicit 

in group formation that is evident among spectators and protestors alike. It should be pointed out that 

certain commentators, especially those who contributed to the nascent stages of crowd psychology, 

suggested, in various ways and to varying degrees, that the insertion/immersion into a crowd can have a 

disinhibiting, hypnotic effect that contravenes Milgram’s ‘The mutual support provided by men for each 

other’ notion, that ultimately diminishes the individual’s personal agency and even brings about a 

different form of radical anonymity.162 Gustave Le Bon’s (in)famous treatise on crowd psychology: The 

Crowd in particular, revolves around the notion that an individual becomes incapacitated and irrational in 

the throes of a euphoric group body:  

 
The most careful observations seem to prove that an individual immerged for some length of time in a crowd in action 

soon finds himself – either in consequence of the magnetic influence given out by the crowd, or from some other 

cause of which we are ignorant – in a special state, which resembles the state of fascination in which the hypnotised 

individual finds himself in the hands of the hypnotizer. […] Under the influence of a suggestion, he will undertake the 

accomplishment of certain acts with irresistible impetuosity.163  

 

Developing Le Bon’s notions in his seminal Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1921), Freud aligns 

an individual’s participation in a crowd with a psychological regression to their ‘unconscious foundations’: 

 
Le Bon thinks that the particular acquirements of individuals become obliterated in a group, and in that way their 

distinctiveness vanishes. The radical unconscious emerges; what is heterogeneous is submerged in what is 

homogeneous. As we should say, the mental superstructure, the development of which in individuals shows such 

dissimilarities, is removed, and the unconscious foundations, which are similar in everyone, stand exposed to view.164 

																																																								
	
	
from those possessed by each of the cells singly.’ Gustave Le Bon, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind (1896), (Kitchener 
Ontario: Batoche Books, 2001), p.15. 
162 Early group/mass psychology theorists who argue that group participation can function analogously to hypnosis include: 
Hippolyte Taine, Siegfied Sighele, Gustave Le Bon, Wilfred Trotter and Sigmund Freud, among others. 
163 Le Bon, The Crowd, p.18. 
164 Sigmund Freud, ‘Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego’ (1921), in Civilization, Society and Religion, trans. by James 
Strachey, ed. by Albert Dickson (London and New York: Penguin Books, 1985), p.100. 
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Both Freud and Le Bon build their arguments around a supposed resemblance between hypnotism and 

an increased suggestibility notable among participants in psychological groups – ‘Hypnosis is not a good 

object for comparison with group formation, because it is truer to say that is it identical with it.’ – and 

thus imply that a member of a crowd is vulnerable to accepting commands unquestioningly.165 Although 

this position has been widely challenged, with later crowd psychologists, including Canetti, taking a less 

stringent, more nuanced view, emphasizing the creative power of differing crowds – the image of the 

hypnotized crowd member remains a vital consideration.166 Especially in the context of participatory 

agency among an audience in an immersive environment. While it is perhaps impossible to record 

accurately whether an audience member (or a protestor) has thrown a (foam) brick in an act of hypnotic 

‘irresistible impetuosity’, or in the spirit of solidarity, or for another reason – it is clear that the conceptual 

strength of Counting Sheep lies in its particular ability to replicate this undecidable ambiguity by using a 

complex immersive simulation.   

 

 

A key point in unpicking the complex ethical mechanics of this piece lies therefore, in the 

recognition that its dense conceptual makeup parallels a tension that exists in many protests between a 

sense of an individual’s agency and the emancipatory, but potentially disinhibiting ecstasy of collective 

decision making. In other words, the group forming, body integrating architectonics of immersive theatre 

allows this production to mirror a friction between the Maidan Square protestors’ communal drive for 

political self-determinism (in their case a desire for greater political integration with the European Union 

and their despair at the perceived corruption of Victor Yanyukovich), their personal limits of engagement, 

and an environment of frenzied momentum through which individual inhibitions and aims are distorted 

by a collective purpose: ‘even when we think we are making a decision, are we really making a 

																																																								
	
	
165 Ibid, p.146. 
166 Freud himself points out ‘even when there is complete suggestive compliance in other respects, the moral conscience of the 
person hypnotized may show resistance.’ Ibid, p.146. Elsewhere, J.S. McCelland paraphrases Canetti’s attitude towards leadership 
in a Crowd succinctly in his book The Crowd and The Mob, (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989): ‘In the crowd nobody commands by 
right, and in the crowd no new stings of command are formed but all the old ones are got rid of for the time being.’ p.301. 
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decision?’167 As far as this is the case, Counting Sheep can be said to demonstrate and give form to an 

ephemeral moment in crowd formation when individuals begin to relinquish aspects of personal agency 

in lieu of a collective mission.  

 

 

In an essay detailing the speculative and productive value of performance for social betterment, 

titled ‘Performance, Utopia, and the “Utopian Performative”’, Jill Dolan notes the director Anne Bogart’s 

belief in the utopian structure of the rehearsal process: ‘She suggests that rehearsals are the moment of 

utopic expression in theatre, when a group of people repeat and revise incremental moments, trying to 

get them right, to get them to “work”.’168 From this point of view, the ‘utopic expression’ would not be 

cast as the portrayal of a necessarily unattainable collective fantasy, the bundling of a speculative reserve, 

but rather a state of affairs brought about in the process of striving towards such an ideal – the means are 

shown to be more important than the ends. In this formulation, the utopic practice precedes the 

performance itself, it finds an embodied presence in a collective commitment towards a potential 

outcome. Dolan continues: ‘Through an itinerary of performance, we can enlarge the potential territory in 

which something might “work” to the whole gathering-performing-dispersing frame and look more 

widely for a glimpse of utopia.’169 The utopic, striving, relationship between a rehearsal and a 

performance, alluded to by Bogart and Dolan here, is mirrored in the implied connection between an 

iteration of Counting Sheep, and potential protests or collective counter-cultural movements of the future. 

Each new audience, trains for, repeats (from night to night) and experiments with, The Lemon Bucket 

Orkestra’s utopic vision of Ukrainian society. In doing so, they ‘enlarge the potential territory’ of the 

battleground/discourse and contribute proactively to the creative pool from which revolutionary 

momentum can be drawn.  

																																																								
	
	
167 ‘Interview Notes: MM - FG’. 
168 Dolan, ‘Performance, Utopia, and the "Utopian Performative”’, p.458. 
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The Rancièrean/Canettian drive to minimize the socially constructed limits between one 

spectator’s body and another, the Carnivalesque saturation of the production with folk symbolism that 

alludes to an enduring cultural legacy, and forcing spectators to continually make binary choices that 

implicate their own daily lives, all contribute to an immersivity that dissolves the time limited, spatial and 

symbolic thresholds between the performance space and an external reality. The spectators are immersed 

within the high-intensity situation of a protest, by the euphoric energy of a crowd undergoing a 

transformation, in an unending battle for Ukraine’s cultural identity, but are never supposed to be fully 

estranged from themselves in the process. It is an immersion that makes no attempt to blur or confuse 

the threshold into a space of fiction. In effect, it seeks to bring about the opposite.  

 

 

In other words, the border between immersive space and pre/post immersive space for Counting 

Sheep audiences is arguably not strictly temporal, territorial or even architectural, but is defined along 

public/private, and passive/active axes. Both of which are complicated by the piece’s oblique relationship 

with actual time. On entering the auditorium, a given audience member is accosted by a hyper-awareness 

of their own need to act, to make decisions. More than this, she/he is made aware of this imperative 

while surrounded by a cohort of co-spectators. It is the nature of the shared experience that prevents 

Counting Sheep from becoming escapism and ties the immersive environment to the outside world. 

Moreover, a somewhat Brechtian, participatory awareness of the twin physical and synthetic spaces 

induces a Hegelian synthesis of the two experiential states across an unknowable temporality and the 

immersed spectator and the post-immersed spectator become enmeshed by a shared intention. Vitally, 

the modal abstraction between the immersive space and an actual space, that ethically inhibits Milgram’s 

subjects and encourages narcissistic escapism in certain other pieces of immersive theatre, is hijacked and 

repurposed by The Lemon Bucket Orkestra. Inert re-enactment turns into radical performed action as the 

self-effacing and collapsing immersive threshold, the soft border, continually undermines any suggestion 

that the playing space could be a self-contained interiority.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 

CASE STUDY 2: A VIEW FROM THE WINGS: BALANCING IMMERSION 
IN THE GROUND CONTROL STATION. 

  
 
 

The depths are hot, the heights are chill 

The streets are loud, the court is still. 

Chorus, Life of Galileo, Berthold Brecht 170  

My first shift out of training was midnights, which meant daylight in Iraq. I drove in at 2300 hours (11:00 p.m.) and 

received my briefing at the POC briefing room before I strode casually into the GCS, pausing briefly along the way to 

exchange a few words of greetings with friends and fellow workers and pick up a cup of coffee. Then I took my seat at 

the Predator’s controls and became immersed in warfare for the next six to eight hours. 

Matt J. Martin 171 

 

The spectator cannot relax. He is not allowed to. He must take sides. 

Henri Lefebvre 172 

 
 

A steady increase in the usage, capabilities and variety of armed Unmanned Aerial Vehicles 

(UAVs) in the past two decades has been accompanied by a parallel growth in the production of sister 

technologies and interfaces which control and oversee such ‘drones’ from a distance.173 Typically known 

as ground control stations (GCSs), this subgroup of interfaces serve as the primary point of interaction 

between in-flight UAVs and their operating crews. For this reason, they play a key role at the heart of a 

global-scale and intricate network of hardware and software required to control and oversee military 

UAVs.  

 

																																																								
	
	
170 Berthold Brecht, Chorus from Life of Galileo (1938), trans. by John Willet (London: Methuen, 1980), p.86. 
171 Matt J. Martin with Charles W. Sasser, Predator: The Remote-Control Air War over Iraq and Afghanistan: A Pilot’s Story, (Minneapolis: 
Zenith Press, 2010), p.45. 
172 Henri Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life (1947). trans by John Moore (London and New York: Verso 1991), p.22. 
173 The fact of proliferation of UAV technology is illustrated in: Peter Singer, Wired for War: The Robotics Revolution and Conflict in the 
21st Century (New York, Toronto and London: Penguin Books, 2009).  
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This chapter finds its starting point in the issue that the need to develop interfaces and control 

systems for this emergent subset of military technology proposed – and continues to propose – a 

complex design problem and opportunity for military engineers and their contracted suppliers. 

Specifically, they are faced with the challenge of presenting a distant reality to UAV crewmembers 

through predominantly screen-based interfaces that had hitherto been associated with presenting virtual, 

and even fictional situations.174 The fact that the great distance between the GCS and the combat zones 

makes a direct and unmediated impression of causality impossible, coupled with the radical and total 

removal of bodily (although not psychological) risk on behalf of the crewmembers, means that the 

interface and operating culture must convey an impression – whether it be cognitive or emotional – of 

the immanent and stark reality of situations over which the crews have significant influence. This is not to 

say that fear, passion, anxiety, and focus are not experienced in comparable ways inside the GCS, but 

rather to note that anything experienced ‘in the box’, will have been affected primarily by a heavily 

mediated feed of imagery and digital material – material, that can be, and to a certain extent always will 

be, displayed, ordered and curated in an intentional way. Immersion – relating here to both a subset of 

experience and set of design ideals that are profoundly intertwined with rendering various forms of 

distance – will be shown to provide a key to understanding the successes and failures in the delivery of 

this reality effect.  

 

 
In their excellent essay ‘The Actors Are Leaving the Control Station: The Crisis of Cooperation 

in Image-guided Drone Warfare’, Nina Franz and Moritz Queisner point out that: ‘The configuration of 

the hardware and software in the central control unit defines the options of visual access to the combat 

zone.’175 Franz and Queisner’s specific reference here to how the environment defines the crew’s ‘options 

																																																								
	
	
174 ‘Separated from the battlefield and the air domain, RPA [Remotely Piloted Aircraft] crews depended completely upon a virtual 
world to accomplish a mission, and RPA operators could not compare the characteristics of the virtual world in the ground 
control station directly with views of the “real” world visible from a cockpit.’ Timothy Cullen, ‘The MQ-9 Reaper Remotely 
Piloted Aircraft: Humans and Machines in Action’, (PhD diss., M.I.T., 2011), p.276.  
175 Nina Franz and Moritz Queisner, ‘The Actors Are Leaving the Control Station: The Crisis of Cooperation in Image-guided 
Drone Warfare’ in Image-Action-Space: Situating the Screen in Visual Practice, trans. by Deborah Curtis (Berlin and Boston: de Gruyter, 
2018), pp.115-132, p.117. 
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of visual access’ – rather than, for example, ‘defining visual access’ – is vital in their useful characterisation 

of the GCS as a system of closely articulated control. The GCS, more than simply serving as a tool, is a 

minutely engineered system that also contextualises the symbolic, ethical and functional positioning of 

‘the human element’ in a global technological military network. This chapter considers how the 

introduction of immersing techniques into the interfaces of the GCS complicates how we should 

approach the nature of the UAV operator’s labour – already commonly argued to be a complex amalgam 

of spectatorship and action – and forces us to question the types of attention that are required to be 

present in a space like the GCS to ethically licence remote warfare.  

 

 

In fact, the GCS’ functioning as an interface should be understood to serve in a dual capacity. 

While on the one hand it performs as the control locus for the operating crew, through which they can 

interact with machinery often thousands of kilometres away, it also facilitates the broad and complex 

system’s access to a human element that remains, for now, aligned with a traditional source of moral 

authority. It is thus a mediator or broker of various forms of agency, empowering operating crews to 

actively participate in a distant combat zone, and then contextualising that human involvement in a way 

that helps to legitimise remote warfare – enabling their continued use. Its networked nature also offers 

the military commanders a third and key form of control by allowing them to meticulously record and 

analyse the crews’ activities.176 At a human level, however, the GCS represents a type of environment, 

that produces a type of experience that is complex, rarefied, absorbing and increasingly shaped by 

immersive techniques.  

 

 

In the context of a growing movement towards mechanical autonomy in military operations, 

where robotic agents are increasingly endowed with the capability and authority to complete more 

																																																								
	
	
176 This is illustrated anecdotally in: Peter Lee, Reaper Force: Inside Britain’s Drone Wars (London: John Blake Publishing Ltd, 2018), 
and is evidenced more materially throughout: Cullen, ‘The MQ-9 Reaper Remotely Piloted Aircraft’ (2011). 
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complex and varied tasks in combat environments, the Human Factors Integration (HFI) specialists (who 

commonly advise the military engineers in the design of interfaces like those of the GCS) take on a role 

that is not only ergonomic, but is also existential. Increasingly, HFI demands the interpretation of trends 

and expectations in the degree of control and/or oversight a pilot or sensor operator will require, or 

should be offered, to interact in the most effective way with proposed and prospective technologies. The 

successful integration of a UAV pilot (for example) into the networked mechanics of a multi-agent and 

remote system will be shown to depend on nurturing a corresponding impression of a shared purpose 

among participating agents within a coherent and persuasive symbolic order.177 This case study considers 

some ways in which immersive techniques have been adopted to enable this unity of purpose among 

diverse agents in the GCS.  

 

 

In other words, this chapter questions how immersive techniques have been enlisted in the GCS 

in the service of technological goal of integration with respect to inserting human users into complex and 

not entirely human systems. It will argue that the design of the GCS incorporates immersive techniques – 

also familiar in non-military industries such as theatre and video gaming – to perform a ‘patching’ role 

between human users and the functionality of complex multi-agent systems. These immersive techniques 

are often uncomplicatedly ergonomic, and are hoped to conserve and streamline the crew’s attentional 

energy – matt-black surfaces and low lighting around the interfaces, for example – but also incorporate an 

element of immersive role-play that engenders a symbolic bond between, and even identification of 

operator as UAV. While the application of immersive techniques in an HFI context is presented as 

broadly ergonomic and technical – as a physical attribute of an interface/system – the psychological, 

fixating and dissociative aspects of immersive environments that stem from these technological 

conditions can be seen to influence user activity within these spaces in unpredictable ways. This will be 

																																																								
	
	
177 Dale Richards and Alex Stedmon offer a concise account of the importance of trust among agents in a complex system in: 
Richards and Stedmon, ‘Designing for human-agent collectives: Display Considerations’, in Cognition, Technology and Work, Vol:19. 
(2), (September 2017), pp.251-61.  
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shown to be problematic in the context of remotely conducted warfare where the perpetual presence of 

grounded and sober human operators is key to its moral licencing. Finally, this chapter will argue that a 

narrative of immersive proximity (within and of the experience of UAV piloting) contributes to the moral 

justification of UAV usage in relevant discourses. In other words, the defenders of remote warfare draw 

on a public understanding of how immersion can shrink and otherwise warp the perception of distance – 

between spectator and performance, for example, or player and game world – to emphasise the 

psychological vulnerability of UAV operators.  

 

 

In developing these arguments, this chapter will draw on diverse sources. Published first and 

second-hand accounts detailing the experiences within various GCSs – from both the Royal Air Force 

(RAF) and the United States Air Force (USAF) – are supplemented by academic papers and engineering 

standardisation guides that have been produced to aid their design and development. On top of this, this 

chapter will draw on a small number of photographs and diagrams of the GCSs that have been released 

into the public sphere, to build up an idea of the ways in which these complex interfaces facilitate 

engagement in battlespaces that are thousands of kilometres from the airbases in which they are installed.  

 
 

*** 
 

 
According to the cultural theorist Jonathan Crary, developments made in the 19th Century in our 

understanding of human perception led to an increasingly refined – often technologically oriented – 

manipulation of people’s attention. His close reading of the historical development of optical 

technologies, screen media and forms of mass communication in his book Suspensions of Perception, leads 

him to conclude that an accelerating and pervasive ‘management of attention’ resulted in a ‘cellularization’ 

and increasing externalisation of the evolving, mediated subject.178 He claims: ‘shifting organizations of 

power and changing models of subjectification have, throughout the twentieth century, demanded 

																																																								
	
	
178 Jonathan Crary, Suspensions of Perception, (Cambridge MA: The MIT Press, 1999), p.74.  
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reciprocal refashionings of attentive behaviour.’179 In this light, human attention is interpreted as a limited 

resource that is susceptible to harvesting, commodification and ultimately redirection: ‘attention becomes 

key to the operation of noncoercive forms of power.’180 According to Crary’s thesis, as technologists, 

artists, broadcasters and advertisers become better equipped and more knowledgeable in the command of 

user attention, their ability to project a soft, ‘noncoercive’ power is correspondingly sharpened. 

Subsequently, the capacity for individuals to exercise resistance to systems of power becomes 

compromised when the opportunities for reverie and contemplation, elements of subjects’ internal 

experience, are limited, and attention is increasingly expected to be directed outwards.  

 

This richly argued notion offers a useful reference point in an analysis of the types of behaviour 

guiding forces at play in the GCS. Especially since guaranteeing user attention is one of the key design 

stipulations behind the introduction of immersive techniques into its functionality. In fact, the demanding 

nature of the interface of this semi-autonomous technology, as well the intensive micro-culture within the 

GCS itself, contribute to an environment that makes substantial demands on human attention in a way 

that reframes and potentially compromises the subjectivities of those who perform the duties within 

them.181 In seeking to guarantee, track and eventually, improve user attention, the GCS – like the many 

‘technologies of perception’ in Crary’s text – is arguably set up to externalise aspects of its operators’ 

attention. HFI specialists enlist ideas relating to automatic behaviour, intuitive design and ‘situational 

awareness’ to preserve, better understand and better integrate human attention into the multi-agent, and 

sleepless systems that control any UAV. The following pages will consider where these attention tracking 

processes have meant that dwelling and operating at the ‘surface of operations’ is preferred, and where it 

is prevented, and the extent to which individual objective criticality – understood by Crary to stem from 

the opportunity for internal experience and introspection – is supported or suppressed in the process. 

																																																								
	
	
179 Ibid. p.72. 
180 Ibid. p.74.  
181 Peter Asaro similarly argues that labour within the GCS implies a challenge to a UAV operator’s subjectivity in: ‘The Labour 
of Surveillance and Bureaucratized Killing: New Subjectivities of Military Drone Operators’, in Social Semiotics, Vol. 23. (2), 
(March 2013), pp.196-224. 
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Historical and theatrical notions of absorption, distraction and immersion – all of which hinge on and 

affect a subject’s ongoing means of orientation and grounding – will play a pivotal part in developing this 

argument. Ultimately, this section will consider how the application of immersive techniques, sought out 

to enable continuous user attention – challenges the idea of the UAV operator as a sober and critical 

human agent. This is a question that becomes especially vital when we approach the GCS as a platform 

and space that we must look to to frame and contextualise the specifically human labour that validates 

robotic conflict.  

 

In its primary function, the GCS is an interface that allows human energy and attention to be 

paid to, and affect, distant events at the geographically far reaches of a network of influence. Despite this 

remote gaze being a product of a collaboration between human users and some of the most cutting-edge 

and persistent digital surveillance technologies available, the GCS continues to make large demands on 

the attentional energy of its human occupants. These users are expected to perform at a high standard 

during shifts that can be either steady or frenetic, agitating or monotonous. With this intensive workload 

in mind, the layout and design of the GCS have been organised in various ways to encourage and enable 

prolonged and varied human attentiveness. It is important to note, however, that even after the increased 

and concerted efforts of the HFI specialists, the human experience of these spaces designed for hyper 

alertness continues to pose logistical, technical and biological issues within the GCS. Notably, the HFI 

community regularly turn to limitations of user attention, whether its deficit or surfeit, to explain 

shortcomings in the machine/human partnership.182 For this reason, the GCS, positioned as it is as both 

receptacle and lens for human attention, has become a laboratory of attentiveness, testing and responding 

to its limits gradually over the course of the past two decades.  

																																																								
	
	
182 User attention is regularly centralised in HFI literature. Relevant examples include:	Chen, J.Y.C, Haas, E.C & Barnes, M.J, 
‘Human Performance Issues and User Interface Design for Teleoperated Robots’, IEEE Transactions on Systems, Man, and 
Cybernetics, Part C, 37(6), pp.1231–1245. Richards, Dale & Stedmon, Alex, ‘To delegate or not to delegate: A review of control 
frameworks for autonomous cars’, Applied Ergonomics, 53, (2016), pp.383–388. Endsley, M.R., ‘Towards a New Paradigm for 
Automation: Designing for Situation Awareness’, IFAC Proceedings Volumes, 28 (15), 1995. pp.365–370. 
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By way of context, it is important to note that a large part of the initial appeal of Predator UAVs 

for the military hierarchy in the early 2000s was related to their ability to contribute to an unrelenting, 

hyper attentive and supra-human form of surveillance. The geographer Derek Gregory, among many 

other commentators, has suggested that the appetite for a constant and omnipotent vision above combat 

zones developed in response to repeated conflicts characterised by counterinsurgency rather than open 

combat: ‘The US Air Force estimates that counterinsurgency requires three to four times as much ISR 

[intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance] as major combat operations because it involves a fluid 

target set that requires much longer dwell times that only UAVs can sustain.’183 In other words, the ‘fluid’ 

and dispersed nature of the USAF’s adversaries at the time demanded that scattered, wide-angle and 

persistent attention be paid to a large and complex geographical areas. Gregory goes on to outline two 

UAV mounted, image capture and analysis programmes; Gorgon Stare and ARGUS-IS, both produced 

for the USAF by the Defence Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA), that were developed in 

order to provide ground forces with wide-area surveillance and an improved ability to track and identify 

perceived unfriendly agents on the ground.184 Both of these programmes are indicative of a marked, 

historically specific (and continuing) desire among military tacticians to use UAVs to pay an unblinking 

and pre-emptive, back-dateable attention to an environment. Importantly, this tactical priority demanded 

a degree of surveillance and dispersed observational energy that outstripped the attentive capabilities of 

human users. In this context, the rise of the UAV can be understood as a response to a requirement for a 

dispersed tactical attention that went beyond what was technologically possible previously.  

																																																								
	
	
183 Derek Gregory, ‘From a View to a Kill: Drones and Late Modern War’, in Theory, Culture & Society, (SAGE, Los Angeles, 
London, New Delhi, and Singapore), Vol. 28 (7-8) (2011), pp.188-215, p.193. Elsewhere, Grégoire Chamayou calls UAV based 
missions ‘Counterinsurgency from the Air’, (Chamayou, Drone Theory, trans. by Janet Lloyd (London: Penguin Books, 2015), 
pp.60-72)). Specifically, he claims that drone warfare ‘turns against the guerrillas their own long-established principle, namely, 
deprive the enemy of an enemy.’ p.62. For Chamayou, drones were considered valuable by military tacticians involved in the conflict 
with Afghanistan not because of their surveillance capabilities but rather, because their total lack of a local human operator 
induced an impression of ‘hopelessness’ among combatants on the ground.  
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‘Force Protection’, ‘Border Security’, ‘Port Security’, ‘Event Security’, ‘Disaster Response and Relief’ among others. Details 
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In his article ‘Drone Semiosis’, Mark Dorrian not only outlines the mythologies and ideology that 

underpins this drive for an all-encompassing vision, but also points out that the potential amount of 

footage captured by UAVs amounts to an impractical and ‘paralyzing’ surfeit of data:   

[…] in 2009 alone, US Air Force drones collected the equivalent of twenty-four years’ worth of video footage if 

watched continuously, it is clear that such fantasies of total vision—the ability to “see everything”—are driving the 

development of technologies like Gorgon Stare, whatever limitations they may turn out to have in reality, toward a 

state of paralyzing visual overload.185  

This drive towards an omnipotent and unrelenting gaze, a coveted endpoint that Dorrian describes as a 

‘fantasy’, continues to provide existential and practical problems for military engineers and analysts. While 

progress in machine learning and image recognition software has reduced the workload placed on human 

analysts, this type of solution effectively delegates more attentional activity to various automatic and 

computational agents. Recent products like the ‘Multi-Modal Edge Processor’ on board Logos 

Technologies’ ‘RedKite-I’ sensor system, for example, provide extensive image compressing, processing 

and ‘Anomaly Detection’ within and of, the raw-data/footage before it reaches the GCS/remote analyst 

at all.186 Often, the response to the attention deficit problem stemming from too much automatically 

gathered data, tends to be more the deployment of more automation. This is most commonly in the form 

of image correction, compression and geotagging protocols, but also occasionally involves an element of 

relatively narrow image/pattern recognition based artificial intelligence. The difficulty presented here is 

usually not a lack of adequate technology or the inability to cast enough attention over a combat zone, 

but rather an inability to match it with sufficient human oversight. An ethical addendum to the 

requirement for human involvement makes this a qualitative as well as a quantitative problem – the 
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oversight must be conducted by sufficiently human operators.  

 

More than this, in the context of increasing autonomous capabilities in robotic conflict, the 

socially mandated promise to always have a human presence ‘in-the-loop’, to borrow Peter Singer’s 

terminology, means that at a minimum, there must be a base level of human involvement in any remote 

engagement. In his often cited book Wired for War, Singer quotes the former US administration official 

Eliot Cohen: ‘people will always want humans in the loop.’187 The GCS, thus serves as means through 

which to direct and focus human attention across a wide geographical space, and importantly, also 

provides a platform for a moral authority that seems to be attached to continuous and active oversight of 

autonomous weaponry.188 For this reason, these interfaces must not only guarantee human attention, but 

also give the appearance of being its guarantors. Attention, therefore, is a key consideration when 

unpicking how human aspects of UAV systems are expected to interact with their mechanical, 

architectural and virtual characteristics. It must also be considered in symbolic and performative terms in 

a cultural context.  

 

In other words, the GCS’s role within a military-scale system intended to act as a weapon in 

distant theatres of war foregrounds a certain ethical value linked to attention, whereby uninterrupted 

human attention – or at least the appearance of it – becomes a bargaining chip in public discourse. 

Moreover, an aspect of the public moral licencing of remote warfare seems to be contingent upon a 

visible performance of human attention being present at key (lethal) moments in UAV operation. The 

interface of the GCS thus both demands and directs human attention, and also serves as a virtual archive 

of historic attentiveness for the purposes of public scrutiny. In his valuable and detailed history of the 

																																																								
	
	
187 Singer, Wired for War, p.123. 
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Reaper UAV system, The MQ-9 Reaper Remotely Piloted Aircraft: Humans and Machines in Action, Timothy 

Cullen indicates that the inherently digital and up to the minute nature of UAV sensor data meant that 

UAV technology offered the US Air Force the opportunity to simultaneously distribute the UAV’s video 

stream to separate centres of operation: ‘Unlike other intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance 

platforms, Predator and the MPC [military personnel classification] created a structure where 

commanders, imagery analysts, and others with access to secure networks could observe and assess video 

from Predator simultaneously.’189 General Atomics’ Predator system therefore became a pioneering tool 

with which military commanders could simultaneously look down upon distant theatres of war, while also 

paying close attention to the crews who operated the UAVs closer to home.  

 

This inward facing attention – directed at the crews’ activities – has continued and has arguably 

intensified in the decades since. In his recent book Reaper Force: Inside Britain’s Drone Wars, Peter Lee 

describes at length the minutely accurate debriefing process that takes place after every RAF UAV missile 

strike. 

After every weapon event, […] the video recording, plus audio and chatroom messages of the few minutes 

surrounding the strike is captured from the live feed and archived. All videos are shared between the two RAF Reaper 

squadrons for formal training purposes as lessons are identified. Significant or sensitive videos make their way up the 

military hierarchy for further scrutiny. There is no hiding place from the permanent record.190 

The networked and archivable nature of GCS related activities means that they can contribute to a strong 

and widely publicised rhetoric of accountability among RAF drone squadrons. The memory logs of GCS 

play a central role in fulfilling the terms of an ethically inclined social expectation that remains key to the 

positive (positive enough) public perception of remote and semi-autonomous warfare.  
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In an article titled: ‘The Myths and Costs of Autonomous Weapon Systems’ published in 2016, 

Hoffman, Cullen and Hawkey offer evidence that constant human attention and active supervision has 

been, and continues to be, added into the systems which control UAVs. It is by no means ‘a given’, as 

aspects of the equipment are technically capable of greater levels of autonomy than tends to be endorsed 

and deployed by the military. 

After typing in waypoints for a mission, early Predator pilots only monitored the subsystems the aircraft needed to stay 

airborne. As the General Atomics engineers improved the reliability of the workstation for the aircraft, pilots often 

listened to music, read books, or took naps during their shift in the management of a flight. Not until the Predator 

community put Hellfire missiles on the aircraft and procured the larger and more lethal Reaper did Predator operators 

address the question of how automation induced the inattention of Predator pilots. By 2005, operators began to 

mandate the active management of automated modes and the drill of crewmembers during the lulls of a mission.191 

The writers draw a connection here between the degree of lethality of various UAV systems and the 

moral significance the military placed on constant and active human oversight. This quotation suggests 

that it was acceptable to allow the operators to passively monitor MQ-1 Predator UAVs while they were 

only providing surveillance, but unacceptable once the systems could launch lethal strikes. The 

weaponisation of the UAV demonstrably corresponded with an increasing anxiety relating to the question 

of user attention.  

 

In his earlier 2011 report, Cullen suggests that the arming of Predator systems shortly after the 

Kosovo War also gave their pilots a boost in status and agency: ‘Predator pilots became decision-makers, 

and Predator’s weapons transformed Predator pilots and sensor operators into war fighters—Predator 

crews could create effects on the battlefield they could observe, evaluate, and adjust.’192 The fact that this 

boost in the perceived social standing of UAV crewmembers appears alongside an increase in their 

agency in the battlefield (the ability to launch lethal strikes, for example), is indicative of how armed 
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forces culture values and validates different types of military labour. When the UAV operators’ work was 

purely surveillance-based and the pilots themselves appeared idle (reading books, listening to music) they 

were thought of as ‘stick monkeys’.193 When their contributions interacted kinetically with the battlespace 

and required visible effort, in this case the labour of being constantly attentive, they gained social status. 

Being and appearing attentive – ‘vigilant’ – became central to their sense of duty.  

 

In fact, the etymological root of the English term ‘vigilance’ offers a compelling, albeit tangential, 

insight regarding the nature of the problems that have arisen in the maintenance of this state of 

awareness. Emerging from the Latin root: ‘vigil’ (‘watchful’, ‘awake’,) and attached to the act of ‘standing 

vigil’, it continues to carry a virtuous connotation aligned with the sacrifice of one’s comfort, and 

particularly sleep, for the security of the group. It refers to a state of sleepless awareness that is beholden 

to a collective and enacted by individuals – and it is certainly reflected in the language and ethos apparent 

among UAV squadrons. The name of the controversial reconnaissance UAV system ‘Watchkeeper’ which 

has recently attained the status ‘Full Operational Capability’ from the British MoD, offers a good example 

of this pervasive language of sleeplessness.194 In effect, the rotating UAV crews provide an emphatic 

modern example of sleepless self-sacrifice, and the negative effects that this high workload and emotional 

commitment can have on their mental wellbeing is well documented.195  

 

Importantly, the demand for active engagement and constant attention henceforth applied 

regardless of whether the UAV was employed in a surveillance task or during the immediate lead-up to a 

missile launch – and this has become part of the ethos of UAV operation. The engineers responsible for 
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the design of GCSs therefore have assumed an ethical duty to guarantee some form of active human 

oversight and continuous attention even during long and monotonous tasks. Specifically, they are 

required to strike a balance between over and under-stimulating their pilots and sensor operators in order 

that they are continuously and visibly engaged with the workings of the UAV but are also kept from 

‘burning out’ or losing concentration during their shifts.  

 

However, the sometimes intense and often monotonous nature of the duties now entrusted to 

UAV squadrons can provide a physiological barrier in the maintenance of socially mandated attention. In 

Drone Theory, Grégoire Chamayou cites a military psychologist Hugo Ortega who conducted a study into 

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) among UAV crewmembers. Ortega suggests that the shift 

structure and the repetitive nature of the work they are required to do is a primary stress factor for this 

community: 

And then they have long hours, low manning. It’s really kind of a boring job to be vigilant on the same thing for days 

and days and days. It’s really boring. It’s kind of terrible. And maintaining relationships with their families – these were 

the kinds of things that they reported as stressful for them.196 

Indeed, much of the anecdotal evidence presented in Lee’s Reaper Force, describes long and often 

mundanely repetitive shifts punctuated with moments of extreme focus and concentrated activity. The 

following first-person account from an unnamed RAF Squadron boss who oversaw early Reaper 

operations as part of 39 Squadron at Creech Airbase in Nevada, is indicative of this:  

One of the first missions over Afghanistan was watching two guys digging by a road for six hours. All they did was dig 

by the road. They could have been planting an improvised explosive device (IED). We didn’t think they were, but all 

we did was watch them for six hours.197 

This account comes from a stage in 39 Squadron’s deployment when the crew was still familiarising 
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themselves with their newly purchased equipment, while they were dry-running their first – at that time 

unarmed – MQ-9 Reaper UAV. Nevertheless, this description is characteristic of a bulk of the activity 

undertaken by RAF and US Airforce UAV crews who are often required to conduct ‘routine scans’, ‘a 

‘search for badness’ without a specific target’ as well as tracking and surveillance tasks that can last weeks 

or longer. 198 UAV pilot Matt J. Martin calls his deployment over Afghanistan as part of Operation 

Enduring Freedom as being: ‘duller than watching turtles race at a county fair back in Indiana. Most of 

the time I stared down at rocks, dirt roads, trails, mountains, and the occasional farmhouse or remote 

village’.199 Another, this time anonymous, UAV pilot who Lee calls ‘Josh’ is quoted as saying: ‘[searching 

for the Taliban and Daesh] requires a mix of aggression and patience, of calculated professional discipline 

and empathetic human understanding because every time you hear ‘cleared hot’ you have to get the next 

decision right.’200 These crewmembers must, in fact, excel both in the execution of complex and 

intensive, time-sensitive tasks, and must also be able to maintain a slow-burning alertness ‘during the lulls 

in the mission’. More than this, they must be able to effectively and swiftly switch between these two 

qualitatively different modes. The GCS must provide a platform for all of this.  

 

 

To a notable degree, the ‘high-level’ and ethically oriented task of matching the potentially 

limitless mechanical surveillance with a more ephemeral, comparatively scarce human attention is 

paralleled in a purely practical/operational sense in the GCS. The HFI specialists who are tasked with the 

effective incorporation of human users into multi-agent and semi-autonomous systems, such as the GCS, 

are constantly confronted with problems related to the flexibility and unpredictability of human attention. 

Mica R. Endsley, a former Chief Scientist for the USAF, for example, points out that a combination of 

‘passive cognitive cognition’, a ‘low level of transparency’ of the automated systems, and the large and 
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varied demand placed on the crews’ attentional capacity can lead to complacency and overreliance on the 

automatic functions in the system.201 She claims: ‘In complex and dynamic environments, attention 

demands resulting from information overload, complex decision making, and multiple tasks can quickly 

exceed a person’s limited attention capacity.’202 Consequently, Endsley reports that some crews have 

found themselves ‘out-of-the-loop’ and ill-prepared to take-over control of an aircraft in acutely time 

sensitive moments.203 In response to this type of problem, HFI often involves optimising the 

presentation of information so as not to overwhelm users, but it can also mean seeking to develop an 

‘intuitive’ and sometimes proprioceptive bond between user and system.  

 

Endsley, among others, suggests that the human users interacting with autonomous or semi-

autonomous machinery cannot, and need not, be expected to fully understand the software that controls 

their robotic partners. For this reason, UAV pilots, for example, must be able to trust that the opaque 

autonomous agents they have been partnered with will perform as expected. In their 2004 paper Trust in 

Automation: Designing for Appropriate Reliance, John D. Lee and Katrina A. See place a firm emphasis on the 

importance of operational trust in the context of human/nonhuman collaboration. They point out that 

trust is required to bridge the probable gap in understanding between the prohibitively complex software 

that underpins autonomous systems and most of the users who oversee and control them: ‘Trust in 

automation guides reliance when the complexity of the automation makes a complete understanding 

impractical and when the situation demands adaptive behavior that procedures cannot guide.’204 

																																																								
	
	
201 Mica R. Endsley, ‘From Here to Autonomy: Lessons Learned from Human-Automation Research’, in Human Factors (Vol. 59. 
No.1. February 2017), pp.5-27, p.7. 
202 Endsley, ‘Towards a New Paradigm for Automation’, p.41. The return, and evolution, of Singer’s metaphor of a ‘loop’ in 
Endsley’s article of 1995 requires consideration (and offers an important comparison between the types of concern prevalent in 
HFI literature and in wider public discourse.) Whereas for Singer, ‘the loop’ is existential, and contains a discrete series of 
permissions, processes and decisions leading to a potentially lethal military action, Endsley’s loop is purely functional. To be in-
the-loop for Endsley is to have a sufficient level of ‘awareness’, or ‘situational awareness’ to use the correct HFI language, of an 
unfolding, complex and – in this case – remote scenario to regain control of an autonomous system if called upon. One loop is 
defined by the quality of attention casting agents within it (human or non-human), the other is related to a quantity of human 
attention (is enough attention available at a given time to fulfil a defined task?). 
 
204 Lee, John D & See, Katrina A, ‘Trust in Automation: Designing for Appropriate Reliance’, Human Factors: The Journal of the 
Human Factors and Ergonomics Society, 46(1), (2004), pp.50–80, p.52. 



	
	
	

125 

According to these HFI specialists, and reiterated perhaps most forcefully by Dale Richards and Alex 

Stedmon (2017), automation can be used to reduce the attentional burden placed on human users if the 

human/machine interface provides a reliable stream of positively reinforcing feedback that promotes 

trust.205 They claim: ‘It is important that we view the interaction between the human and agent as a 

partnership in every sense of the term, with control passing seamlessly between the two.’206 The goal 

therefore, is a pragmatic and functional trust that will be built by providing UAV pilots, for example, with 

reliable results on an interactive interface. It is a trust between participating agents based on a strict ‘need-

to-know’ basis. An operative trust based on a deep understanding of highly specialised equipment would 

be superfluous and an inefficient use of human resources in this context. According to this argument, 

without trust it is unlikely that the human users will feel sufficiently comfortable to delegate enough 

attention sapping activity to make the relationship worthwhile.  

 

For this reason, much is made in academic literature surrounding this type of interface about 

their need to be intuitive.207 The implication is that an interface such as the GCS should behave like 

Merleau-Ponty’s ‘blind man’s stick’, a seemingly weightless and forgotten extension of the arm that holds 

it: ‘The blind man’s stick has ceased to be an object for him, and is no longer perceived for itself; its point 

has become an area of sensitivity, extending the scope and active radius of touch’.208 This analogy, from 

The Phenomenology of Perception, suggests a certain schematic flexibility and open-endedness in a subject’s 

embodied experience. For Merleau-Ponty, our sense of ‘being-in-the-world’, our extension in space and 

orientation are intertwined with and ultimately, contingent upon, our interactions with objects and 

‘instruments’ that we use: ‘To get used to a hat, a car or a stick, is to be transplanted into them, or 
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conversely, to incorporate them into the bulk of our own body. Habit expresses our power of dilating our 

being-in-the-world, or changing our existence by appropriating fresh instruments.’209 Our ability to 

develop habits with relation to these extraneous objects is proof, for Merleau-Ponty, that we are 

intrinsically able to co-opt and incorporate non-human entities into our everyday perceptive functioning.  

 

 

The interface of the GCS, a paradigmatic instrument responsible for elongating a person’s 

extension/influence in space, has certainly been designed to encourage such habit building and there is 

ample evidence to suggest that its users are recommended to internalise the UAV’s sensor data as an ‘area 

of sensitivity’. In fact, Cullen describes how trainee sensor operators in the US Airforce would be taught 

by their instructors to imagine themselves being on board the aircraft itself: 

 

Instructor sensor operators taught their students to visualize themselves being on the Reaper aircraft, floating above 

the ground and looking down at their quarry from the belly of the aircraft. […] Experienced sensor operators who 

“flew” the sensor ball from an 18-inch monitor became the machine. They became the eye in the sky.210  

According to Cullen, there was a concerted effort to encourage trainee UAV operators to identify 

themselves, proprioceptively and cognitively, with the remote machinery. More than this, its reliable, 

trustworthy (in HFI terms) interface is supposed to incite operators to imaginatively cast themselves into 

a situation that is remote from their physical bodies. Ultimately, this role-play like training protocol is 

intended to encourage users to habitually expand or ‘dilate’ their body-image to include the remote, 

Kevlar-shelled UAV. Ideally, for HFI specialists, these room-sized interfaces should combine procedural 

predictability with intuitive and sometimes immersive ergonomics to exploit an innate human ability to 

internalise and train complex routines and activities in order that they might better ration attentional 

energy. 
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Intriguingly, Endsley also describes ‘automaticity’, or automatic/habitual behaviour among 

participating users, as another valuable coping mechanism with which to combat over stimulation: ‘In 

addition, automaticity may be useful in overcoming attention limits’.211 In other words, it can become a 

strength for a UAV crewmember, for example, to be able to act automatically and reflexively in the face 

of fast-moving events. From the perspective of an engineer seeking to smooth the interface between 

mechanical agents and human users, such automatic behaviour would be evidence of a successfully 

managed collaboration – it would be a demonstration of operative trust. Endsley uses the following 

example to contextualise automatic ‘decision making’ with respect to a driver’s situational awareness (SA): 

An example of the possibility of decision making without conscious SA is that of a person driving home from work 

who follows the same predetermined path, stops at stoplights, responds to break lights, and goes with the flow of 

traffic, yet can report almost no recollection of the trip. Did this person truly operate with no conscious awareness? 

Or, is it that a low level of attention was allocated to this routine task, keying on critical environmental features that 

automatically evoked appropriate actions?212  

 

The notion of a ‘predetermined path’ seems vital in this scenario, and an element of predictability and 

prior rehearsal is presented as a means with which to mitigate an attention deficit. The task set out for 

these engineers is, therefore, to build an environment that responds predictably to commands in order to 

both build trust and to allow the users to rehearse and repeat complex scenarios in time pressured 

situations. This is where immersive techniques, among other ergonomic concerns, become significant.   

 

The evolution of the three GCS models advertised on General Atomic’s (GA’s) website (see 

Figures 3-5 below), from the ‘Legacy’ model to the ‘Advanced Cockpit GCS’ (via the ‘Storm GCS’), 

displays a distinctive progression in the company’s attitude towards producing interfaces that produce 
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engaging and immersive experiences for operators. In fact, they display an increasing desire to engender a 

perceptive synthesis underpinned by trust between user and UAV. Perhaps more strikingly, this limited 

sequence appears to indicate that GA is moving away from its pragmatic/administrative, office-like GCS 

installations of the late 1990s and early 2000’s, and is honing-in on interfaces that produce a more 

engaging/immersive recreation of actual flight. The trio of wraparound high-definition video-screens in 

the Advanced Cockpit replicates the windscreen of a fast-jet cockpit and illustrates this growing tendency. 

As does the ‘F-35/F-16 inspired Hands on Throttle and Stick (HOTAS) mechanization’ now available in 

the recent models.213 The promotional material presented for the three iterations on the GA website 

emphasises the quality of the immersive experience offered by the later versions. Whereas in the fully lit 

photograph of the Legacy model, the GCS barely fits into frame and is cluttered by a tan-coloured 

partition wall that encroaches clumsily into the picture, a short video advertising the Advanced Cockpit in 

action shows its interfaces emerge from a totally dark void implying a more focussed, almost cinematic 

experience. While the Legacy model ensures pragmatic functionality – ‘[t]he GCS racks are installed on 

wheeled bases so that the system can be installed and secured within a building’ – the Advanced Cockpit 

promises functionality alongside an absorbing and comfortable experience.  
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Figure 3. ‘Legacy Ground Control Station’, General Atomics. Image retrieved from: [https://www.ga-asi.com/ground-
control-stations/], (accessed on 16th August, 2019). 

 
Figure 4. ‘Storm GCS’, General Atomics, Image retrieved from: [	https://www.ga-asi.com/ground-control-stations/], 

(accessed on 16th August, 2019). 
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Accordingly, the promotional material for the former focusses on the office-like local aspect of 

the interfaces that sit on airbases in Nevada or Lincolnshire (for example), the latter on where the GCS 

will take you: an unbounded expanse in which to explore/serve/track. The evident inconsistency in the 

quality and presentation of this advertising material is most likely related to GA’s commercially minded 

impetus to promote their most recent products. However, the fact that this commercial bias is evinced in 

advertising material that displays increasingly absorbing/transporting interfaces suggests that GA is 

placing a premium on immersion. Moreover, the commercial trend towards offering more immersive 

interfaces and even experiences – played-out here in the evolution of their GCSs – illustrates what they 

anticipate is being sought by their customers.  

 

 

Martin and Cullen’s separate accounts of the role-play like training of operators – ‘[become] the 

eye in the sky’ – offer further evidence that the GCS mimics a cockpit to induce a sense of a physical 

interaction between the operators and their UAVs. In this context, the physical location of the GCS, the 

   

Figure 5: ‘Advanced Cockpit GCS’, General Atomics. Image retrieved from: [http://www.ga-asi.com/advanced-cockpit-gcs], 
(accessed on 16th August, 2019).  
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bases they are installed in, the weather outside, are distractions to be supressed and obscured in the effort 

to encourage the crewmembers to commit to a more total integration with the remote machinery. These 

local details are hidden from view to protect the force of the illusion that the crewmembers (in particular 

the pilot and sensor operator) are on board an aircraft. The ‘situation’ about which the operators must be 

‘aware’, is the situation that is remote. GA’s Advanced Cockpit GCS, with its F-16 inspired throttle, has 

clearly been optimised in tactile/optical terms to encourage this type of illusory engagement with the 

virtually presented imagery.  

 

 

To a certain degree, a total spatio-visual separation from the airbases also serves to protect a 

carefully constructed (although not always successful) illusion that the crewmembers are airborne.214 It is 

noteworthy for example, that all General Atomics GCS models bear some resemblance – to a greater or 

lesser degree – to the interiors of manned aircraft cockpits. This is not a mistake, and while it 

predominantly reflects a pragmatic trend of recruiting pilots and sensor operators from the ranks of 

former pilots and navigators of manned aircraft who would presumably be able to adapt to unfamiliar 

procedures faster, it certainly has a bearing on how the GCS is experienced and where the pilots are 

expected to imaginatively position themselves.215 The camouflage-patterned flight suits often worn by the 

crew in a USAF GCS, and the pilot/sensor operator seating arrangement in the GCS – pilot to the left, 

sensor operator to the right – mimicking the pilot/navigator arrangement in most manned aircraft, are 

evidence of this trend towards skeuomorphism and an encouraged metaphorical parity between UAV 

operators and manned aircraft pilots.216  
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In Interface Fantasy: A Lacanian Cyborg Ontology, André Nusselder explores the tradition of 

skeuomorphism in interface design in detail: 

 

Metaphors play a crucial role in designing the form that digital information takes. They help us to imagine and 

represent the information (a visual metaphor like a folder on a desktop) and to make a discursive metaphor like “the 

information superhighway” as a representation of the Internet).217 

 

According to Nusselder, offering a ‘visual metaphor like a folder on a desktop’, invites a user to take up 

an imaginary position in virtual space that enables them to effectively interact with a data-scape that 

would otherwise be oblique and inaccessible. He later claims ‘[t]he user cannot see anything in the data of 

the information codes without inserting his self-image into the scene they describe.’218 The skeuomorphic 

elements of the GCS appear to have been adopted to offer something similar. Specifically, the aircraft-like 

elements provide operators with a metaphorical framework within which to position/ cast themselves – 

an ‘extension in space’. The remote and obscure functionality of the UAV is made more familiar and 

tangible via a process of metaphorical and even immersive role-play that takes place at the interface. As a 

result, the ‘flying’ experience designed for UAV operating crews is slung somewhere between a 

skeuomorphic and symbolic recreation of a traditional cockpit and a functional environment that is totally 

abstracted from actual flight. More importantly, this means their attention is necessarily divided between 

the remote scene and their local environment.  

 

 

In his 2016 book: Drone: Remote Control Warfare, Hugh Gusterson describes the immersing effect 

in which an operator becomes absorbed in the remote scene as ‘a process of mental slippage.’219 This 

phenomena, explored in a chapter in his book titled: ‘Remote Intimacy’, is argued by Gusterson to be 

partly the result of the sheer amount of time operators spend at their consoles – ‘Drone operators spend 
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more of their waking hours staring at video footage of ground terrain thousands of miles away than 

looking at the landscape where they live’ – and partly as a result of cock-pit like installations in the 

GCS.220 He further associates this process of ‘mental slippage’ with evidence of a distinctive 

disorientation among operators and lists multiple instances where UAV pilots have reached for their 

(non-existent) ejector seats when their distant, mechanical partners appeared to be about to crash. Indeed, 

there is ample evidence of unplanned cognitive anomalies within the GCS that appear to indicate a more 

than optical, and even involuntary proprioceptive relationship between its occupants and its remote UAV. 

Peter Lee for example, describes smelling ‘a strong, putrid smell – hints of burnt flesh combined with 

surgical disinfectant’ inside the GCS itself, suggesting a neurological illusion not unlike phantom limb 

disorder.221 There are other accounts in Cullen and Martin of operating crews –  particularly former pilots 

–  spontaneously experiencing the GCS interface as if it were an actual cockpit.222 At one point Martin 

describes leaning into turns and moving his head to see around the corners of what appears to be the 

windshield in front of him: ‘I could see the nose of my plane through the GCS screen with the runway 

unfolding in front of it. I suddenly crouched forward to look over the nose to get a better view, a futile 

gesture when flying an RPA.’223 The spontaneous reappearance of sensory cues recounted by Lee, and 

Martin’s tendency to confuse the functionality of the GCS for a cockpit both seem to indicate that the 

interface can induce a disoriented sensory experience – or that the intensity of the environment, its 

success in transporting users into remote space, can even create a mistaken and erratic impression of 

proximity.224 In fact, these moments of illusory tele-presence offer evidence that the crewmembers can 

attain a powerful (and sought after) intuitive interaction with the sensor data – and an immersive 

experience of depth and presence within the represented scene. They also, however, indicate that a 

process of cognitive disassociation can take place within the GCS, that operators can waver uncertainly 

between remote dwelling and local experience in a way that has unpredictable results and can be mentally 

tiring.  
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Timothy Cullen’s previously cited doctoral thesis includes a thorough – although largely redacted 

– history of the development of General Atomic’s Predator platform. It outlines the California-based 

company’s acquisition of the innovative but financially unviable, aviation engineering company Leading 

Systems in 1990, along with their hiring of its lead designer and founder Abraham Karem.225 Cullen’s 

account of this period in GA’s development is a valuable resource in understanding how their GCS 

interfaces were conceived and were expected to behave and perform. Especially since ‘Karem’s vision for 

a RPA workstation remained the basis for the company’s pilot and sensor operator’s ground control 

station for decades.’226 This history offers a large number of significant insights, but at this stage it is most 

useful to note that Cullen indicates that the idea of creating an impression of perspectival depth and 

immersive-like transportation was considered to be important even in the earliest models of GA’s GCS.227 

Cullen’s description of the development of the system’s Heads-up-display (HUD) screen gives evidence 

for this: ‘Creating depth with the HUD by putting flight data lightly in the foreground helped pilots feel 

like they were looking “in” the display instead of searching for objects “on” their screens’.228 Even in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s, the prototype GCSs being built by a company started in Karem’s garage were 

using immersive techniques to shrink and manage an intangible distance.229 The hope was that 

crewmembers would be better integrated with the machinery if they were offered an imaginary position 

within a plausible Euclidian space – ‘in’ the display’ – rather than be asked to interact with information 

displayed horizontally on a ‘depthless interface’ – ‘on’ the screen. The notion of ‘integration’ in the GCS 

is thus historically entangled with the idea of an operator’s self-image and where – how deep – this self-
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image is imagined to be in relation to the remote scene represented on the interface’s screens.  

 

This imaginary positionality, the implication that some part (an emotional register, a ‘human 

presence’) of the operator is always in the combat zone, arguably plays a separate role in the justification 

of remote warfare to the public that is distinct from the performative aspects of attentiveness outlined 

earlier. Grégoire Chamayou, for example, claims that accounts of the vulnerability and emotional 

investment of UAV operators in the remote scene have been publicised to quell the common criticism 

that UAV operation is ‘gamified’: ‘The emphasis placed on the psychic agony of the drone operators also 

made it possible to dismiss the “PlayStation Mentality,” according to which putting murder on the screen 

becomes a virtualization of the consciousness of homicide.’230 Chamayou – who is more sceptical of 

accounts of post-traumatic stress disorder among operators than most other commentators – suggests 

that a narrative of emotional and mental peril on the operators behalf ‘makes a public rehabilitation of 

homicide by drones possible.’231 According to this notion, while their actual bodies are safe in the GCS, 

the operator’s minds and by implication their emotional wellbeing, are shown to be deeply embedded in 

the combat area – and are therefore under theat. 

 

Conversely, it is often claimed that the experience of remotely conducted warfare is so intensive 

and affecting that operators absorb emotionally destructive aspects of the distant reality into the 

materiality of their own bodies, and then bring them back home with them after their shifts.232 These 

parallel defences of remote warfare – each of which enforce the notion (and possibility) of remote 

empathy – are both predicated on the notion that physical distance does not prevent users from 

importing and experiencing remote trauma – if, that is, the interface allows and/or encourages it. Both 
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lines of defence are strengthened by the notion that operators tend to imagine themselves within the 

virtually represented space – and identify as their avatars – rather than as spectators outside of it. To a 

certain extent, both defences enlist an ideal of immersion – but only its positive aspects, to patch the 

evident and intuitively problematic gap between an operator’s actual and emotional/cognitive locations.  

 

 
Another anonymous pilot in Lee’s Reaper Force claims that the technology itself compresses the 

impression of distance between UAV operator and their target. She or he does so to insist that while they 

might be physically distant, they experience an emotional closeness through the interface. In fact, the 

evident defensive tone in the following quotation is indicative of how the question of distance often 

appears in the public discourses surrounding the ethics of UAV usage.  

 

The distance is irrelevant and, if not, it is a positive thing. It is often argued that because we’re distant from the target, 

unlike a fast jet, the process is dehumanised or that we are separated from the process. The boundaries of time and 

space, however, are overcome by the technology; we’re not distant from the target. The target is in my eyes all of the 

time; I can see everything he does.’233 

 

 
This phrase, ‘[t]he target is in my eyes’, is worth paying attention to. The sentiment could feasibly have been 

conveyed by either one of the more conventional clichés: ‘in my sights’ or ‘on my mind’.234 ‘[I]n my eyes’ 

seems, by comparison, to draw the experience of tracking a target into the thickness of the pilot’s body 

proper. The phrase suggests that the very distance made possible by the UAV technology, that is 

sometimes claimed to emotionally disassociate operators from their actions, also enables them to ‘get-to-

know’ the targets. ‘In my eyes all of the time’, whether the phrase is deployed inadvertently or 

intentionally, binds the mechanical pervasiveness of the technology to the embodied experience of human 

vison. The targets are not only not distant (in an emotional sense), they are imagined to be lodged in 
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afterglow in the operators’ vision in a way that proves both the emotional vulnerability/susceptibility of 

the pilots, and the ‘closeness’ of the interaction.  

 

 

However, the ‘my’ of ‘in my eyes’ is shared by both the anonymous crew member and the 

sensors on board the UAV itself. In fact, the target is arguably under the gaze of the UAV first and 

foremost, and any ‘remote intimacy’ – to borrow Gusterson’s term – felt by the pilots is an identification 

as the aircraft made possible by a successfully induced proprioceptive relationship between the pilot and 

the UAV. It is an identification achieved by casting the pilot’s impression of situatedness into a distant 

space. The following quotation from Martin seems to indicate his progressive identification with the 

aircraft itself: ‘Until then, invisible in the night sky, I would continue to circle and stare at it, waiting for 

something to happen. I was already starting to refer to the Predator and myself as “I,” even though the 

airplane was thousands of miles away.’235 This type of language is relatively common among UAV 

operators, and seems to confirm Merleau-Ponty’s suggestion that a person’s body-image or schema can 

‘dilate’ and swell beyond the limits of their body.  

 

 

The two-pronged defence of UAV operation offered by Lee’s interviewee – ‘The distance is 

irrelevant and, if not, it is a positive thing’ – appears to contradict itself. On the one hand, she or he 

claims that the high-tech nature of the pervasive and immersive overwatch encourages an empathetic 

response – ‘we are not actually distant’, but on the other, they seem to suggest that it also gives them an 

objective, critical and unemotional vantage point – ‘we are not too close’. Martin says something similar: 

‘Flying the Predator allowed me the extraordinary perspective of being not only a “combatant,” albeit 

from 7,500 miles away, but also an observer with a broad overview.’236 Perhaps both can be true. 

However, the possibility of being at once critically ‘distant’ and emotionally ‘close’ would appear to hinge 
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on the distinctive and often unpredictable immersion attained by each individual. In particular, it would 

depend on their ability to move from an immersed position of ‘closeness’ to a remote position associated 

with a ‘broad overview’ with ease and in a predictable way.  

 

 To briefly take stock, the role-play like training of UAV crews, coupled with the intuitive design 

of GCS interfaces, both illustrate a significant movement towards developing more immersive – less 

administrative – operative environments. This immersion is sought in order to patch gaps (in physical 

distance, technological complexity, attention spans) between the aircraft and its crew and involves a 

notable effort to place the crewmembers perceptively and emotionally ‘on the aircraft’ using intuitive, 

wraparound interfaces, and, separately, developing trust generating procedures and protocols that can be 

trained until they become second nature – even automatic. Immersive techniques, are, in this way, 

associated in the context of the GCS with the provision of intuitive interfaces and with enabling a degree 

of automatic user behaviour. However, as Endsley points out, an overabundance of behavioural 

‘automaticity’ within such spaces has also been shown to limit the users’ ability to track and even notice 

‘novel’ changes in the perceptual field: ‘it may leave the individual susceptible to missing novel stimuli 

that can negatively affect SA.’237 In attentional terms, this overabundance of automaticity can be 

conceived along the lines of an ‘over immersion’. Richards and Stedmon express a subtly distinct concern 

in their co-authored article titled: ‘To delegate or not to delegate: A review of control frameworks for 

autonomous cars’. In this piece, they consider a user’s up to the second mental model of the status of an 

operating system and, therefore, the quality of their situational awareness, to be under threat from both 

over and under stimulation. They write: ‘in situations where the user is more of a supervisor of the 

automated vehicle rather than an active driver of the car, situations of mental underload can 

materialise.’238 For Endsley, issues arise when an overly habituated operator begins to ‘go through the 

motions’ automatically. Richards and Stedmon focus on a failure of vigilance that can result from 
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operators not being given enough to do.239 Nevertheless, both articles outline problems that can arise when 

a human user becomes cognitively disengaged from events that are unfolding with a degree of autonomy 

– and both are involved with negotiating a balance of power and responsibility between human and non-

human agents. In this context, the goal for HFI experts is to strike a fine balance between over and under 

stimulating human users, to hold them close enough to the unfolding functioning of the semi-

autonomous system that they are aware of it and stay engaged, but far enough to notice novelty and 

preserve cognitive energy.  

 

Earlier in her 1995 article, Endsley formulates her concern with automatic functioning in a way 

that appears existential: ‘In relation to SA, automaticity poses an important question, however. To what 

degree do people who are functioning automatically have SA?’240 While this question is largely technical in 

nature, and hinges on how various HFI experts measure and qualify situational awareness, the slippery 

axes on which this problem is founded – automaticity, attention, awareness, situatedness, disorientation – 

are more widely transferrable, and in fact echo an historical anxiety relating to automation and labour. 

Again, Crary offers a useful commentary in this regard: ‘Inattention, especially within the context of new 

forms of large-scale industrialized production, began to be treated as a danger and a serious problem, 

even though it was often the very modernized arrangements of labor that produced inattention.’241 He 

describes a growing wariness in the late 19th century of industrial/ proto-Fordist practices which 

encouraged and even demanded that workers perform repetitive tasks with a degree of automaticity. At 

the time, the prevailing fear was that mundane production-line type jobs might induce inattention and 

cause dangerous workplace accidents. Crary however, considers the true danger of this historical 

automatism of human labour as a drain on attention and therefore an affront to individual agency. He 
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claims: 

The issue of the automatic is crucial within the specifically modern problem of attention: it poses the notion of 

absorbed states that are no longer related to an interiorization of the subject, to an intensification of a sense of selfhood. 

The inwardness of what Hegel called romanticism is not so much exceeded here as it is paradoxically turned inside out, 

into a condition of externalization: attention as a depthless interface simulates and displaces what once might have 

been autonomous states of self-reflection or a sens intime.242 

Crary decries ‘the automatic’ as an intentionally induced ‘absorbed state’ among subjects, that depletes 

users’ attention reserves that had previously been committed to inward-facing reflection and self-

affirmation. According to this notion, a redirection of attentive energy means that formerly reflective 

individual workers become lodged on a ‘depthless interface’ which levels-out and nullifies the previously 

nurtured differences between subjects. In this situation, individual autonomy underpinned by self-

affirming introspection is undermined by the subjects’ being required to function automatically, in step 

with – absorbed into – the machinery. To a certain extent, Crary’s argument reflects a variation of Žižek’s 

commentary on Forrest Gump explored in Chapter 1. Crary’s Fordist labourers, like Gump, are 

positioned too close to the unfolding of an externalised system to maintain a critical footing with respect to 

it. Through comparable but distinct processes that could be described as over-immersion, both become 

overly integrated in the rhythms and operations of a pervasive milieu.  

 

The respective and unfavourable visions of automatic behaviour described by both Crary and 

Endsley here are conceived with distinct anxieties in mind. For both, however, ‘the automatic’ leads to a 

dangerous flattening of necessary difference. In the context of UAV operation, too much automatic 

behaviour, characterised by Endsley as an over-absorption in the task itself and enabled by an excessive 

trust in autonomous non-human systems, can lead to disengagement and eventually, poor situational 

awareness. Ultimately, Endsley fears that it can lead to operators failing to differentiate ‘novel’ stimuli in 
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their field of vision in amidst a ‘normal’ – unthreatening – flow of information. Framed instead in Crary’s 

terms, the presence of automaticity in the labour of UAV surveillance would deprive these crewmembers 

of recourse to introspection or a ‘sens intime’. In this way, an overabundance of behavioural automaticity 

undermines the value of having a specifically and sufficiently human presence ‘in-the-loop’ in the first 

place. In so far as the interfaces of the GCS are designed to enable this type of automatic engagement – a 

form of flow state wherein users can maintain a minimum but functioning degree of situational awareness 

across varied and dispersed information feeds – the intensive/intuitive functionality of the GCS could be 

argued to problematize and challenge the structural conditions of criticality among crewmembers.  

 

At this point, it is important to consider how the intensive micro-culture of and surrounding the 

GCS supports or complicates the critical faculties of its inhabitants. In Reaper Force, Lee dedicates a 

chapter to a potential danger of UAV operation that he calls ‘Missing the Gorilla’.243 In this section, he 

describes in detail a mission in Summer 2014 when an RAF UAV sensor operator became so deeply 

engaged in the rigidly preordained and technically difficult task of directing a Hellfire missile onto a 

moving target, that they failed to notice a separate vehicle probably carrying civilians enter the visual 

frame. Although the missile failed to launch on this occasion, and nobody was harmed, Lee develops a 

line of argument relating to the danger of target fixation from this account. He offers the following 

theory to explain the crew’s collective error of judgement in the extract below:  

 

One possible explanation for Nina and the rest of the crew Missing the Gorilla – being prepared to fire a missile while 

the risk to civilians was increasing – was that under pressure they started to rely increasingly on the intuitive part of the 

brain. Correspondingly, the reasoning side became less effective. So, the three crew members had slowly narrowed 

their field of vision and their breadth of thought to the target vehicle.244  

Lee, a former RAF chaplain and an academic in the field of military ethics, differentiates intuitive decision 
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making, which he aligns with habitual and learned procedures, from objective and reasoned judgement, to 

explain this non-lethal example of a UAV crew ‘missing novel stimuli’. The following quotation, 

describing the de-briefing process that took place after the failed strike reiterates his concern: ‘Without 

the brain-altering effects of adrenaline, the real-time hyper-intense focus on the target and the pressure to 

get the missile on target with an international audience watching the live-video, the misjudgement was 

glaring.’245 Importantly, he suggests that the highly pressurised, fast-paced and widely monitored 

environment of the GCS contributed to the crew leaning too heavily on their intuitive faculties.  

 

Elsewhere, Cullen outlines a similar type of fixation among US Airforce Reaper UAV 

crewmembers as part of his lobbying for the necessity of supplementary image analysts in separate 

‘distributed’ ground stations: ‘When watching a dynamic scene, the pilot and sensor operator often 

focused their attention on the area surrounding the sensor ball’s crosshairs and not “the other ninety-five 

percent of the screen.”’246 Cullen is emphatic about the requirement for an objective analysis of live 

imagery that is physically located outside of the GCS: 

Imagery analysts in a distributed ground station were unaware of these tasks, and they had the time, resources, and 

incentive to monitor scenes from Reaper’s sensor ball intently. The screener and the analysts working for him or her 

were not part of the “mission crew” or the “flight crew,” and some pilots thought personnel in a distributed ground 

station were “less vulnerable to the social pressures” of a Reaper crew and provided a ground commander an 

“impartial perspective” that saved lives.247  

It is important to note here that while Cullen lists the principal benefit of these external analysts as being 

their ability to contribute extra attention to the unfolding events, he is also insistent on the value of these 

teams being located outside the GCS – in a separate ‘social’ space. For Lee, and to a certain extent Cullen 

as well, an adrenaline fuelled, highly pressurised, social environment within the GCS all contribute to a 
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‘target fixation’ that is subtly distinct from Endsley’s surplus automaticity but can also lead to missing 

‘novel stimuli’.  

 

Despite the fact that they describe different phenomena, Endsley’s overabundant automaticity 

outlined earlier, and Lee’s ‘Missing the Gorilla’ both seem to stem from an overpowering set of 

predetermined expectations – an over rehearsed script. Gusterson offers another factor that he calls 

‘narrative infilling’ to account for the occasional failure of crews to accurately note changes in the 

‘perceptual field’.248 He suggests that weaknesses in the technology itself and in particular the quality of 

the imagery that reaches the GCS has forced crewmembers to ‘fill in the gaps’ themselves, sometimes 

leading to spurious conclusions: ‘the fault lies in the interaction between the limitations of the technology 

and processes of narrative infilling and remote individualization.’249 His concern, as is the case with Lee 

and Endsley, is related to a psychological tendency or innate bias among UAV crewmembers who operate 

within an intensive and enclosed space to lean on an expectation of how events will unfold. Unlike Lee, 

Endsley or Cullen however, he focusses his attentions on how uncertainty in the visual field itself can, 

among team members saturated with a certain set of expectations, occasionally lead to misperception and 

error.  

 

Responding to the GCS in particular, Gusterson claims that narratives of imminence and 

immediate threat that pervade the UAV flying community (as a form of folklore), can mean that the pilots 

and sensor operators are predisposed to recognise hazards in ambiguous imagery. The following 

comment from Matt J. Martin in Predator seems to support this. In it, Martin describes how the act of 

continuous watching, coupled with a narrative of threat and adversity, can breed prejudice: ‘I remained a 
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voyeur in the sky snooping on people’s lives. Increasingly cynical, I was suspicious of everyone.’250 

Gusterson deploys the useful concept of a pre-ordained narrative to explore an occasional disparity, as he 

sees it, between the ideal functioning of a GCS and its real functioning. For him, it is a way to explore a 

form of learned mythology that guides attitudes and actions within UAV squadrons. His considered use 

of the word ‘infilling’ with respect to the crews’ relationship with this narrative, as opposed to ‘authoring’, 

indicates that his concern is with structural-level predispositions that precede a UAV operator’s actions. 

To a certain degree, these pre-ordained narratives and prejudices represent another form of automaticity, 

another ‘surface of operations’ with which operators must integrate – and another potential challenge to 

their individuality, agency and ability to cast a critical eye over fast-moving events.  

 
 

It is useful to consider these potentially dangerous phenomena, associated with forms of over-

immersion – target fixation, ‘narrative infilling’, excessive automaticity, a mistaken impression of 

proximity – among UAV pilots in terms of the architectures of absorption from the history of theatre and 

staging. In fact, in his account of the captivating force of Richard Wagner’s Festspielhaus at Bayreuth, Crary 

describes how the revolutionary lighting and seating arrangements of this theatre were designed to ‘fixate’ 

and stupefy spectators: ‘This isolated zone of brightness, they insist, produces a fixation of the eyes on the 

same points throughout, and the gaze of the viewer can be “easily dominated.”’251 For Crary, the 

Festspielhaus at Bayreuth, first opened in 1876, was as a touchstone for theatre design in the progress 

towards the mastery and domination of spectators’ attention. Even in a purely superficial sense, Wagner’s 

innovative framing of the dramatic action in an ‘isolated zone of brightness’ is arguably echoed in the 

darkened shipping containers positioned on bases such as RAF Waddington in Lincolnshire and Creech 

Airbase Nevada. For Wagner, the transcendental and transporting, later absorbing/presence generating 

potential of theatre relied on a competent and technically minded mastery of attention.252 
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To these ends, and in contrast to theatres of his day, Wagner’s Festspielhaus, included an 

auditorium whose transient light could be reduced to ‘near complete darkness as a way of heightening the 

intensity of lighting effects onstage and preventing peripheral distraction.’ 253 Its layout also famously hid 

the orchestra from the spectator’s view in order that the source of the music was less obvious and did not 

distract from the synthetic totality of the illusion. On top of this, Wagner installed a series of withdrawing 

proscenium arches which ruptured any and all continuous perspectival references between the onstage 

space and the auditorium. This device, still commonly referred to as Wagner’s ‘mystic abyss’, had the 

effect of disorientating his spectators – or rather reorienting them in the represented world – as it made it 

more difficult for them to accurately perceive depth and scale onstage. Undermining the spectator’s own 

sense of orientation in this way led to increased suggestibility and emotional pliability among audience 

members who supposedly became more willing to ‘suspend disbelief’ when placed in a position of relative 

vulnerability.254 By reducing the audience’s ability to perceive the outer edges and sources of the fiction, 

and by minimising peripheral distractions, Wagner commanded his spectators’ attention for longer 

periods of time. Such features were, according to Crary, developed to allow the spectators to become 

more easily absorbed into the fictional worlds created onstage. Eventually, his spectators would begin to 

obligingly align and identify aspects of their internalised experience with a cohesive symbolic system laid 

out on the stage in front of them – they would lose track of the frame.  

 

Disorientation through the total command of attention thus became a methodological 

instrument with which Wagner coaxed his spectators out of their interiorised experience of the world and 

encouraged them to submit to, and temporarily dwell within a collective fantasy: ‘Wagner stands for a will 

to mastery over all aspects of spectacle that would allow for the calculated production of states of 
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regression, fascination, dream.’255 Crary claims that the Bayreuth Festpielhaus became: ‘a construction of 

visibility that more rigorously structured the spectator’s perceptual experience. His aim was to establish a 

“theatron,” a “place for seeing,”.’256 Its sealed-off and minutely controlled architecture effectively sought 

to replicate and supplant certain aspects of spectators’ own visual experience in order that they might lose 

their solid and embodied grounding in reality. Like an optical cuckoo, the fictional action represented 

onstage would insert itself between the perceiver and the perceived. Rather than providing reliable 

positioning through perspectival feedback, Wagner invited spectators to renounce their firm sense of 

location, and even borrow orientation cues from the world of fiction. In his book Entangled: Technology and 

the Transformation of Performance, Chris Salter similarly claims that the ‘total immersion’ of the senses 

brought on Wagner’s theatre ‘swept’ spectators into ‘an emotional, hypnotic vertigo’.257 Salter, like Crary, 

claims that this mystification came at the cost of rationality and undermined effective criticality among 

audience members who were perceptively merged with the action onstage: ‘For the composer, reason, 

intellect, and a rational worldview played no role in the audience’s experience of the Gesamtkunstwerk’s 

utopian synthesis. Instead, the fusion of artistic forms would communicate directly to the senses and 

through them, exclusively to the emotions.’258 In as far as this is the case, the formal aspects of Wagner’s 

opera promoted a form of spectatorship that is best aligned with mystification, disorientation and 

collective enchantment.  

 

 
The interface of the GCS clearly displays similar, attention-commanding, focus holding 

ambitions, albeit for vastly different reasons. General Atomic’s ‘Advanced Cockpit GCS’ (Figure 5) for 

example, with its wraparound screens, matte-black surfaces and a keyboard mounting that is moulded to 
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the legs of the seated pilot, seems to share an attitude towards constructing visibility with Wagner’s 

stagecraft. It likewise appears to seek to ‘communicate directly to the senses’ of its users. Moreover, the 

visual matrix in front of the pilots in the GCS optically prioritises the distant environment captured over 

their local environment in a way that is reminiscent of Wagner’s brightly lit stage space alluringly glowing 

in a darkened auditorium. These distinctive physical characteristics, which limit peripheral vision and 

display an attuned awareness for comfort, ergonomics and immersion, are a clear attempt to enable the 

absorption of their users into the virtually represented space depicted onscreen for prolonged periods of 

time. Like the Festspielhaus, the ‘staging’ of the on-screen action in the GCS is intended to absorb its users, 

and cast them ‘imaginatively’ or at least perceptively into a space that is remote to their body.  

 

 

However, while ambient light in most GCSs is often also very low, it is unlikely that their 

designers would claim that this decision was made to produce an intentional ‘mystification’. In fact, 

Cullen claims that USAF Predator crews were given licence to optimise the lighting levels within the GCS 

themselves, to make the video feed easier to interpret: ‘Predator pilots could use the ground control 

station as a tool to construct a dark and controlled environment and to create contrast between the 

display and its surroundings.’259 This very adjustability suggests a degree of control over the environment 

that would seem to put the crewmembers in command of their own immersion. Nevertheless, while 

intentions may be vastly different, it is difficult to entirely separate the mystifying/alluring effects 

produced by Wagner’s staging, and effects produced by similar visual/environmental features within 

many GCSs. Indeed, many aspects of their design tend towards inducing a Wagnerian immersive 

synthesis, and not all features within a GCS are adjustable by the crewmembers themselves.260  
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Whereas the festpielhaus was intended to promote a feeling of synthesis amongst spectators 

between their experience of reality and a fictional/symbolic order unfolding a few metres away onstage, 

the GCS arguably adopts comparable technical methods to induce an impression of a seamless oneness in 

the crewmembers between a proximal reality and a distant, dispersed and multi-agent network of 

influence. In other words, as the doors close behind the operators in the GCS, the crewmembers are 

often seen to be progressively immersed into the distant and continuous reality onscreen – where their 

attention is required to be.261 Martin describes how he was trained to disassociate his mind from body 

when operating a UAV and imagine he was flying the airframe in person: ‘You’re in that airplane, Captain 

Martin. Feel it.’262 The symbolic/mimetic construction with which the operators must interact, ‘feel’ and 

synthesise is not fictional, but distant. Wagner’s theatre, and most of the optical/sensory technologies that 

Crary describes seek to attract attentional energy in order that they may effectively commodify the 

experiences of otherness and transportation.263 The GCS deploys similar formal and architectural 

strategies to attract and command attention with the intention of better integrating them with the 

procedures and rhythms of the war machine. This process depends on the operators being able to cast 

themselves emotionally and cognitively into a remote sphere in a way that resembles a theatre spectator’s 

‘suspension of disbelief’. As such, its functionality relies on repeating cycles of disorientation and 

reorientation, disintegration and reintegration among operators. Every iteration of which – into the 

warzone – back onto the airbase – into the night above Iraq – back into the (obscured) daylight of 

Lincolnshire – is orchestrated and transformed by the oblique and unpredictable processes of immersion. 

With this in mind, it is perhaps unsurprising that Martin describes experiencing a ‘schizophrenic existence 

between two worlds’ during the years that he piloted UAVs.264 
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 It also seems significant in this context, that Martin describes his experience of piloting UAVs in 

theatrical terms: ‘I often felt more like a spectator at the singular event of my military generation than an 

actual participant. Nonetheless, I sometimes enjoyed a fine box-seat view of the fireworks.’265 Like 

Wagner’s theatre, the GCS has been designed to be a ‘place for seeing’. The radical difference with the 

GCS however, lies in the fact that this hyper-visual form of surveillance technology, delivered in a space 

that has incorporated immersive mechanisms (indirectly) from the history of spectatorship into its 

intensive functioning, is also the interface through which lethal strikes – ‘fireworks’ – are conducted. The 

combination of immersive-like spectatorship with distant but immediate and deadly kinetic action, made 

possible by the GCS, provides one of the most problematic aspects of UAV based warfare.266 An 

understanding of the specific nature of the immersions that can take place in the GCS – being able to 

identify the perspectival cues that have been ruptured, and those which have been strengthened by its 

interfaces – should help us understand what kind of ‘spectators’ or actors UAV operators are expected to 

be.  

 

 
In War and Cinema: The Logistics of Perception, Paul Virilio calls the remotely located command 

centres of Berlin and London during WW2 ‘huge theatre halls’, and likens the experience of war within 

them to a ‘Space Opera’: ‘No longer having any real extension in space, these centres of interaction 

received an endless mass of information and messages from the most scattered points and radiated it 

back to their own defined universe.’267 It is an observation of considerable value, and while the lines it 

draws between remote conflict, the speed of the passage of information, and the removal of bodily risk, 

are clearly echoed in the contemporary GCS, the most relevant phrase in the quotation for this argument 
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is: ‘their own defined universe’. For Virilio, these command centres represent a total collapse of the 

previously implicit proximal connection between the cause and effect of a war action. The information 

that reached the commanders had necessarily traversed a ‘mystic abyss’ of a different – electronic – type, 

as the results of their actions were delivered as information and details rather than as direct sensory 

feedback. While Wagner’s abyss was an ocular deception that ungrounded his spectators, encouraged 

them to suspend disbelief and be temporarily drawn into the structure of a fantasy, these commanders – 

‘No longer having any real extension in space’ – had to rationalise a sensorial/causal abyss cognitively, 

knowing rather than feeling that their actions would have deadly consequences. Like spectators in a 

theatre, or ‘Space Opera’, the military tacticians working inside these command centres – not unlike 

operators in a GCS – responded to signals received and contextualised within the bounds of a self-

consistent, interiorised and extrasensory logic.  

 

Gusterson, whose ‘mental slippage’ analysis was cited earlier in this essay, points out that most 

GCSs are not only physically separated from the distant combat zones over which their UAVs fly, but 

also visually and environmentally cut off from the airbases themselves: ‘Like blindfolds, hoods, darkened 

cells, or isolation tanks, the air-conditioned trailers seal off drone operators from the nearby physical 

environment and make them suggestible to other cues.’268 His analysis of the isolating effect of an 

enclosed GCS clearly resonates with Virilio’s analysis of the WW2 command centres. Moreover, 

Gusterson claims the architectural isolation brought on by the airtight GCS prompts increased 

suggestibility among UAV operators by sealing them off from a normalising social context. This vivid 

point echoes the conclusions reached in the previous chapter relating to Milgram’s subjects who were 

more likely to follow orders when they were architecturally and visually separated from their 

contemporaries.269 While Gusterson does not specify the nature of the ‘other cues’ that might modify an 
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operators’ judgement, he certainly implies that individual crewmembers lose agency and a degree of self-

determinism as a result of their visual/social separation from any external stimuli directly outside the 

GCS.  

 

 

The GCS, much like a black-box theatre, is distinctively interiorised and controllable. This 

modular and self-contained character provides its designers with the opportunity to carefully 

curate/dictate the nature of the interaction with the distant UAVs. Ultimately, the total control of the 

environment, enabled in part by its self-containedness, means that the military are able to ‘control the 

narrative’ and carefully guide the experience of UAV operators. A similar concern is raised by Franz and 

Queisner in ‘The Actors Are Leaving the Control Station’: ‘Paradoxically, remote military interventions 

are, by their very nature, restricted to the closed system of computerised, heavily mediated environments 

of control.’270 This minute control over the self-contained environment enables those who design and 

build these interfaces to establish a coherent and persuasive interiorised system of signification within its 

walls.  

 

*** 

 

At this stage, it is helpful to turn to Berthold Brecht’s concept of the ‘Epic Theatre’ to gain 

another understanding of how immersive effects and staging decisions can be, or at least have been, 

deployed (or avoided) to influence a spectator’s critical faculties – especially since Brecht’s insights offer a 

useful framework through which to think about what conceptual and theatrical conditions encourage a 

shift from passive spectator into participating agent. It is also important to note that Brechtian theatre is 

often cast by theatre historians in opposition to Wagner’s hypnotic opera. Salter, for example, suggests 

that Wagner’s narcotic model for performance was antithetical to Brecht who actively sought to 
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undermine a spectator’s impression of synthesis within the fictional world: ‘the very immersion of the 

spectator in a torrent of sensations would drastically mitigate her ability to take a critical stance to what 

she saw.’271 Brecht is thus often interpreted as producing an instructive, mobilising theatre for rational 

spectators who maintained a firm-footing in reality – ‘a critical stance’ and ‘a broad overview’. For this 

reason, certain aspects of this branch of theatre history can throw light on the notion of critical distance 

in an enclosed, largely visual space such as a GCS.  

 

 

Henri Lefevbre provides a succinct interpretation of Brecht’s alienation technique in The Critique 

of Everyday Life: ‘To look at things from an alien standpoint – externally and from a reasonable distance – is 

to look at things truly.’272 Here, Lefebvre reads Brecht’s Epic Theatre as a system for creating clarity and 

‘truth’ through a form of critical distance. Epic Theatre, in these terms, becomes a means to present an 

enlightening network of signification onstage by mirroring the alienations, and uniquely human 

relationalities that shape our societies and everyday interactions. Lefevbre continues:  

 

Brecht perceived the epic content of everyday life superbly: the hardness of actions and events, the necessity of 

judging. To this he added an acute awareness of the alienation to be found in the same everyday life. To see people 

properly we need to place them and a reasonable, well-judged distance, like the objects we see before us. Then their 

many-sided strangeness becomes apparent: in relation to themselves.273 

 

According to Lefevbre, Brecht’s alienation technique – and the valued structural criticality it seeks to 

inspire in its audience members – is not formed by actual distance between agent and event, but rather by 

a specific, triangulating relationality attached to the distance between objects/people/characters onstage. 

Its effect depends on a curated and sober ‘strangeness’ between elements of the drama – on an 

estrangement between nodes in a network of signification. Each of which – the scenes, the characters, the 
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spectators – are kept independent from each other to prevent them from becoming a phantasmagorical 

and narcotic simulacrum: ‘Whether visual, sonic, or textual, each media element in Brecht’s model 

maintained its independence from one another by way of a radical separation (Trennung).’274 Brecht’s 

‘perceptive field’ is not intended to be a separate, self-contained entity or a cohesive virtual space into 

which spectators are hypnotically drawn – or cast themselves – but an extension of his spectators’ own 

everyday realities. Brecht’s Epic Theatre should, if we are to adopt Lefevbre’s understanding of it, lead 

spectators to recognise that the tensions and dramas presented onstage are inextricably connected to their 

own lives. That they, the spectators themselves are already immersed within the same drama, on the same 

perceptual field, from which there is no meaningful escape.  

 

 
In these terms, the ‘broad overview’ associated with objectivity and critical astuteness in Martin’s 

account would depend less on the limits of the Predator’s image quality or field of view, and more on 

how (and if) the interface disrupts and modulates the sensory streams available to the operator to prevent 

a hallucinatory engagement. Developing an intentionally arrhythmic and fragmented approach to 

presenting the necessary information to UAV crews, rather than delivering it as a cohesive and 

synthesised – potentially immersive – system, would reflect an alienating attitude towards establishing a 

critical standpoint among operators. To a certain extent, the regular physical and cognitive action required 

by UAV operators – strengthened by their receiving of visual feedback from the UAV’s actions – should 

serve to emancipate them from a passive spectatorial narcosis before any evasive alienation is required. 

However, as has been shown, when the operators’ duties are increasingly restricted to ‘overwatch’ of the 

autonomous aspects of the systems, the danger of their role becoming spectatorial and overly passive in 

nature increases, and the need to disrupt the immersive synthesis of the remote scene grows. If, that is, 

their agency as individual operators is deemed to be necessary.  
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For Lefevbre, the radical value in Brecht’s theatre lies in its renunciation of an internalised space 

of fiction – external to the spectators: ‘[Brecht] leaves the spectator in a (for him) disturbing 

externality.’275 This ‘disturbing’ externality, a tangible symbolic position outside of the event that is shorn 

of artifice, costume and role-play, prevented his spectators from an escapist-type engagement with the 

material. As such, this type of spectatorship should be conceived as a means to actualise the weight of 

decision making for his viewing public: ‘Called upon to make a judgement, obliged to come to a decision, 

the audience hesitates. And in this way the action is transferred to within the spectator.’276 The critical gap 

between viewing subject and the field of operations – that Brecht fiercely sought to preserve – thus 

functioned to focus and alienate their impression of selfhood as a negative of the network of signification 

onstage. Interpreted along these lines, Brecht’s Epic Theatre was as much about re-framing the viewing 

subject and their actions (for themselves) in their social/symbolic context, as it was about presenting 

drama onstage.  

 

 
The subject implicating logic of skeuomorphic design that offers a user a symbolic position 

within a semi-virtual space (evidenced by aircraft-like aspects of the GCS and the role-play like training of 

UAV operators) would both appear to undermine this space for criticality – at least at the scale of the of 

the GCS. Both tendencies, (skeuomorphism and role-play) encourage pilots and sensor operators to take 

up a position inside a coherent symbolic interiority rather than establishing an imaginary position that 

emphasises their role in relation to (exterior to) an event. In fact, GA’s technocratic promise of increased 

symbiosis between their semi-automated systems and human users – emerging in the context of the 

broader drive towards instantaneity in military decision making – potentially leaves little scope for a 

critical, ‘alienating’ space between future UAV operators and unfolding events. This total, intuitive 

synthesis has the potential to challenge both the operator’s ability to act as critical agents as well as their 

psychic wellbeing. As Martin himself describes: ‘I experienced the psychological disconnect of being “at 
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war” for eight hours or so, shooting weapons at enemy targets, directing hits against the other side, and 

then I got in my car, drove home, and, that evening had steak with my wife in Las Vegas.’277  

 

 
Moreover, Brecht’s sober gap, this space for insight – the place where a novel object becomes a 

critical concern for a subject, should be conceived as a duration in time as much as an opening in 

symbolic space. It is a forum or medium in which a time-bound (experientially grounded) process of self-

realisation – hesitation – takes place, where spectators probe and actualise the limits of their own 

extension in space in relation to social and cultural standards via a sequence of iterating feedback loops. 

Well documented and aforementioned psychic phenomena such as target fixation, involuntary 

identification as the aircraft, the register of mistaken proprioceptive cues, dreaming in infrared, all indicate 

that an unpredictable immersion – corresponding with the breakdown of the thresholds guarding a 

symbolic order – can take place within the GCS. For this reason, it seems clear that pilots and sensor 

operators cannot be, and are not, expected to maintain a meaningful alienation from the unfolding scene 

at all times. In fact, the sometimes intense pace of their labour, especially during missile launches, makes 

the idea of hesitation – also centralised in Crary’s conception of introspection – anathema to the cause.  

 

 

39 Squadron’s innovative introduction of a mission intelligence co-ordinator (MIC) inside their 

GCS – seated behind the pilot and sensor operator – on Creech Airbase in 2007 could be interpreted as a 

welcome addition in this context (although even this ‘external’ critical voice remains internal to the 

military’s ideological superstructures and systems of authority).278 In fact, the MIC’s now commonplace 

positioning as a moderating force between the more fully synthesised, integrated and immersed operators 

in a RAF GCS and the imagery analysts and military hierarchy who guide and support their actions using 

chat forums and headsets, indicates a recognition of a continuing need to bridge a gap between the two 
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modes of activity (intelligence and direct control). In a strong example of what is known as Crew 

Resource Management (CRM); the three-person crew in RAF control stations is thus designed to exploit 

the capacity for immersion and intuitive synthesis among some operators, and limit it in others. 

Specifically, the two operators (the pilot and sensor operator) are allowed to be more fully immersed in 

the imagery onscreen, and may remain relatively acritical, while the third (the MIC), must remain alienated 

and critical, as a failsafe against human immersion.  

 

 

The following account of the actions of the MIC ‘Jamie’ in Reaper Force is an example of the 

moderating role played by an MIC inside a GCS:  

 

‘What’s the problem?’ asked the pilot, his grip on the trigger snapping loose at the same time. The release process 

stopped instantly, the pre-strike tension suddenly broken. 

‘There’s a kid down there. A child down there.’ Jamie only had the perspective of seeing one person versus another, 

but even with the limitations of the infrared picture, that comparison between two figures was clear. He might not 

have noticed if the child was standing on their own.279 

 

At this key moment, Jamie provided an ‘an extra pair of eyes, an extra brain and a longer-term intelligence 

picture’ in the GCS while the pilot and sensor operator were preoccupied with the difficult and engaging 

tasks of directing the missile and flying the UAV.280 This distinctive division of labour means that the 

GCS could be – and often is – argued to promote a critical, alienated perspective of unfolding events 

when it is viewed as a collective, even while it promotes absorbed engagement among individuals. 

However, the intervening entity that prevented the missile launch in the account above was not the clear 

space opened by separating roles in the GCS – although it certainly helped – but the difference in height 

between the child and the adult target on the ground in Afghanistan.  
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In fact, while the nature of a UAV operator’s labour is an uncertain combination of Wagnerian 

immersion in a remote scene and local, administrative and sober activity, the discourses which seek to 

humanise these teams often describe their working environment in ways that emphasise their mundane, 

unromantic aspects. Throughout his book, Peter Lee, for example, focusses on the ‘day to day’ experience 

of the UAV crewmembers to emphasise their humanity and therefore, vulnerability. Displaying an often 

paternal concern for them – his lobbying for their right to be awarded bravery medals is a good example 

of this – Lee’s account seeks to debunk a popular misconception that UAV operation is high-tech and de-

humanised. For this reason, Lee regularly emphasises the ‘nondescript and functional’ granular and even 

sensory aspects of the interiors of the 39 Squadron instalments at Creech Airbase Nevada that he was 

invited to visit.281 The following quotation – a good example of Lee’s characteristically sardonic tone – 

offers evidence of a stripped-back, ‘no-frills’ aesthetic within the interior of 39 Squadron’s physical 

installations:  

 

If the interior designer is aiming for jumble sale chic with shades of unwanted military supplies, all decorated with 

uneven standard issue framed pictures of the Reaper and other RAF aircraft, then the look is a triumph. The ambience 

is completed by the lingering scent of microwaved curry, the sound of the BBC News channel and an air conditioner 

losing its rear-guard battle against nature.282 

 

Lee’s descriptions of the prosaic aspects of these spaces publicises the human experience of UAV 

operation and his regular surprise at the disparity between his futuristic expectations of the Creech 

Airbase and its actual manifestation displays an attuned awareness of the force of mythology: ‘Any 

lingering vision of a chrome and glass wonderland is replaced by the reality of varnished plywood topped 

by Perspex: a classic air force design.’283 This type of commentary is typical in Reaper Force, and much of 

Lee’s writing is an invitation to share in his surprise. In contrast with the tone of GA’s promotion of the 

futuristic – ‘chrome and glass’ – Advanced cockpit GCS, Lee highlights the local, ‘humdrum’ aspects of 
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UAV operation to his readers. As a result, his book gives the impression that these spaces perform 

functionality unromantically to emphasise the seriousness and un-gamelike nature of the tasks that are 

undertaken within them. While Lee’s thorough sensory descriptions provide his readers with an holistic 

impression of these spaces, the very diversity of the patchwork of sensory cues from the base he includes 

– the smell of microwaved curry, the BBC News Channel – also serves to undermine the idea that the 

operators might experience a satisfying Wagnerian synthesis during their shifts. GA’s promotional 

material for the Advanced Cockpit promises: ‘You will fly!’ and Lee replies: ‘But your feet will stay on the 

ground.’  

 

 
Ultimately, the fact that the promotional material on GA’s website and Lee each tend to highlight 

divergent aspects of the experience of UAV operation – one near the other far, one administrative the 

other absorbing –  stems from their having different audiences. GA is pitching a speculative pledge to 

those who might wish to purchase their high-tech, intuitive integrative technology, and Lee offers a 

recent history to a wider public looking for reassurance that this form of weaponry remains grounded in 

familiar human endeavour. This disparity could, therefore, be explained as a superficial question of 

presentation and embellishment that is inherent in publicity – with the charge of escapism and absorption 

among operators being rebutted with a claim that GA’s promise of immersive transportation is not 

expected to be taken literally. Nevertheless, there remains ample evidence to suggest that many GCSs’ 

grinding administrative immersiveness problematises human agency in the context of UAV operation 

long before the activities of the GCS reach public discourse. More importantly, the growing reliance on 

autonomous functionality in remote warfare suggests that, in the near future, the relevance of the more 

‘human’, sensory aspects of a space like the GCS – the smell of microwaved curry – will shrink as more 

of the decisions are made automatically.  

 

 

 Brian Massumi’s 2015 book Ontopower, is largely devoted to what he sees as the emergent and novel 

ontologies of modern, pre-emptive and ‘full-spectrum’ conflict. Throughout it, Massumi, like Lee, returns 
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to how the human experience of, and contributions to, combat are being transformed by the evolving 

ideologies and methodologies increasingly favoured by military commanders. Attention, as either a human 

or computational entity, and whether it be automatic, reflexive or systemic, offers Massumi a flexible and 

potent way to conceive of the pervasiveness and specific demands of contemporary warfare. For him, it is 

a broad concept that encompasses and explains systemic-scale, ontological aspects of warfare and also, 

interacts with the specific ways soldiers’ experience of conflict is changing. He outlines its structural 

relationship with perception in this way: 

 

Attention is the perceptual automatism that consists in tagging a change in the perceptual field as new and potentially 

important and building awareness on that change, for the very good reason that it may signal a necessity of a response or 

an opportunity for action.284 

 

Attention thus formulated is a reflexive entity that plays a supervisory, ‘tagging’ role with respect to a 

subject’s continuously unfolding ‘perceptual field’. According to Massumi, the forces and directives which 

guide military ideology have targeted and weaponised an ‘attentional blink’ between a soldier’s perception 

and cognition.285 Massumi decries a weak-spot in the fabric of human experience, and as a result, 

individual agency, between received, perceptual matter and a person’s cognitive processes. He, like Crary, 

draws our attention to attention, which he interprets broadly as a directionality that guides cognition, as 

being key to defending this weak-spot: ‘What is at stake is the place of human thought and perception in 

the coming evolution of the topology of power. […] Where once was human cognition, now whirs the 

machinery of a full-spectrum will-to-power: knowledge-power (without the actual knowledge).’286 Massumi 

is concerned with an in-built automaticity in the pace of aspects of contemporary warfare that he believes 

overrides and supersedes individual soldiers’ ability to apply a critical eye to unfolding events. Ultimately, 

Massumi argues that the speed and intensity of contemporary military operations results in human 

attention being spread thin. This leads to a diminishment of introspection and therefore individual human 
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agency in the context of developing power hierarchies – especially power hierarchies which present a 

tendency towards a progressive element of automatic and autonomous functioning.  

 

Massumi goes on to describe the US Defence Advanced Research Projects Agency’s  (DARPA’s) 

‘Augmented Cognition Program’, initiated in 2001, that for a limited period, equipped US soldiers with 

wearable technology to enable their commanders to track ‘[r]eal time brain and physiological monitoring 

of [their] state of awareness.’287 This programme was largely devoted to gathering physiological data that 

could be used to develop and improve procedures to reduce the cognitive load from active military 

personnel faced with complex operational scenarios. It sought to ‘[diffuse] attentiveness across the 

perceptual field (“continuous partial attention”)’ or ‘[distribute] focussed attention (“multitasking”).’288 In 

other words, to hijack and regulate the physiological processes associated with user attention to better 

integrate soldiers with the high paced hive-mind supposedly required to comprehend – and respond to – 

a complex ‘perceptual field’ effectively. To a certain extent, the GCS shares an ideological and 

methodological lineage with programmes such as DARPA’s ‘AugCog’, particularly insofar as they both 

evince a desire among the military hierarchy to track and modulate unwieldy human attentiveness to 

enable an element of control over a more cognitive and supposedly objective value: vigilance.   

 

While Massumi’s argument does not intuitively resonate in the context of slower-moving 

‘monotonous’ surveillance-based tasks in the GCS, it remains the case that an atmosphere of continual 

threat, combined with a cultural expectation for UAV crews to be continually vigilant on increasingly 

immersive interfaces means that operators are expected to be perpetually engaged on a surface of 

operations. Moreover, in the fast paced and frenetic moments in the GCS – weapon launches for 
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example –  that fit more comfortably within Massumi’s area of concern, operators are expected to 

perform technically difficult and extremely attention demanding manoeuvers sometimes after having been 

attentive for many hours. The increasing use of immersive interfaces, evidenced in the evolution of GA’s 

products, reflects the requirement for these service people to be continually present in the operations that 

sometimes unfold at high speed and with high consequence. It combines an interpretation of immersive 

potential associated with edification, where crews undergo a process of ‘close contact’ through 

attentiveness in a virtualised space, with an exteriorisation of attention that draws individuals’ gaze 

outwards and onto an archived and accountable network of control.  

 

In an article that argues for the potential value of ‘Centaur Warfighting’, Paul Scharre admits that 

the speed of the activity undertaken by a human/machine collaboration can limit a human user’s ability to 

meaningfully act as a supervisor/failsafe: ‘There are some situations in which this hybrid human-machine 

cognitive model begins to break down, including: when high-speed reactions are required faster than 

human reaction times.’289 He cites the 2010 stock market ‘flash crash’ as an instance when the pace of 

automation – in this case automated high-speed stock trading – meant that effective human oversight 

became impossible. To mitigate this deficiency in the context of semi-autonomous weaponry, Scharre – 

who defends the requirement for a human at a fail-safe point before ‘engagement decisions’ – 

recommends ‘[r]igorous training where human operators are forced to exercise judgment and intervene to 

halt the weapon system’s operation […], buttressed by a culture that emphasizes human responsibility.’290 

While this type of training would be prudent and such a culture is welcome, neither suggestion fully 

addresses the ‘out-of-the-loop’ issues described by Endsley in a definitive way. It does not deal with the 

issue of the speed of decision making in the long term and in all situations – especially since such 

automated systems, and importantly, adversarial automated weapon systems deployed by separate powers, 
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are only likely to perform faster as technology progresses. In such scenarios, human attention, as both a 

quantity and a quality, and even the success and failure of the seemingly very human experience of 

immersion, becomes obsolete and secondary in importance to computer based analytic/predictive power.  

 

 

German filmmaker Harun Farocki’s notion of ‘operational images’, exemplified in and through 

the archive material that makes up his Eye/Machine trilogy (2003) – but explored at length in his later 

writings and films – documents facets of contemporary military operations wherein events unfold without 

the need any human input. ‘Operational Images’ explore the uncanny and opaque (for human viewers) 

nature of imagery propagated by and for machinery and are, Farocki suggests, ‘Images that are not simply 

meant to reproduce something, but instead are part of the operation.’291 This imagery, usually 

autonomously collected but always – Farocki’s audience notwithstanding – machine-read, includes 

licence-plate recognition programmes, machine-learning datasets, imagery that guides missiles and 

seemingly endless other examples, is shown by Farocki to increasingly shape both military and civilian 

experience. Despite this, they tend to be either invisible, unseen or unintelligible to human eyes, and, for 

this reason, can be used to foreground the complexity of the question of integration in contemporary 

military contexts. Artist Trevor Paglen describes his reaction to Farocki’s operational images in an article 

published by e-Flux in 2014: 

 

The first time I saw Farocki’s Eye/Machine III at the Pacific Film Archive, I was confused. Moving and squiggly arrows 

on a video screen show how a robot “sees” and navigates a landscape. […] I couldn’t quite understand why he thought 

these bits of visual military-industrial-complex detritus were worth paying much attention to. In retrospect, perhaps I 

was meant to be baffled by the images in Eye/Machine III because, in fact, they’re baffling to human eyes.292  
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Human vision is not only incapable of interpreting – blind to – much of this type of ‘trigger-

happy’ imagery, but becomes largely redundant in its arena: ‘Meat-eyes are far too inefficient to see what’s 

going on anyway.’293 If, as Farocki would have it, an increasing portion of full-spectrum-warfare is to be 

played-out according to the oblique rules of this new optical regime, most soldiers/users/subjects will be 

progressively excluded from participating in its manoeuvers. Despite the fact that delegating some image 

analysis to mechanical agents is argued to have a ‘desaturating’ effect on those soldiers whose workload 

might drop, this new optical regime suggests that a new blindness is built-in for some, and a novel 

dissociation from the actuality of the battlefield naturally follows from the pace and scale of the 

surveillance regimes that are increasingly underpinning contemporary conflict (and everyday life).  

 

 

In ‘Phantom Images’ (2004), Farocki indicates that the proliferation of operational images implies 

the rise of new visual order based around imagery that has no requirement of conscious interpretation. 

He claims: ‘The US military command has surpassed us all in the art of showing something that comes 

close to the “unconscious visible.”’294 While the mechanical agents (surveillance cameras, licence plate 

recognition programmes) in question remain strictly reliant on developing knowledge, or intelligence, 

according to the acquisition and processing of imagery, their ‘operative’ machinations unfold without any 

necessary affiliation with human consciousness. In an article for Afterimage, Nace Zavrl argues along 

similar lines: ‘Operative images do not talk of or about: they speak by way of generating and initiating, and 

not asserting or representing.’295 In fact, the uncanny strangeness of operational imagery for human 

viewers, as indicated by Paglen’s account of Eye/Machine III, illustrates the functional and epistemological 

gaps between mechanical and human knowledge. What emerges is a visual order with no necessary 

connection to human interpretation, and, in presentation, a group of images that seem uncanny and 

strange to human audiences.  
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In fact, Paglen’s ‘baffled’ response to Farocki’s ‘operational images’ is arguably a result of the 

filmmaker’s anti-immersive approach to presenting this found imagery. In other words, Farocki sets out 

these images in order that they might ‘perform’ strangeness, and, in so doing, he produces an anti-

immersive practice that is reminiscent of Brecht’s ‘Epic Theatre’. Ultimately, the difficulty of attaining a 

sense of immersion when engaging with Farocki’s collection of ‘operational images’ illustrates both this 

alienating function in his practice, and starkly demonstrates the divergence between images made to be 

interpreted by humans, and images which pass between and control mechanical systems. As such, the 

strangeness of Farocki’s ‘operational images’ frames an aspect of the task set out for HFI specialists when 

they seek to integrate human users into semi-autonomous systems. 

 

 

To a certain degree, the growth in interest in the field of Human Factors is a recognition of the 

burgeoning requirement to establish reliable translation systems between diverse forms of contemporary 

visibility and control. In the context of Farocki’s commentary – which frames operational images as 

strikingly anti-immersive (or not immersive for human audiences) – it is intriguing to witness the 

emergence of immersive techniques as a central concern in this growing technical field. It should be made 

clear at this stage that the GCS’s role as an interface indicates that it is not involved in the production and 

presentation of ‘operational images’. Instead, it should be counted among the technologies that seek to 

familiarise and connect human users to those systems that unfold according to oblique systems of 

control. Farocki’s ‘operational images’ nonetheless serve as a reminder of the nature of the challenge 

addressed by spaces such as the GCS, and usefully leads us to conclude that immersiveness is both a 

quality that is notably absent in certain new modes of seeing, and a methodology that is used to re-

integrate human users into systems underpinned by these new visual regimes.  
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To conclude, this case study has considered what HFI experts conceive of as a functional 

intuitive synthesis between UAV sensor data and their human operators, in the context of Brecht’s 

methods for establishing ethical criticality among theatre audiences. While this type of approach is useful 

in some regards, it could be ultimately undermined by the fact that the GCS is not necessarily intended to 

stimulate criticality among all operators. It would, in all likelihood, be considered by military commanders 

to be an impediment for military personnel to be continually reflecting – introspectively – on their actions 

as individuals – ‘As long as one crewmember is critically alert, what matter if the other two are deeply and 

even overly absorbed within their duties?’ Despite the persistent reference to the psychic agony of 

individual UAV operators, the superstructure of the RAF as a whole, and the GCS within it, tends to 

preference what Žižek calls a ‘many bodies outside a single person’ de-centred subjectivity.296 In doing so, it 

dilutes individual agency and spreads accountability across a wide network of sometimes intangible and 

unreadable (digital) influence. A similar point is made by Albert Bandura in Disengaging Morality from Robotic 

War: ‘At the agency locus, people evade personal accountability for harmful conduct by displacing 

responsibility to others and by dispersing it widely so that no one bears responsibility.’297 The thin spread 

of accountability in the military is clearly not a new phenomena. However, as Bandura argues, the 

proliferation of mechanical autonomy in weaponry is changing the picture profoundly and rapidly. When 

the very humanness of operators is enlisted to perform a failsafe role in lethal contexts – and fulfil the 

terms of an implicit social promise – it raises the question of what type of humanness is required, of how 

human they are hoped to be. It is for this reason that narratives of individualism and the unique and 

nuanced experiences of vulnerable operators are becoming more common. Scharre, in an unrelated 

discussion about image quality and satellite connectivity, appears to summarise the central techno-ethical 

problem of agency in the GCS in a familiar way: ‘This raises a critical question: how much bandwidth is 

required to keep a human in the loop?’298 
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While UAV technology and remote sensing should provide a perfect platform for an alien, super-

critical standpoint – and is often mythologised to do so – there remains a public demand for a human 

subject to be at the controls of any deadly machinery. More precisely, there is a requirement for more 

than an inert and passive subject, a subject-of an environment, but for a subjectivity. This is because we are 

not (yet) collectively willing to bestow the moral licence to kill others upon an objective/alien entity, such 

as a UAV. As Peter Lee recognises, to be human enough is to be vulnerable. A human’s very insertedness 

(another immersion), within accepted ideologies, coupled with a notion of co-dependence and having a 

shared stake in something is what permits them, in certain situations, to commit sanctioned killing in the 

first place.  

 

 

For this reason, human subjectivity, despite its frailty and shortcomings, must be inserted into the 

machinery of war at the failsafe point. However, this human ‘factor’ is then integrated into an unblinking 

system in a way that that appears to challenge the user’s very humanity. Pushing their attention spans to 

the biological limits and periodically removing them from the environmental context from which an 

ethically grounded subject draws feedback and moral affirmation. The alternative, proposed by voices like 

Sharre in his ‘Centaur Warfighting’ article, is an almost tokenistic human presence, un-immersed, aside 

from the action, objectively monitoring only – but presumably able to step in at an appropriate moment. 

The technocratic utopia of a fully integrated human operator, working in-step with their tireless 

mechanical partners – totally and necessarily immersed in the war machine – seems impossible if the 

military is to reap the full ‘benefits’ of hyper-speed automation. Commentators such as Crary or Massumi 

variously suggest that the very process of moral deliberation/cognition is inextricably, and valuably, 

anchored in the murk of the human body. Massumi goes further in fact, and claims that human 

experience itself is continuously catching up with an unfolding present: ‘Paradoxically, the present comes 
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at a lag. The cue-strike registers in the appearance of its product.’299 Ultimately, military commanders of 

the future, hopefully operating in negotiation with public opinion of some sort, will have to judge how 

long a lag is enough to prove that a subjectivity is still at the reins.  

 

 

Finally, it is worth mentioning an aspect of a UAV’s on-board programming called its Lost-link 

Mission Profile.300 This automatically activated protocol comes into effect in the event that any UAV 

experiences a loss of connectivity with its GCS. In such moments, the Lost-Link profile will guide a UAV 

along a pre-programmed flight-path in the direction of a designated Launch and Recovery Element 

(LRE) unit. Up until the point when human operators can restore a line-of-sight data-link with the UAV, 

this aircraft will be totally untethered and alone in the sky. Without noise and without moral confusion, it 

will follow a lonely vector though space. The Lost-Link Mission Profile is not a controversial aspect of 

UAV technology, but it is hard to know if the question of immersion could have any relevance at all in 

the context of such an unmanned aircraft, with no link to an operator – with no connection to anything 

other than a clear direction ahead. For this researcher, the acritical but utterly unambiguous directionality 

of a Lost-Link UAV represents an ominous potential sign of things to come. It is easy to envisage a 

situation when managing the muddy depths of human immersion and the fiddly issues raised by remote-

weaponry/user integration, are not seen to be worthwhile concerns. At this – imaginary – point, the 

Ground Control Station will be a quaint historical oddity, an intriguing testament to a time when we tried 

to keep up. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

CASE STUDY 3: BRAVEMIND, BLIND IMMERSION AND LATENT 
TRAUMA. 

 
 

 

 

A treatment plan was set with an emphasis on the use of exposure therapy with the virtual WTC [World 

Trade Centre] environment. David was notably moved during his first immersion in the environment. He 

commented on the blueness of the sky, “It really was that blue” and began narrating his experiences on that 

day. 

 Albert Rizzo (et al) 301  

 

Some of the nausea was real. 

   Kevin M. Holloway, Clinical Psychologist, demonstrating Bravemind in action. 302 

 

The desert is subsistence. The desert is coincidence between the beginning and the end. 

 Paul Virilio 303 

 
 
 
Albert ‘Skip’ Rizzo, a clinical psychologist and ‘Director for Medical Virtual Reality’ at the 

University of Southern California’s Institute for Creative Technologies (ICT), has focussed his research 

over the last two decades on developing psychotherapy protocols using often novel, sometimes well 

established Virtual Reality (VR) technology. In particular, his work has focussed on alleviating the 

symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) among US veterans who have returned from 

American engagements in the Middle East. His main vehicle for his doing so – and certainly Rizzo’s best 

documented project – is the VR platform and virtual environment Bravemind. In a conversation with 
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Adam Popescu, conducted for Bloomberg Businessweek, the ‘motorcycle-riding, Uggs-wearing Ph.D.’304 

Rizzo describes Bravemind as ‘A medical VR version of prolonged exposure therapy.’305 In broad terms, 

Bravemind uses a continually improving optical technology – head mounted (VR) displays (HMDs) – to 

place former soldiers within synthetic, adaptable virtual scenes that are designed and personalised to 

mimic some of their most traumatic memories. Once perceptually relocated within the scene, the 

traumatised subjects repeatedly narrate and ‘re-live’ the memories in the presence of a therapist who 

guides and modulates the intensity of the session. According to Rizzo, in an article published online in 

Computer magazine, ‘[t]his approach provides a low-threat context in which a patient can confront and 

therapeutically process trauma-relevant memories and emotions as well as de-condition the cycle 

associated with the disorder via a process known as habituation/extinction.’306 With a reported 29% of 

US soldiers discharged from conflicts in the Middle East receiving treatment at Veterans Affairs clinics 

meeting the symptomatic thresholds for PTSD, technology-based and scalable initiatives such as 

Bravemind are increasingly sought after.307 Indeed, Rizzo’s research group are not alone in developing 

virtual environments with which to deliver this form of exposure therapy.  

 

While Rizzo and his collaborators outline benefits of their main VR platforms – Bravemind and 

STRIVE (Stress Resilience in Virtual Environments) – in terms of their economy, safety, modularity, and 

adjustability, they often dwell on the advantages their products display in delivering the oblique and less 

measurable quality of immersion.308 Once again, speaking to Popescu, Rizzo claims ‘[t]here’s something 

about immersion that matters.’309  This somewhat enigmatic statement, offered to Popescu to explain 
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Rizzo’s desire to ‘broaden the medical uses of VR’ and widen the scope of his project to treat ‘phobias 

[…] addiction, autism, Parkinson’s and more’, indicates this scientist’s belief in a causal relationship 

between a subject’s exposure to ‘trauma relevant’ stimuli through immersive techniques and their 

successful habituation to traumatic memories.310 In effect, it draws a beneficial association between 

immersion in principle and the type of adaptable exposure sought after in a prolonged exposure therapy 

session.  

 

Immersion, thus formulated – incorporated into the wider methodological structures that make 

up Emotional Processing Theory (EPT) and combined with the more established therapeutic protocol, 

Prolonged Exposure (PE) – is put forward as an effective and novel means with which to compel 

subjects to confront the pathological habits that typify PTSD. Immersion, and specifically a form of 

technical immersion created by head-mounted virtual reality equipment, offers ‘something’ specific and 

novel to this expanding branch of psychotherapy. To fully understand the processes and procedures that 

have guided Bravemind’s designers along these lines, it is important to establish a sense of what Rizzo and 

his team mean when they claim their technology is more ‘immersive’ than other forms of PE therapy.  

 

The literature that has been published alongside the USC’s findings usually reveals an 

unproblematic and straightforwardly technical approach to deploying immersive technologies as part of 

prolonged exposure therapy (PET). In an article published in Computer journal in 2014, Rizzo’s 

unambiguous and generally acritical language is immediately indicative of this: ‘VR can provide a way to 

immerse users in simulations of the traumatic experience’.311 Throughout this piece, as well as others, VR 

is framed as a novel tool and immersion as a familiar, predictable outcome. Elsewhere, in the Journal of 

Contemporary Psychotherapy, for example, Rizzo and his co-authors description of how they establish 
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immersion through the physical architecture of the therapeutic setup accentuates the pragmatic and 

technological attitude they take towards it: ‘Immersive VR can be produced by combining computers, 

head-mounted displays (HMDs), body tracking sensors, specialized interface devices and real-time 

graphics to immerse a participant in a computer generated world that changes in a natural/intuitive way 

with head and body motion.’312 The ICT’s specific use for immersion is related to a belief that it is a 

condition defined by the presence of certain technical processes.  

 

In effect, the ICT’s technical approach to delivering immersion through their simulated 

environments echoes philosopher David J. Chalmers’ similarly technology oriented definition of it. In the 

opening pages of a paper titled ‘The Virtual and the Real’, Chalmers proposes definitions of three terms 

that he sees as central to understanding the conceptual fabric of any virtual reality. These are ‘immersion’, 

‘interaction’ and ‘computer generation’ and he suggests that his readers should interpret an immersive 

environment as: 

one that generates perceptual experience of the environment from a perspective within it, giving the user the sense of 

“presence”: that is, the sense of really being present at that perspective. Typically this involves inputs that yield a visual 

experience as of a three-dimensional environment, perhaps along with auditory and other sensory elements. In the 

present day, a paradigm of immersive VR technology involves a head-set with a stereoscopic display.313  

Following the example of Mel Slater – quoted in Chapter 1 as arguing ‘[l]ets reserve the term ‘immersion’ 

to stand simply for what the technology delivers from an objective point of view’ – Chalmers seeks to 

separate the technology-based architectures of immersion from the subjective experience of presence 

generated by the space.314 A well formed three-dimensionality within the virtual environment and the 

production of a coherent interiorised perspective are central to this predominantly optical/perceptive 
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immersion. The claim is that an environment configured in this way will inevitably result in a sense of 

presence, which – for Slater, and to a lesser degree Chalmers – is the result of a subject’s experience of 

immersion in a space. 

 

When Rizzo and his collaborators use the term ‘immersive’ they appear to be referring to just 

such an objective and technological condition. Immersion, as a function, is seen as a perception based 

illusion achieved primarily by technological means.315 However, as has been explored elsewhere in this 

thesis, the way in which an immersion is sought, framed and maintained profoundly affects how subjects 

may operate within it. In this case, a largely technocratic approach means that the developers at the ICT 

appear to assign a specific value to immersion as a reliable resource or methodology through which to 

enforce exposure in a therapeutic context. This, I will argue, is reflected in the fact that in developing 

Bravemind, the ICT tend to have primarily adopted a more commanding, often technology oriented, 

approach ahead of softer, persuasive immersing methodologies that appear in parallel cultural spheres 

such as ‘open world’ style video-game design and immersive theatre. While open world games, for 

example, are argued to enhance their users’ immersive involvement and presence by creating the 

psychologically alluring – voluntary – impression of endless explorability and depthless virtual worlds, the 

type of immersion sought though the Bravemind programme appears to be profoundly contingent on a 

total saturation and recalibration of the subject’s sensory faculties: ‘More than just sights and sounds, 

Bravemind uses a virtual reality, head mounted display, directional 3D audio, vibrations, and smells, to 

generate a truly immersive recreation of the event that can be regulated at a pace the patient can 

handle.’316 In this way, means of immersion related to a subject’s physiology – the commandeering of a 
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‘VR Exposure Therapy,’ (2014), p.33. In deeming head-mounted displays to be more immersive than ‘large-screen’ displays – we 
can assume that they determine immersion to derive from technical aspects of the therapeutic setting. 
316 Text taken from the voice track for a video introduction to Bravemind on the University of Southern California Institute of 
Creative Technology’s YouTube channel. Available at: [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LRL0TzrNtVc], (accessed 26th 
August 2020). To a certain degree, this type of sensory approach is reminiscent of the Italian Futurists cinematic experiments with 
vibrating seats and artificial smells in auditoriums in the early 1900s. Sense-distracting practices like these have regularly appeared 
in fairground-type settings in the years since, and were famously revived by Hans Laub in the 1960s with his ‘Scentovision’. 
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patient’s bodily senses, for example – are preferred to forces that emerge, not from the side of the 

therapist, but from the patient, such as curiosity or phantasmatic wish-fulfilment.  

 

The forceful nature of the immersion apparent in Bravemind is, in a large part, a result of its 

having been developed in conjunction with a therapeutic methodology – Prolonged Exposure Therapy – 

that demands a temporary limitation of a patient’s agency and comfort. Unlike other immersive contexts 

like open world video-games, immersive theatre pieces, or large scale role-playing events such as historical 

re-enactments, which are often hoped to provide an element of low stakes escapism, Bravemind is designed 

to ensure that users cannot escape engagement with its virtual scenes. For this reason, it will be shown to 

have ‘cherry picked’ means of immersion that imply a limitation of a subject’s immersed agency and to 

have largely rejected those that involve an increase in perceived freedom to explore and act within in 

virtual space. As such, it might be viewed as a paradigmatic case through which to consider the 

authoritarian potential of immersion. 

 

Accordingly, the articles that have accompanied the rollout of Bravemind reveal a therapeutic 

assumption that a form of exposure therapy that is more immersive should offer more potent and 

controllable sessions than the other, more established, PE methods it seeks to improve on. These more 

established protocols include imaginal and in vivo exposure. Of these two, imaginal exposure, during 

which a patient imaginatively revisits a traumatic memory alongside a therapist, tends to be used to treat 

PTSD ahead of in vivo exposure (which is regularly and successfully used to treat certain other phobic 

conditions), because it is neither possible nor desirable to place subjects in actual traumatic scenarios. 

David Richards and Karina Lovell describe imaginal exposure therapy in their article ‘Behavioural and 

Cognitive Behavioural Interventions in the Treatment of PTSD’: ‘This [imaginal exposure] requires the 

client to relive the trauma by bringing up imaginal scenes. The most usual approach is to instruct the 
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client to replay the whole event in his or her imagination and recount it out loud to the therapist.’317 

However, in this form of PE therapy, therapists rely on the subjects volunteering to undergo the 

exposure imaginatively and, as Rizzo points out, habitual and persistent avoidance of the difficult 

memories is a common symptom of PTSD.318 Ultimately, it is difficult for therapists to know if subjects 

are completing the imaginal exercises or not if they are taking place purely in the patient’s mind.  

  

Bryan G. Lett raises a similar point in an article publicising the findings of Barbara Rothbaum, 

who has been using virtual reality in a clinical setting at Virtually Better, a company she co-founded in 

1996: ‘Breaking through situational avoidance and the fear of returning to the scene of the event is at the 

core of a rather new and potentially underutilized treatment for veterans suffering from PTSD.’319 

Rothbaum herself alludes to the inherent problem of the voluntary nature of exposure therapy in other 

therapeutic settings: ‘If we can’t get the patients to go there – to go to the event – we can’t get them to 

think about it differently.’320 Placing a subject in a simulated version of a memory is hoped to bypass this 

tendency to avoid engagement and is argued to provide a safe third option to in vivo and imaginal 

exposure.321 Immersion, or rather the tool-kit of sense enveloping technologies that create a technical 

immersion, becomes a means to enforce ‘user engagement’ and guarantee therapeutically graded exposure 

to trauma-relevant simulations. The immersiveness of the simulation itself – the 360-degree wraparound 

imagery, the intuitive/proprioceptive connection that it creates between user and environment and the 

relative temporary blindness from the patient’s physical surroundings – become, in this setting, an 

authoritative entity that polices the nature of a subject’s engagement in a therapeutic context. A more 

																																																								
	
	
317 David Richards and Karina Lovell, ‘Behavioural and cognitive behavioural interventions in the treatment of PTSD’, Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorders: Concepts and Therapy, ed. by William Yule (Chichester: John Wiley and Sons, 1999) p.242.  
318‘many patients are unwilling or unable to effectively visualize the traumatic event, an occurrence that may result in treatment 
failure.’ Rizzo et al. ‘VR Exposure Therapy,’ (2014), p.32.   
319 Bryan G. Lett, ‘Finding relief through virtual reality: a closer look at Virtual Reality Exposure Therapy for PTSD’, DAV 
Magazine, Vol. 58, (3), (May 12th 2016). Available at: [https://go-gale-
com.ezproxy.is.ed.ac.uk/ps/i.do?id=GALE%7CA453912652&v=2.1&u=ed_itw&it=r&p=ITOF&sw=w]. Details about 
‘Virtually Better’ are available at their website: [https://virtuallybetter.com/], (both websites accessed on 27th August 2020).  
320 Barbara Rothbaum quoted in: Lett, ‘Finding Relief,’ (2016). 
321 ‘This approach is believed to provide a low-threat context where the client can begin to confront and therapeutically process 
trauma-relevant memories and emotions as well as de-condition the learning cycle of the disorder via an extinction learning 
process.’ Rizzo et al. ‘VR Exposure for PTSD,’ (2015), p.256.	
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immersive exposure environment effectively gives the subject ‘nowhere to hide’.  

 

The terminological transparency in the ICT’s discussion of immersion does not, however, 

entirely simplify the precise procedural development between the immersion that takes place through this 

novel form of PE therapy and the non-technical, voluntary reliving of the memory that takes place during 

the imaginal PE therapy sessions. This chapter is primarily focussed on probing the conceptual position 

that immersion takes in this growing branch of prolonged exposure therapy. It will argue that immersive 

devices play a more nuanced and complex role in the administering of prolonged exposure than the ICT’s 

largely technocratic account of it indicates. Following the lead of Kathrin Friedrich in her excellent essay 

about the subjugating therapeutic logic of Bravemind, ‘Therapeutic Media: Treating PTSD with Virtual 

Reality Exposure Therapy’, the first part of the chapter argues that immersion, or a more immersive 

delivery of prolonged exposure therapy, performs a policing role in the context of Rizzo’s therapy 

protocol.322 It will consider how progress in certain immersive technologies (such as virtual reality) is 

likely to affect how we think of the position and value of immersion in the context of a subject’s past 

trauma.  

 

In the latter stages of the chapter, I will seek to discover the extent to which the type of forceful 

immersion exemplified by Bravemind is a response to broader adaptations in the nature of military labour 

and indeed, military trauma. Here, I will argue that immersion – as a technological frame condition that 

engenders novel interiorities with internally consistent durations – can serve as a valuable conceptual tool 

in understanding novel (and ageless) forms of dissociation. Drawing on Ruth Leys’ commentary on 

imagery and trauma, Harun Farocki’s film series Serious Games (2009-11) (which itself features footage 

from Bravemind), and writings from philosopher Paul Virilio, I will conclude by considering immersive 

																																																								
	
	
322 Katherin Friedrich, ‘Therapeutic Media: Treating PTSD with Virtual Reality Exposure Therapy’ in MediaTropes eJournal, Vol. 6 
(1) (2016): pp.86–113. 
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medical VR as a symptom – and exponent – of the virtualisation of aspects of military labour.  

*** 

 Rizzo calls Bravemind a ‘hard medicine for a hard problem’ and its accompanying literature 

displays a pervasive narrative of necessary hardship as being part of the therapeutic process leading to the 

extinction of the symptoms of PTSD.323 In the footage of a ‘typical’ Bravemind session captured by Harun 

Farocki for Serious Games III: Immersion (2009), the severe nature of Virtual Reality Exposure Therapy 

(VRET) is depicted to persuasive and emotive effect (see Figures 6 and 7 below). Farocki was invited to 

film a demonstration of a session that took place at a workshop for army psychotherapists at Madigan 

Army Medical Center, Fort Louis, on January 26th and 27th 2009. The workshop was designed to 

demonstrate how a Bravemind session might be expected to unfold and included a fully committed role-

play presenting an immersive session. The two roles – therapist and patient – are both played by clinical 

psychologists, Barbara O. Rothbaum (who plays the therapist), and Kevin M. Holloway (playing the 

veteran/patient). Together, they offer a scene wherein Holloway narrates a fictional traumatic memory in 

a state of increasing distress while Rothbaum modulates the virtual scenario on two computer screens and 

repeatedly compels him to continue. As much as it is an expression of the architecture and technology 

involved in a session, it also appears to be intended to convey the degree of control and firmness required 

on the part of the therapist. The following dialogue – transcribed from Farocki’s film – illustrates this: 

 

THERAPIST [BARBARA O. ROTHBAUM]: You’re doing great give me a rating now, 0-100. 

PATIENT [KEVIN M. HOLLOWAY]: Err 85, 90. 

THERAPIST: You’re doing great, stay with it – tell me what happens when he sees you. 

PATIENT: I don’t want to do this anymore.  

THERAPIST: Stay in it and tell me. You’re doing a great job – this is what we need to do. Tell me what happens when 

he sees you. 

PATIENT: Do people get worse doing this?324 

																																																								
	
	
323 Rizzo in YouTube video: ‘Bravemind: Virtual reality Based PTSD Therapy Tech’, 
[https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dVmxmDFCMlQ], (accessed on 26th August, 2020). 
324 Dialogue segment transcribed from: Serious Games III: Immersion, Farocki (2009).  
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Despite repeated protestations from Holloway that would be interpreted as ‘habitual avoidance’, 

Rothbaum is shown to, politely and encouragingly, force him to continue to engage with the recreation of 

the problematic memory. Most strikingly of all, once the traumatic simulated event comes to an end, and 

despite Holloway appearing visibly distressed, Rothbaum asks Holloway to return to the beginning and 

start narrating again. The fact that this scene was prepared for and by researchers and professional 

psychologists suggests that it is a representation of both how a session is expected to function, and of 

how its operators want to present it playing out. It is a performance of a desired power dynamic. 

 

	

Figure 6. Still (1) from Serious Games III: Immersion (2009), Harun Farocki. Video (double projection), 20min (Loop), Harun 
Farocki Filmproduktion, Berlin. 
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Figure 7. Still (2) from Serious Games III: Immersion (2009), Harun Farocki. Video (double projection), 20min (Loop), Harun 
Farocki Filmproduktion, Berlin. 

  

 The clinical ideology that underpins Bravemind combines prolonged exposure methodology from 

Emotional Processing Theory – particularly Edna B. Foa and Michael J. Kozak’s interpretation of it, 

(‘[e]motional processing is defined as the modification of memory structures that underlie emotions’) –  

with cognitive/analytic talk therapy.325 Foa and Kozak offer multiple suggestions regarding how to 

conceptualise a fear structure including P. J. Lang’s bioinformational model for fear in which ‘all 

knowledge can be expressed in an abstract code representing concepts’.326 Extrapolating, they suggest that 

a fear structure can be conceived as an interrelated ‘network’ of propositions comprising information 

about a feared event, information about how to respond to this information and finally meta-knowledge 

relating to ‘the meaning of the stimulus and response elements’.327 When delivered in total, this network 

of propositions ‘is conceived of as a program for escape or avoidance behaviour.’328 To the extent that 

																																																								
	
	
325 Edna B. Foa and Michael J. Kozak, ‘Emotional Processing of Fear: Exposure to Corrective Information’ in Psychological 
Bulletin, Vol. 99. No 1. (1986), pp.20-35, p.20.  
326 Ibid. Details of Lang’s ‘bio-informational theory’ can be found at: P. J. Lang, ‘A Bio-Informational Theory of Emotional 
Imagery’, Phychophisiology, Vol.16 (6), (1979), pp.495-512. 
327 Ibid.  
328 Ibid, p.21.  
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Rizzo and his collaborators adopt these theoretical foundations, Bravemind and the therapy protocols it 

accompanies is intended to force the subject to collaborate in building the skills necessary to ‘modify’ a 

fear structure present within their psyche. It is designed to de-programme and interfere with this network 

of harmful perpetuating propositions and enable subjects to establish a self-critical distance with respect 

to the fear structure – that is, to take an external position. To do so, it necessarily demands that a subject 

temporarily relinquishes some aspect of their control over how often they come into contact with a 

feared stimuli. Bravemind’s technologically enforced immersion, in this way, is hoped to contribute to a 

process whereby a subject might extricate themselves from what could be conceived of as habituated, 

cognitive immersion within a fear structure (if we adopt a slightly looser definition of immersion than the 

ICT themselves.) 

 

 

 In effect, the ICT’s approach to exposure therapy prioritises addressing conscious and 

unconscious unwillingness to process memories and ‘fear structures’.329 Enforced exposure should, they 

suggest, eventually allow for ‘habituation/extinction’ of the fear structure and enable a subject to build a 

higher tolerance/resilience with respect to the feared memory. In fact, the passage of agency and control 

in the therapeutic setting from subject to therapist – as represented in Farocki’s footage of Holloway and 

Rothbaum – is presented as a key facet of the therapeutic ideology that underpins PET. During a 

Bravemind session, the subject will temporarily hand-over their right to avoid the stimuli with the 

expectation that the process should give them greater control over it in the future. The introduction of 

immersive technology however, with its sense-enveloping nature, transforms the quality of this 

therapeutic compromise.  

 

																																																								
	
	
329 Accordingly, it is guided by the notion that a subject’s habitual avoidance of feared stimuli will perpetuate the behavioural and 
emotional disorders that define PTSD. ‘As escape and avoidance from feared situations are intrinsically (albeit, temporarily) 
rewarding, phobic disorders can perpetuate without treatment. […] Successful treatment requires emotional processing of the 
fear structures in order to modify their pathological elements so that the stimuli no longer invoke fear, and any method capable 
of activating the fear structure and modifying it would be predicted to improve symptoms of anxiety.’ Rizzo et al. ‘VR Exposure 
for PTSD,’ (2015), p.256. 
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In an article that introduces the procedures that are typically involved in imaginal exposure 

therapy – the therapeutic process that Bravemind’s more immersive VRET builds on – Richards and Lovell 

describe how therapists may ask patients to ‘rewind and hold’ onto ‘hot-spots’ in their personal narration 

of traumatic events.330 This technique is intended to encourage patients to hone-in (in their imaginations) 

on the most difficult individual moments in their index memories so that their exposure is more acutely 

focussed. In doing so, the patients should gain a more cohesive understanding of the position those ‘hot 

spots’ take in the context of the larger event. A focussed approach should also make it more difficult for 

patients to adopt avoidance tactics in the retelling by ‘skirting around’ the most painful moments. It is 

noteworthy that this technique uses a familiar visual vocabulary – the gestural language of a television 

remote – that is at once immediately comprehensible and familiar, but also introduces a degree of 

protective abstraction that might provide emotional security. It encourages the patients to engage with the 

memory as if it were a pre-recorded film. In this way, spectatorship – if not yet immersive spectatorship – 

has a precedent in the forms of exposure-based therapy used for treating PTSD. Taking up a spectatorial 

and seemingly less confrontational position in relation to a painful memory is supposed to make it easier 

to engage with, as the memory becomes estranged. Alienated from the subject, the memory becomes a 

tangible object. Perhaps more importantly, this visual/spectatorial metaphor lends patients a defensive 

tactic for the future – a renewed and remote control.  

 

 Bravemind’s technologically immersive makeup, by contrast, modulates and apportions control 

and agency in the therapist/subject relationship in various distinctive and comparatively forceful ways. 

Importantly, these emergent means of control over a subject’s past experiences are not shared equally by 

the patient and the therapist. The programme’s ‘Wizard of Oz’ interface is a good example of this. While 

the environment is supposed to give the appearance of being independent from users, with roadside 

																																																								
	
	
330 Richards and Lovell, ‘Behavioural and cognitive behavioural interventions,’ p.242. 
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bombs and assailants appearing in a way that seems immanent and chaotic, these are in fact being 

controlled by an external force. The therapist modulates the intensity of the scenario according to a 

‘Subjective Units of Disturbance Scale’ (SUDS), from a position that is invisible to an immersed user. 

Like the chess playing ‘Mechanical Turk’ – a famous and spurious early example of AI, the impression of 

autonomy is an illusion and control belongs to an invisible agent. The interface is, for this reason, a good 

example of how more immersive technology has given the programme’s developers and therapists 

renewed opportunities to gain control in the context of the therapeutic scenario. Specifically, the fact that 

the setup enables the therapists to influence the scenario from an invisible position – external to the 

scenario – enables them to control the scene without disrupting the apparent liveness of the event. Unlike 

an imaginary remote control collaboratively deployed and jointly owned by therapist and patient alike, the 

Wizard of Oz interface shifts the power dynamic in favour of the therapist by creating an exteriority to 

which a subject does not have access. On the whole, the selection of immersive technologies adopted by 

the ICT – the coupling of an HMD with a Wizard of Oz interface in particular – have the effect of 

providing a convincing internalised space in which veterans might rehearse and engage with a challenging 

aspect of their past subjective experience, while at the same time offering ‘backdoor’ to that internal space 

to therapists. 

 

 A key way to understand how Bravemind uses immersive techniques to gain agency over subjects 

is to study how the internal logic and delivery of its simulations differ from those of video games. While 

Bravemind is certainly not a game by traditional standards, the system borrows the engaging visual and 

haptic aspects of video games to encourage younger soldiers to engage with the programme and has been 

built using technology primarily developed for gaming.331 Strikingly however, its designers have, on the 

																																																								
	
	
331 The most often repeated reason that Rizzo gives for Bravemind’s game-like nature is that it may encourage reluctant younger 
veterans – ‘many having grown up with digital gaming technology’ – to engage in this form of therapy while they might fear 
stigmatisation for attending talk therapy. Rizzo et al. ‘VR Exposure for PTSD,’ (2015), p.262. In fact, Rizzo opens his TedX 
presentation delivered in December 2014 with an anecdote about a patient of his being completely engrossed in a Gameboy in 
the early 1990s. It was, he claimed, a key influence on his thinking: ‘What if we could put rehabilitation tasks in an engaging 
format like this? It would get people to actually do it.’ ‘How virtual reality is helping soldiers recover from war: Skip Rizzo: 
TedXManhattanBeach’ published online December 2014, available at [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VA6FEXLN5KA]. 
(accessed on August 26th 2020). Finally, SoldierStrong, a veterans’ support group who offer an offshoot of of Bravemind are fairly 
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whole, rejected aspects of game design that increase actual player agency – the means by which a user 

might act and enact meaningfully within the arena, exploring an environment or choosing how to design a 

virtual home, for example – and adopted those that give the illusory impression of having agency. 

Building on Espen Aarseth’s ideas, architect and game theorist Luke Pearson introduces the notion of 

‘deviation’ to describe how video-game architectures can productively diverge from the physical and 

symbolic logics of real spaces to establish coherent and compelling, playable scenarios. According to 

Pearson, the specific ways that a game designer chooses to deviate from reality – placing a virtual city on 

an island for example, or reducing the effect of gravity – shapes the aesthetic form and nature of the 

agency a player is given within a game’s logic.332 Bravemind is arguably intended to be experienceable or 

bearable, rather than playable, but it is still helpful to consider it in terms of how its equivalent ‘in game’ 

rendering of individual memories deviates from ‘real’ memories. Giving memories a solid and tangible 

form that can be paused and repeated (in a controlled way), for example, is an example of the type of 

‘deviation’ that underpins Bravemind. However, it is also useful to analyse how Bravemind deviates from the 

video games it resembles to get a better understanding of its specific deployment of immersive 

techniques.  

 

 

 Firstly, among video game designers, the production of participatory ‘choice’ – engendering the 

impression of direct involvement in the virtuality – tends to be regarded as an important method by 

which to establish a deeper impression of presence. This can be framed as the choice about where to 

direct your attention, or how you can assert influence within the environment, but it also encompasses 

the freedom to explore the limits and depths of a virtual environment. The vanguard of ‘open world’ style 

video games for example – typified by games like No Man’s Sky (Hello Games, 2016) or Red Dead 

																																																								
	
	
comfortable in calling the platform: ‘A “Video Game” That Heals’ on their website 
[https://www.soldierstrong.org/strongmind/], (accessed on August 26th 2020). ‘The simulation’s real-time 3D scenes use 
Emergent’s Gamebryo as the rendering engine,’ Rizzo et al. ‘VR Exposure Therapy,’ (2014), p.33. 
332 ‘Delving into this process of deviation, we can see that the aesthetic dilemma of the videogame – the tension between a 
depiction of space and the agency within that space we are afforded by its coded rules – is in fact its power as a media’ Luke 
Pearson, ‘Architectures of Deviation: Exploring the Spatial Protocols of Contemporary Videogames’, arq, Vol.19 (3), (2015), 
pp.269–282, p.269.  
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Redemption 2 (Rockstar Games, 2018) – places a huge (sub-)cultural and technological premium on the 

implication that a player can explore the landscape endlessly and test the cartographic limits of the game 

world. No Man’s Sky, in particular, is famous for its innovative development of procedural generation 

technology through which textures, content and aspects of the virtual landscapes are generated as a player 

moves around a seemingly limitless game world. In anticipation of its release in 2016, Wired magazine 

reported that its ‘18,446,744,073,709,551,616’ possible in-game planets would take 5 billion years to visit 

‘at the blistering rate of one per second […] (with no toilet breaks) and quite a lot of rocket fuel.’333  

These effectively endless worlds are spawned via a process that is underpinned by a combination of 

deterministic algorithms and random number generation procedures. Potentiality – as an innovative and 

well publicised mathematical fact – and the implication that a player can genuinely explore and ‘plant their 

flag’ in an undiscovered landscape, is a key promise of the game. Its title seems to combine a post-

capitalistic utopia – a sky that belongs to ‘no man’ (yet) – with a premise that delivers a new take on the 

frontier spirit of the wild-west. Red Dead Redemption 2, set in the wide-open expanses of frontier land, 

offers further evidence that part of the immersive appeal of these games is related to a persuasive 

mythology of the pioneer – the gamer’s chair is often a saddle.334 Both games undertake to open-up new 

spaces to explore beyond a reality that might feel cartographically restricted by comparison. 

 

 

Harun Farocki, in the second and third parts of his Parallel film cycle (2012-14), asked volunteers 

to search for the outer edges of video game worlds: ‘Parallel II and III seek out the boundaries of the 

game worlds and the nature of the objects. It emerges that many game worlds take the form of discs 

floating in the universe – reminiscent of pre-Hellenistic conceptions of the world.’335 His curiosity in this 

area is arguably reflected today in a new cultural standard among gamers that prizes games that either 

																																																								
	
	
333 Chris Higgins, ‘No Man’s Sky would take 5 billion years to explore’, Wired, (18th Aug 2014), available at: 
[https://www.wired.co.uk/article/no-mans-sky-planets], (accessed on 26th August 2020). 
334 The HBO television series Westworld (2016-) – itself an exploration into virtuality, immersion and escapism – similarly plays-on 
the fertile psychological parallels between the appeal of discovery within a fully immersive open world game and the historic idea 
of ‘heading out West’.  
335 Harun Farocki, quoted in a brief online description of his Parallel I-IV (2012-14) series. Available at, 
[https://www.harunfarocki.de/installations/2010s/2014/parallel-iii.html], (accessed on 3rd October, 2020). 
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successfully camouflage their edges (Red Dead Redemption 2), or find ways to produce maps without limits 

(No Man’s Sky). Indeed, like finding ‘Easter Eggs’ (minute details or ‘in jokes’ in games), seeking out the 

limits of certain game worlds has become a distinctive activity among gaming aficionados.336 Matt 

Kamen’s disappointed review of No Man’s Sky, a portion of which is included below, exemplifies the 

value gamers place in the impression of endless difference in a virtual world:  

 

While the planets and their environments are all unique, with varied environments, ecologies, and lifeforms to 

discover, the actual assets the game draws on to create its worlds are less varied. Rocks, trees, even fauna, all remix 

similar assets, leading to worlds light-years apart seeming familiar.337 

 

It is an interesting question how unrecognisably new a virtual space would have to be to satisfy Kamen’s 

curiosity. Importantly, a player like Kamen in this type of open world game hopes to feel as if the world 

presented to them is entirely their own and is even enacted by them. In fact, a form of procedural 

generation used in Red Dead Redemption 2 to enable them to offer the game in exceptionally high definition 

has the symbolic effect of situating the player egocentrically in the virtual world. Rather than requiring the 

computer to pre-load the entire virtual world at once, the software will only generate the landscape within 

a localised bubble as the player moves around. Their surroundings are not there or anywhere in virtual 

terms until they explore/enact them, they exist as a mathematical function that has not yet been executed.  

 

  

 In this way, the immersive logic of these games echoes the rationale behind Punchdrunk’s 

‘neoliberal’ immersive theatre described in Chapter 2, which frames participants as explorer/producers of 

their own unique experiences. Anna Wilson argues along these lines in an essay on agency and 

																																																								
	
	
336 ‘antvenom’ a YouTuber who specialises in making videos about the Minecraft universe for his more than three million 
subscribers (as of April 2020) has dedicated multiple videos to finding the outer limits of the procedurally generated world. ‘THE 
TRUE END of the MINECRAFT WORLD’ is a good example of this distinctive undertaking: 
[https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OS6pgxDtuN0], (accessed on 3rd October 2020). An ‘Easter egg’ is the name given to a 
satisfyingly hidden feature or detail in a game that is discovered gradually by, and shared among, gaming communities creating a 
feeling of exclusivity and secret knowledge.  
337Matt Kamen, ‘Review: No Man's Sky is beautiful, awe-inspiring – and sometimes frustrating’, Wired (15th August 2016), 
available at: [https://www.wired.co.uk/article/no-mans-sky-impressions-review.], (accessed online 26th August 2020). 
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democratisation in Punchdrunk’s Masque of the Red Death: ‘Within such work, the audience is often free to 

make their own decisions, choose their ‘own path’ and not simply consume the work as the artist/s 

intended.’338 In immersive theatre and open world gaming, the impression that a virtual space is rich – 

saturated – in potential is understood to be an important factor in its immersiveness. This is also related 

to a sense that by stretching the limits of an interiorised virtual space to an extreme, unreachable size, a 

player/visitor will inevitably be less likely to come up against the frame condition within the simulation, 

and will be able to suspend disbelief for longer.  

 
 

A simulated environment in Bravemind is not intended to be ‘open’ to explore – it is, instead,  

currently limited to 14 episodic stock scenarios with bounded horizons. Moreover, there is an inherent 

inevitability in the sequence of events that are displayed in any Bravemind simulation as most advanced 

sessions will end in surgically graded and curated trauma. This relative internal inevitability is equally stark 

in the ICT’s pre-combat, preparative VR programme STRIVE, which sees trainee service people undergo 

immersion in simulated battlespaces that likewise always end in a potentially traumatic event.339 The 

event, as delivered through these programmes, is neither open cartographically nor in the sense that a 

player can make progress over the course of a virtual duration. In fact, these pre-ordained scenarios, with 

their looping, self-similar temporalities, should be interpreted as broadly ontologically fixed. A ‘Humvee-

related simulation’, destined to be ‘lived-out’ repeatedly by different subjects for whom it might be 

familiar enough to trigger a memory, can be interpreted as a crystallisation/solidification of a generalised 

traumatic event. Despite each traumatic scenario giving the impression of ‘level’ in a game, there is no 

implied/implicit value to progressing from one to the next as each (latter stage) therapy session will 

consist of returning to the scene as if it were an enclosed space waiting to be returned to.  

																																																								
	
	
338 Anna Wilson, ‘Punchdrunk, participation and the political: democratisation within Masque of the Red Death?’, Studies in 
Theatre and Performance, Vol.36 (2), (2016), pp.159-176, p.160. 
339 Rizzo describes the inevitable structure of a STRIVE scenario in a documentary for Motherboard: ‘Each episode has a little story, 
a mission, at the end of each one, something bad happens.’ Albert Rizzo, ‘Using Virtual Reality to Treat PTSD’, interviewed by 
Jody Mitic, Motherboard, video, [6:00-6:45]. Available on YouTube at: 
[https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bIj26r4VPaA&feature=emb_rel_end], (accessed online 26th August 2020). 
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The constriction in potentiality in Bravemind stems primarily from the fact that its scenarios have 

been developed to mimetically replicate past events, rather than provide a parallel virtual environment. 

This stipulation brings with it its own design problems. For example, in generating virtual traumata for 

the purposes of exposure, Bravemind’s designers are forced to weigh a similitude for individual veterans’ 

unique memories against the breadth of applicability to a relatively disparate population of soldiers. This, 

among other calculations, has led the group to base their system around stock scenarios (initially 4 in the 

2007 system, and 14 in the updated version) that can be adapted – to a degree – to mimic a subject’s 

individual trauma.340 Since the systems update in 2011, these virtual scenarios include: ‘separate Iraq and 

Afghanistan cities with both slum and residential areas, a rural Afghan village, an industrial zone, a 

roadway checkpoint, a mountainous forward operations base, and a simulated Bagram Airfield.’341 The 

hope is that these scenarios sufficiently encompass the US serviceperson experience and will be able to 

provide an adequate base of ‘trauma-relevant’ stimuli for any US veteran of these conflicts. These 

scenarios are then adapted on a case-by-case basis to more closely resemble individual subject’s personal 

trauma in the days following a patient’s early discussion-based sessions.342  

 

As Katherin Friedrich points out, however, therapists using the Bravemind programme are 

ultimately only able to modulate and personalise the virtual scenes within strict and limited parameters: 

‘Only volume and brightness can be controlled while all other parameters simply have an on/off choice. 

[…] What is considered to be a traumatic event relies not on the patient’s narration but rather on 

Bravemind’s available, coded, features.’343 The therapists who guide the sessions are, in fact, often limited to 

adapting the virtual environment by using ‘on/off’ settings that control aspects like avatar costume and 

																																																								
	
	
340 Rizzo et al. ‘VR Exposure Therapy,’ (2014), p.33. 
341 Ibid, p.35.  
342 A brief account of this process is available in the ‘Iraq/Afghanistan Case study’ in: Rizzo et al. ‘VR Exposure Therapy,’ 
(2014), p.35. 
343 Friedrich, ‘Therapeutic Media,’ p.110. 
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time of day on the Wizard of Oz interface. Most of the control over the layout and subject matter within/ 

of the virtual spaces lies with the programmers who deliver the technology to the therapists.344 On the 

surface, the development of stock scenarios represents a somewhat limited response to the variety of 

specific experiences. While this might not be, in and of itself, problematic – as will be argued below – this 

pragmatic setup does indeed effectively imply that trauma, and specifically trauma ‘brought home’ by 

veterans of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts, can be treated as typical, and predictable enough to 

simulate in advance.  

 

In fact, Bravemind’s stock scenarios setup assumes that an individual can receive adequate 

exposure to their own ‘index memories’ through a triggering process during an immersion in a simulated 

environment that resembles rather than replicates that traumatic event. The subjects are effectively hoped 

to ‘meet them halfway’. Rizzo explains this notion in an interview in a YouTube documentary produced 

by Motherboard: ‘It doesn’t have to be an exact replica of reality for it to activate someone and get them 

to start talking about the stuff that haunts them.’345 The fundamentals of the design-based decision circle 

around the same dilemma however: seek to make the simulations more widely applicable, and the 

individual patients’ imaginations will need to bridge a greater gap to achieve exposure; focus on 

adaptability and personalisation in the system, and the programme becomes harder to disseminate 

effectively. The premium placed on personalisation is evidenced in the vastly different prices reportedly 

paid for the system by the Canadian and Danish militaries. According to Popescu: ‘The Canadian military 

recently bought a handful of Bravemind systems with Canada-customized software for about $400,000, 

and Rizzo says he’s in talks with the Danish military to buy the U.S. standard systems for about $5,000 

each.’346 Danish veterans, their military having paid a fraction of the price of a customised system, will be 

																																																								
	
	
344 Friedrich describes this situation as a fundamental, and problematic development implicit in this novel form of exposure 
therapy: ‘designers and programmers arise here as new actors, influencing formal and deterministic layers of media technologies, 
and setting a framework in which patients will be able to experience and express their own traumatic memories and feelings.’ 
Ibid, p.110/11. 
345 Rizzo, ‘Using Virtual Reality,’ Motherboard. 
346 Popescu, ‘These VR Systems,’ p.29.	
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exposed to ‘off the shelf’ trauma-relevant stimuli that was designed to be relevant for soldiers from 

another military. Philosophical issues arising from the individualistic nature of a traumatic event therefore 

come up against commercial and practical problems inherent in the production/design of the platform.  

 

While Rizzo and his team often laud the growing customisability of their system, they will 

potentially always face the problem of direct indexicality raised allegorically by Jorge Luis Borges in ‘On 

Exactitude in Science’ (1946), in which a fictional cartographers’ guild draw-up a map that is so detailed 

that it covers the empire it represents. In fact, as will be shown, immersion itself – and a set of familiar 

aesthetic and formal expectations related to gameplay – have effectively been drafted-in to patch the 

inevitable gap between an individual’s own traumatic memory and the likeness they are presented with. 

Personal details and events can be ‘dropped in’ where possible to a simulation that is already populated 

with as much environmental detail as is feasible.  

 

 

In a 2014 article, Farocki has described how, unlike in programmes like Full Spectrum Warrior 

(FSW), the objects and avatars rendered in Bravemind scenarios do not have shadows. After speculating 

that this is probably to do with costs, he asks: ‘Do we need shadows to bring back a memory?’347 In 

response to a similar question about the limits of the triggering process, the artist/curators Antje 

Ehlmann and Kodwo Eshun offer a potential rejoinder to this problem of customisability in an 

alphabetical introduction to Farocki. For the letter ‘I’ they consider ‘Image Therapy’ in a reference to 

Farocki’s footage of Bravemind captured for his series of films Serious Games: ‘Perhaps the compression and 

reduction of abstraction has a stronger impact on the patient than a documented reality, however 

expensively produced, could ever have.’348 For them, it appears a ‘compression’ that takes place in the 

																																																								
	
	
347 Harun Farocki, ‘Serious Games’, in NECSUS: European Journal of Media Studies, Vol.3 (2), (Amsterdam University Press: 2014): 
89-97, p.97. 
348 Antje Ehmann and Kodwo Eshun, ‘A to Z of HF or: 26 introductions to HF’ in Harun Farocki: Against What? Against Whom? 
Ed. by Antje Ehmann and Kodwo Eshun (London: Koenig Books, 2009), p.208. 
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process of abstraction – in this case, abstraction seems to refer predominantly to a digitisation and 

gamification of an environment – provides an intuitive solution to the problem of personalisation in 

simulating traumatic events. The active and imaginative extrapolation of ‘compressed’ imagery might, 

Ehlmann and Eshun imply, have therapeutic value for veterans in and of itself as a result of a form of 

creative engagement with the material. In fact, it is also argued that in avoiding total photorealism, and 

delivering exposure therapy through a medium (the appearance of a video game), Bravemind enables 

subjects to engage with traumatic imagery without being further traumatised by it. In this sense, the 

imaginative gap that Ehmann and Eshun argue is opened-up in the processes of abstraction also 

performs a cushioning role. Popescu describes this potentially subtle negotiation that Bravemind’s designers 

face – between real-enough to trigger exposure and safe-enough – in a succinct way: ‘The software is 

lifelike enough to force patients to relive and come to terms with troubling moments, but it retains 

enough of a video game style look to protect them from further trauma.’349 So, while its role as a provider 

of exposure therapy means that Bravemind is designed to collapse a subject’s habitual and learned distance 

from the event – and undermine their ability to avoid it – it must also temper the re-engagement with the 

scenes by holding them apart from the subject in other ways – by giving them a gamelike look and feel, 

for example, or by gradually increasing the intensity of the protocol over the course of ‘10 weekly 

sessions, with a follow up three months later.’350   

 

 

Nevertheless, achieving a greater level of ‘realism’ on their computer-generated platform remains 

a goal for Bravemind’s designers.351 A joint study conducted by the Department of Psychology at Madigan 

Army Medical Center, Fort Lewis and Rizzo’s own ICT offers clear evidence of this drive for greater 

realism. In this study, the researchers surveyed 93 service peoples’ responses to Virtual Iraq and sought to 

																																																								
	
	
349 Popescu, ‘These VR Systems,’ p.28.	
350 Ibid, p.29. 
351 In a short video titled: ‘Samsung Odyssey HMD test with Bravemind PTSD treatment app’, released on Rizzo’s personal 
YouTube channel in 2018, displaying Bravemind’s compatibility with the Samsung Odyssey HDM, the immersed subject dwells on 
the high fidelity of the imagery: ‘even the vehicle. Looking inside the glass you can see the dust and the dirt on the glass as you 
scan by. You can look directly into the Humvee. Wow, you can see the dirt and dust on the other side, the other window.’ 
Available at: [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=15S15Q5WH4M], (accessed online 26th August 2020). 
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evaluate, among other things, their impression of ‘presence’ within the simulation, and their opinions on 

the ‘realism’ of the VR.352 Their published findings – while hedged, at that stage in 2008, with the 

admission that more clinical trials were required to test its effectiveness in treating PTSD – announce that 

Virtual Iraq is realistic enough to provide sufficient exposure stimuli: ‘Results provide evidence that the 

VR Iraq presents a realistic context in which VR exposure therapy can be conducted.’353 The therapeutic 

assumption here appears to be that greater realism will induce a more forceful immersion and therefore, a 

more potent exposure. Although unique traumatic events are only customisable up to a degree on the 

platform, the virtual environment itself, its minor details, the light-quality and atmosphere, are expected 

to contribute somewhat in the delivery of the necessary exposure. A stronger sense of ‘being there’ 

should trigger the memory of ‘doing or seeing that’. The sky ‘really was that blue’ said David.  

 

This instinctive movement towards replicating real experience as faithfully as possible, means 

that Bravemind could be argued to echo the ideals of the nineteenth-century ‘realism’, such as that of the 

painter Édouard Manet or the writer, Émile Zola, whose art, Linda Nochin argues, was guided by the 

notion that faithfulness to the minor details of reality was an ethical imperative. Both establish an 

aesthetic value in the population of their representations with the types of innocuous detail that usually 

colonises a subject’s everyday peripheral vison. Perhaps most markedly along these lines, Bravemind echoes 

realist artists’ tendency – again noted by Nochlin – to capture the instantaneity and chaotic unfolding of 

lived reality:  

As realism evolved, the demand for – and conception of – contemporaneity became more rigorous. The ‘instantaneity’ 

of the Impressionists is ‘contemporaneity’ taken to its ultimate limits. ‘Now’, ‘today’, ‘the present’, had become ‘this 

very moment’, ‘this instant’. No doubt photography helped to create this identification of a contemporary with the 

instantaneous. But, in a deeper sense, the image of the random, the changing, the impermanent and the unstable 

																																																								
	
	
352 Greg M. Reger et al. ‘Soldier Evaluation of the Virtual Reality Iraq’, Telemedicine and E-Health, Vol.15 (1) (January/ February 
2009), pp.101-104, p.101. 
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seemed closer to the experienced qualities of present-day reality that the imagery of the stable, the balanced, the 

harmonious.354  

 

The argument that follows will describe how Bravemind establishes – for its subjects – an atmosphere of 

uncontrollable, ‘instantaneous’ chaos in the simulated events, which is intended to absolve them of 

feelings of guilt. It is significant to point out at this stage, however, that the ICT’s desire to convincingly 

return veterans to a mimetic recreation of ‘the scene’ realistically – for the purposes of prolonged 

exposure – connects the availability and appearance of minor details in the scenes with a sense of 

immediacy and randomness. Part of the object of exposure therapy, in this context, is a feared state of 

disorder and uncontrollability aligned with ‘the experienced qualities of present-day reality’. A more 

immersive therapeutic setting, filled with seemingly uncontrived, everyday details, enables the ICT to 

realistically replicate the chaotic unfolding of reality as it is/was experienced subjectively.   

 

Whether it based around a deep dive into the details and landscapes of fictional US states on the 

Mexico border, or the chance to discover a brand-new planet, games such as Red Dead Redemption 2 and 

No Man’s Sky, are prized for their promise of limitless depth. The popularity of YouTube channels that 

are dedicated to seeking out and announcing minute in-game details is evidence of this. The YouTube 

account ‘o Knightz o’ for example, includes a seven-part series of list videos presenting the level of 

degree in Red Dead Redemption 2. The first in the series, ‘20 INSANE details in Red Dead Redemption 2 

(Part 1)’ has over six-million views as of April 2020, suggesting that details, in and of themselves, hold 

cultural capital in this context.355 Another list style YouTube video ‘5 Game Worlds BIGGER Than 

Planet Earth’, released by the channel ‘gameranx’ makes the following observation in reference to details 

in No Man’s Sky: ‘It’s almost like Hello Games put thought into every single little detail to make sure the 

game constantly feels huge, and open. To also make it feel like you’re just this small dot in this big, crazy 
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universe.’356 According to Gameranx, details at a microscopic level have the effect of swelling a player’s 

impression of the virtual world at a macroscopic scale.  

 

 

 The notable fetishism with regard the degree of superfluous detail offered in a virtual space 

shared by gamers and immersive theatre practitioners is also a significant concern for participants in 

historical re-enactments, where authenticity in minor details and the display of total commitment to the 

role-play are of vital cultural importance. The conceptual implication in all three spheres tends to be that 

participants or subjects should not be given a reason to ‘doubt’ their artificial surroundings. Participants 

may even be further immersed by the distracting hunt for the limits in the detail. For these groups, the 

degree of detail in an environment is regularly interpreted as a principal touchstone for the quality of an 

immersion.  

 

  

 Farocki, in an article published by the European Journal of Media Studies, describes the purpose and 

value of peripheral details from a practitioner’s standpoint. The following quotation describes an 

interaction that took place while he was researching Serious Games: 

  

One time the driver reported seeing a number of birds in front of him, and one bird flew by in very close proximity to 

the virtual camera. It seemed to me that this did not have anything to do with warfare but was rather meant to create a 

so-called reality effect – just like fiction films use sub-plots, and sub-plots create the impression that not everything 

happens on purpose and serves a narrative function.’357  

 
 

Farocki suggests that these superfluous birds are included to give the impression of a fully functioning 

and autonomous interior reality that is not limited to the main thrust of the ‘narrative’ itself. Like a 

																																																								
	
	
356 Gameranx, ‘5 Game Worlds BIGGER Than Planet Earth’, [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8o4SBhbercM], (accessed 
on 27th August 2020). 
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subplot, these peripheral details ‘thicken’ and substantiate the texture of the virtual world. They give an 

immersed subject the proprioceptive impression that they are finding their own way through an already 

active space. Following this notion, it appears that Bravemind includes a combination of ‘trauma relevant 

stimuli’ and less relevant details that serve to strengthen the ‘reality effect’.358 Peripheral details, like 

superfluous birds, or the dust on a windscreen of a virtual Humvee, play a supporting role in a ‘narrative’ 

that is centred on moments of traumatic stimuli. They primarily serve the immersion that reinforces the 

sense of exposure rather than directly contributing to the exposure itself. 

 

In a research visit to Immerse Learning PLC, a company who specialise in manufacturing Virtual 

Reality ‘Training Solutions’, an engineer informed me that it is important to place a door in every room in 

a virtual environment, even if that door does not open. If they do not do so, their users will tend to reject 

the illusion of total immersion as they will have an intuitive feeling that the space is not plausible. It can 

also create a feeling of claustrophobia among users that distracts from the immersive effect. Superfluous 

details perform a similar function – in immersive terms – to a picture of a door in a virtual wall. A strong 

command over peripheral aspects of a narrative or environment lends a feeling of substance to the central 

thrust of the core material presented. These details and subplots also imply an immersed subject has been 

offered the choice of where to direct their attention, and a virtual door suggests that a trainee has the 

option to leave the virtual room. Deciding to leave the door untested, by contrast, serves the 

psychological function of swelling a user’s impression of commitment to and ownership of the 

represented scene. Volunteering, even symbolically, to remain in the scene means that participants invest 

in their own immersion. In contrast with, for example, the emancipatory potential of paying attention to 

local details advocated by Georges Perec in his project to ‘exhaust’ the environmental details of Place 

																																																								
	
	
358 The idea of a ‘Reality Effect’ associated with the inclusion of ‘useless details’ within a narrative was famously developed by 
Roland Barthes in The Rustle of Language (1989). In this seminal text, which is not referenced in Farocki’s article (although 
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Language, trans. by Richard Howard (California: University of California Press, 1989), p.141.) To a large extent, the ‘significance 
of [the] insignifican[t]’ in Bravemind – the availability of useless details – serves to enhance the impression of depth and strength of 
the immersivity. 
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Saint-Sulpice in Paris in October 1974, details in an immersive space serve the illusory force of an 

ultimately artificial, mediatised environment.359 The act of looking closely can enhance our sense of 

locatedness within an immersivity, but the details themselves give us little concrete knowledge about the 

larger contexts within which the artifice is developed – other than, perhaps, an inferred knowledge 

emerging from symptoms of the designer’s intention.  

 

Bravemind does not expect or seek a voluntary immersion, at least not once the prolonged 

exposure sessions are in progress. Farocki’s footage shows the requests of Dr. Holloway’s (the therapist 

playing the patient in the Bravemind demonstration) requests to leave the simulation continually resisted – 

there is no virtual ‘door’ within the space through which to seek psychological respite, and once the scene 

is played-through participants are looped back to the start again, meaning that even the passage of time 

itself will not provide a ‘way out’ in this virtual space. To forcefully reject the immersive environment 

presented to them, a subject would have to physically remove the technology (the HMD) itself, meaning 

that the conceptual frontier in Virtual Iraq starts and ends with the headset. Illustrating a similar point in 

reference to immersive theatre, Anna Wilson questions the legitimacy of Punchdrunk’s claim to offer 

their participants added agency by outlining an event she witnessed when attending ‘Masque of the Red 

Death’ (2007-08): ‘Another audience member recalls wanting to leave the production before the end and 

upon asking an attendant for the exit, was informed that leaving was not possible before the finale. After 

some persuasion, the attendant reluctantly showed her the way out.’360 Wilson includes this anecdote to 

suggest that meaningful agency in an immersive context should not be measured by degrees of freedom 

within the virtuality, but also the freedom to leave it.  
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Daniel Vella presents a different argument regarding player agency within virtual worlds in his 

essay ‘There’s No Place Like Home’, published in the book: Ludotopia. Vella, who draws on various 

notions of dwelling developed by Heidegger and Edward S. Casey (in particular, Casey’s ‘hestial 

dwelling’), describes a sense of identification among players with, and pride in, the buildings and 

especially homes they design in ‘sandbox universe’ video games such as Minecraft (2011) or ‘life simulation’ 

games like Animal Crossing: New Leaf (2012).  

 

The player’s identification with her Minecraft, home, then, represents not only an attachment to the form of the 

structure in itself, or to her existence as centred within in, but to the practices that went into the building of it, by 

which she has defined herself as, for instance, a hard worker, or a creative visionary.361  

 

According to Vella, the virtual labour required to perform the phantasmal act of designing and building a 

home in a simulated space not only encourages a feeling of emotional investment in the game world, but 

also strengthens a player’s sense of ‘locatedness’ and indeed belonging within it. The act of choosing one’s 

home, even within limited parameters, is central to this emotional and identification-based immersion.362 

In fact, the emphatic ‘openness’ of Minecraft means that a player is even given choice to build 

collaboratively or be a ‘griefer’ – effectively an anarchic virtual vandal who destroys other players’ 

creations. Within this ‘sandbox universe’, players can choose what to build, but also whether to build or 

to destroy. Both options are associated with ideological, community-scale meanings and attitudes, and 

deciding to frame one’s in-game persona around being a griefer or a builder (at various moments), further 

develops a player’s sense of identification and situatedness within the game world.  

 

 

 In contrast to the games that Vella describes, where a typical gameplay involves starting with a 

latent space (to varying degrees) and filling it generatively with objects of a players choosing (or 
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destroying objects and forms within it), the conceptual structure of Bravemind is ‘backwards looking’ – 

retrospective – in form, and seeks to re-create and mimic, rather than generate. Although the soldiers 

who ultimately make use of Bravemind will not tend to have had a say in the design of the scenarios, 

Bravemind’s iterative design process has been responsive to the input of successive generations of soldiers 

upon whose experiences the scenarios are based.363 The scenarios have, in this way, been populated by 

the collectivised trauma of a series of soldiers and veterans – but they should be considered to be inert, 

mimetic spaces while in use.364 Moreover, while the former service people are frequently forced to return 

to the start of the scenarios in a way that mimics returning to a checkpoint or the start of a level in a 

game, they do so without hope of a different conclusion. The scenarios are not intended to be ‘winnable’ 

as a conventional game would tend to be. Johan Huizinga’s posits that the conceptual crux of play itself 

lies in a compelling combination of investment and uncertainty: ‘“There is something at stake” – the 

essence of play is contained in that phrase.’365 The sense of something being ‘at stake’, and any notion of 

generative openness are notably absent within the internal limits of Virtual Iraq. That which is ‘at stake’ is, 

if anything, the ongoing psychological status of the subjects, and the virtual scenarios have arguably been 

designed to be strikingly immovable and inert to address that long-term goal (which unfolds at a higher 

organisational order than activities within the immersive construct).   

 

 

Ultimately, Bravemind tends to enlist some of game design’s more technical methods of 

establishing immersion; the first-person camera angle, the satisfying intuitive interaction with a virtual 

space, but limits the more ephemeral persuasive lessons learned in game design relating to generating 

immersion. Its immersion is not built on coaxing, or charming a subject into a state of curious 

absorbedness, but rather by imposing a very specific optical condition upon them that insists on a 

technical, perceptive involvement in the space. Their focus on realism and, relatedly, peripheral details, is 

																																																								
	
	
363 Details of Bravemind’s ‘iterative’ and phased design process is available in: Rizzo et al. ‘VR Exposure for PTSD,’ (2015), p.40. 
It can also be argued that the subjects do collaborate in the event’s design in a limited way when they describe their traumatic 
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arguably the most persuasive means that they turn to in encouraging immersion, although even that 

should be considered as a closer to an optical illusion than an appeal to a user’s curiosity and creativity. 

 

 There is a common argument that VR technology is particularly effective at establishing presence 

for the very reason that users have more perceived freedom to turn their heads within the virtual space, 

and to choose where they direct their attention.366 This specific form of freedom is reflected both in the 

theoretical dialogues that consider the qualities of VR as a technology and in commercial settings where 

technologists present what is exceptional about their products. Andy Kiang, Director of Innovation at 

Brogent Technologies, describes this notion well when he describes his company’s VR Ocean Experience 

available on their Q-Ride platform: ‘In a fully immersive world rich of sea life, ride-goers have the 

freedom to choose where they look.’367 Kiang’s sales pitch implies that other media – 3D cinema for 

example – limit spectator freedom by providing fewer than 360 degrees of imagery. This key feature of 

VR means that Head-Mounted Displays (HMDs) are often used to place subjects in novel situations and 

atmospheres without needing to present a complex, developed narrative. Richie’s Plank Experience, by 

Toast VR, in which subjects are dared to walk along a virtual plank extending from a skyscraper window 

(while walking on a real plank that gives haptic feedback) is a good example of this tendency.368 The 

novelty of the framelessness of a VR environment is expected to be compelling in and of itself. 

Furthermore, the fact that virtual projections of one’s movements are incorporated into the environment 

is often argued to imply an increased agency in the onscreen world. A user’s conceptual role – positioned 

at the optical centre of the environment – can feel ‘performative’ in nature.369 In this way, an adaptation 

in the means of navigation within the virtual environment, provided by head-tracking HMDs, affects a 

																																																								
	
	
366 Kai Matuszkiewicz and Franziska Weidle argue along these lines in: ‘At the threshold into new worlds: Virtual reality game 
worlds beyond narratives.’ NECSUS. European Journal of Media Studies Vol.8 (2) (2019): pp.5-23. 
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user’s feeling of ownership over the actions they undertake within it.  

 

It is important to note however, that the opportunity to look around in a VR environment means 

that a user is more likely to do so.370 VR is a medium that places new importance on ‘that which is behind 

you.’ This is a significant development. As Vilém Flusser points out: ‘Tools are imperatives that shape our 

behavior. The bed says, “Lie down!” The purposes of the tools that surround us are not necessarily our 

own. They are the purposes of those who made the tools.’371 The VR headsets, and the people who 

design them, often seem to say: ‘Turn around!’ With every curious, or fearful, or banal turn of the head, a 

user’s impression of being at the optical centre of the virtual universe, and arguably their illusory feeling 

of virtual subjectivity, is strengthened. In many cases, this optical illusion gives a liberating impression of 

a new space – as well as a novel technological effect – to explore, in the context of a virtuality moulded 

on familiar traumatic experiences, the totally encapsulating screen of an HMD might feel more like a 

cage. 

 

The immersive technological conditions that differentiate Bravemind from other prolonged 

exposure therapy protocols tend to provide therapists with a more forceful (less avoidable) and materially 

substantial means of engagement with the stimuli. Friedrich argues ‘virtual scenarios gain agency over the 

patient’s own narration and memories of traumatic events by providing a very certain visual narrative of 

these events.’372 She claims that the ‘very certain’ and tangible form of the simulations have a more vivid 

impact on the subject than their own memory of the trauma could. The virtual memories effectively 

outmuscle the nebulous traumatic memories in the context of the subject’s cognitive model of the event. 

This seems to be a strong point, especially when the firm and repeatable digitally rendered memory 
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delivered through Bravemind is compared with the more contingent and unpredictable aspects of human 

memory – not to mention the often disordered memories of a PTSD sufferer.373 The massive increase in 

predictability and legibility offered by Bravemind’s digitally rendered memories is part of the justification 

for the development of the platform in the first place.374 A therapist, following the re-enactment of the 

trauma on a screen that mirrors the view in the head-mounted display can track how the subject reacts to 

particular aspects of the stimulus over time. In an article in Forbes magazine, Charlie Fink points out: ‘The 

operator can play the scene forward and back, slow it down, or freeze the frame, all reflecting the 

patient’s narration.’375 The fact that these simulations are gradable, repeatable and archived gives them an 

ontological fixedness that means that they have a different character to human memory. For both the 

therapist who guides the session, and the patient, an event that might be conceived of as untethered from 

a subject’s timeline is hoped to be increasingly locatable on it. 

 

 

However, the wraparound and sight-occluding nature of an HMD, coupled with the haptic and 

olfactory cues (in some cases Bravemind therapists provide smell cues alongside the visual scene and in 

some models the subject’s controller is built into a replica gun) that totally saturate a user’s senses, 

remove a subject from their habitual points of orientation literally and symbolically. It could be claimed 

that the technological situation in which a subject engages with these comparatively firm images instigates 

a process of disorientation. In fact, head-mounted VR is often argued to cause a subject to experience a 

perceptual dissociation to the point where a user becomes less certain of the reliability of their own 

senses. Michael Friedman makes a strong case along these lines in his article ‘Head-Mounted Display 

																																																								
	
	
373 In The Shallows, Nicholas Carr describes a fundamental conceptual incompatibility between between biological and digital 
memory. In doing so, he affirms Friedrich’s point: ‘Governed by highly variable biological signals, chemical, electric, and genetic 
every aspect of human memory – the way it’s formed, maintained, connected, recalled – has almost infinite gradiations. 
Computer memory exists as simple binary bits – ones and zeros – that are processed through fixed circuits, which can be either 
open or closed but nothing in between.’ (London: Atlantic Books, 2011), p.191. 
374 Rizzo and his co-writers claim: ‘VR also provides the therapist with an objective and consistent format for documenting the 
sensory stimuli to which a patient is exposed and the resulting reactions; this is not possible when the therapy operates 
exclusively within the unseen world of the patient’s imagination.’ Rizzo et al. ‘VR Exposure Therapy,’ (2014), p.32.  
375 Charlie Fink, ‘VR Brings Dramatic Change to Mental Health Care’, Forbes (October 2017), available at: 
[https://www.forbes.com/sites/charliefink/2017/10/25/vr-brings-dramatic-change-to-mental-health-care/#3ed41c194361], 
(accessed on 26th August 2020). 
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Screens: A (De)Construction of Sense-Certainty?’376 In this he claims: ‘the possibility of discrepancy 

nevertheless looms precisely because the immersive space is being produced. If there is sense-certainty in 

some respects, there is the potential uncertainty in the ways that the senses – and this “certainty” itself –

are produced by the mediating device.’377 This existential uncertainty, a Cartesian scepticism regarding the 

dependability of one’s own senses, is re-doubled by the fact that an HMD largely denies a user the 

opportunity for external orientation.378 This gives added importance to the internally produced imagery 

that is available to the users. An HMD constructs its own geometry, and obscures most real points of 

reference according to which a subject would usually calibrate their senses. The more an immersive 

environment seeks to eliminate user doubt in the artificial environment – by reducing latency in the head-

movement tracking or providing higher resolution, for example – the more it should be interpreted as 

‘producing’ space, and the less a user should be certain that their senses reflect their physical, non-virtual 

surroundings. Matuszkiewicz and Weidle echo this notion in their article ‘At the Threshold into New 

Worlds: Virtual Reality Game Worlds Beyond Narratives’: ‘By hermetically sealing off the configurator 

from almost any external input, the VR system itself creates a tempo-spatial ‘telepresence’ that supports 

the instalment of an alternative reality.’379 The radically interiorised nature of VR, which owes some of its 

immersive realism to its all-encompassing 360-degree internal horizon, produces its own internal points 

of orientation. Its ‘hermetic seal’ totally diverts a user’s senses and leaves them relatively helpless and 

vulnerable in the real world, leaving only short-term memory and latent proprioception to keep them 

from walking into actual walls.  

 

While Friedrich’s assertion that an HMD gains in agency over the subject by providing more 

solid imagery than biological memory can is astute, it is important to emphasise that that HMD is likely to 

																																																								
	
	
376 ‘as I argue below, since the apparatus mediates between space constructed by the laws of geometry and the user, we might say 
that a theoretical doubt is implicit the apparatus itself—a doubt over whether (or not) there is discrepancy between the 
immersion into this constructed space and one’s bodily experience of that space.’ Michael Friedman, ‘Head-Mounted Display 
Screens: A (De)Construction of Sense-Certainty?’, Mediatropes, Vol.6 (1) (2016), p.119. Italics in original. 
377 Ibid, p.126. 
378 Although many VR programmes will include some way to present the limits of the actual room the user is positioned in – like 
a floating circle/ line in virtual space layered on top of the virtual environment - to prevent users from walking into real walls.  
379 Matuszkiewicz and Weidle, ‘At the threshold into new worlds,’ p.12. Italics in original.  
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also steep a user in a different form of ‘theoretical doubt’ by forcefully replacing the real horizon with an 

artificial one on a temporary basis. Any primary gain in agency over nebulous trauma-relevant imagery is 

likely to be owned first and foremost by the therapist and the programme’s designers who maintain a firm 

grounding in reality throughout the session. If increasing a subject’s impression of certainty and solidity 

with respect to a set of traumatic images is a goal of exposure therapy, providing this imagery through an 

HMD whose functionality engenders disorientation initially seems counter-intuitive. Unless, that is, a 

temporary vulnerability stemming from disorientation from a subject’s habitually perceived environment 

– brought on by immersive technology – serves an active and intentional role in the protocol. Continuing 

along these lines, it could be argued that the adoption of immersive techniques enable the ICT to produce 

an exposure protocol wherein a subject is forced to spend time within a pervasive state of disorientation 

from everyday life. This would support our earlier stated argument relating to the ICT’s adoption of more 

forceful immersive techniques resulting from an interpretation of immersion as a primarily technologically 

achieved condition. 

 

The first chapter of this thesis briefly touched on the artistic duo Lundahl and Seitl’s 

development and use of what they call ‘White Out Goggles’. For them, these goggles are a tool with 

which to reconfigure and ‘purify’ their audiences’ critical faculties by stripping away perceptual habits. 

José Saramago’s dystopic novel Blindness is a thought experiment that likewise extrapolates from a 

scenario wherein subjects are abruptly deprived of their vision. Notably, the contagious blindness that 

afflicts his characters is also a ‘white blindness’, and, also has the narrative function of being a blindness 

that ‘reveals something new’. In his case, the pervasive and aggressive blindness that sweeps through an 

imaginary city offers a vision of the breakdown and remodelling of a society deprived of sight. He 

describes this contagious blindness thus: 

 

[…] the darkness in which the blind live was nothing other than the simple absence of light, that what we call 

blindness was something that simply covered the appearance of beings and things, leaving them intact behind their 
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black veil. Now, on the contrary, here he was, plunged into a whiteness so luminous, so total, that it swallowed up 

rather than absorbed, not just the colours, but the very things and beings, thus making them twice as invisible.380  

 

Saramago’s imaginary blindness is somehow more invasive than conventional blindness. The detailed 

impression he offers of the viscosity in his particular fictional affliction makes it uncannily claustrophobic 

and insidious. It is no mistake that this white-blindness comes with an impression of weight and a 

substance, a confusion of senses. For Lundahl and Seitl, the absence of sight is a clean slate for acritical 

contemplation and a means with which to engender edification – there is nothing clean about Saramago’s 

blindness. Lundahl and Seitl ‘thin-out’ the range of stimuli available to a spectator to give them a renewed 

agency over their critical faculties and Saramago imagines characters who are rendered more vulnerable 

and powerless when faced with a nightmarish disorienting over-saturation. While voluntary and gradual 

white-blindness serves a minimalistic function in a gallery setting, and focusses a new criticality, the 

instant and imposed white-blindness of Saramago’s imagination leads to a breakdown of an individual’s 

elemental impression of selfhood as it collapses the distinction between ‘things and beings’. One under-

saturates productively, the other over-saturates and destroys form.  

 

Like the blindness that afflicts Saramago’s characters for whom the world is ‘twice as invisible’, 

Bravemind’s HMD not only totally hijacks a subject’s senses to the point where their everyday reality is 

completely occluded – Rizzo and Shilling raise this point in their 2018 article – but also saturates their 

optical field with a rich and compelling virtual world in its place.381 This is of course, intentional. In the 

Popescu article Rizzo himself explains: ‘They’re [the scenarios] “filled with so much stimuli that it’s 

difficult to avoid engagement.”’382 A more totalising saturation of the virtual space with stimuli is, 

therefore, another procedural/therapeutic tactic deployed to ensure exposure to the virtual scenarios. 

																																																								
	
	
380 José Saramago, Blindness (1995), (London: Vintage, 2005), p.8. 
381 ‘Using an HMD that occludes the user’s view of the outside world, an engaged immersive virtual experience employs head- 
and body-tracking technology that senses the user’s position and movement and sends that information to a computing system 
that can update the sensory stimuli presented to the user in near real-time, contingent on user activity.’ Rizzo and Shilling (2018), 
p.3/4. 
382 Rizzo in Popescu, ‘These VR Systems,’. 
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Unlike the blindness brought on by Lundahl and Seitl’s white-out goggles, the immersed users are 

afforded no space – cognitive, or in their perceptive field – in which to hide from engagement. The 

especially saturating nature of this process is arguably one of the key outcomes of the increased technical 

immersiveness of VRET. Immersion has been employed here for its saturative nature.  

 

Drawing on Freud and Lacan’s various positions on the ego-sustaining function of withheld 

desire, Slavoj Žižek suggests that an inhabitable virtual reality ‘saturates’ the fantastical reserves of a 

symbolic order. He suggests that the appearance of the limitless availability of any conceivable 

object/scenario in virtual reality closes the gap between the unattainable object of fantasy and an 

attainable phantasm:  

 

On account of its logic of instant gratification, the universe of ‘virtual reality’ signals the very opposite of what its name 

announces: the end of the virtual space of symbolization, or, as Winnicott puts it, of the space of transitive objects - 

everything is instantly here, but bereft of its substance and thus instantly devalued. Virtual reality is therefore a kind of 

Orwellian misnomer: it stands for the very opposite of virtuality, for the saturation of the virtual space of symbolic 

fiction.383 

 

On the one hand, Žižek echoes theorists who interpret a virtuality as a meta-space of infinite 

potentiality.384 However, he claims that VR as a technology, with its endless ability to realistically render 

any conceivable object, ‘forecloses’ the gap that sustains desire – without satisfying that desire. He offers 

the tightly orchestrated system of etiquette that maintained ‘courtly love’ as an antithetical example. While 

Žižek’s analysis is related to a saturation of the call-and-response between a subject and a symbolic order, 

rather than an inundation of sensory feeds – as described by Rizzo – his commentary illuminates how 

																																																								
	
	
383 Slavoj Žižek, The Indivisible Remainder: An Essay on Shelling and related Matters (London and New York: Verso, 1996), p.190. 
384 Arguments along these lines include that made by: Matuszkiewicz and Weidle in ‘At the Threshold into New Worlds,’: ‘From 
a design perspective, virtuality implies a crafting of potentials. Not least due to their underlying digital code, virtual objects, 
machines, and environments open up an array of possible options waiting to be actualised.’ p.5. The characterisation of VR as a 
space of increased potentiality is also reflected by David J. Chalmers in ‘The Virtual and the Real,’ particularly the discussion 
between: p.343-348. 
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overfilling a virtual space can elicit psychological discomfort among subjects. In ‘The Thing from Inner 

Space on Tarkovsky’, he outlines a variation on this distinction, that between a symbolic order that 

maintains this gap and one that does not, with examples from two Andrei Tarkovsky films: Stalker (1979) 

and Solaris (1972). Tarkovsky’s allegories, as Žižek sees them, present diverging models for where the 

‘Other/Thing’, the source of the fantastical reserve is withheld and remains apart on the one hand, and 

collapses on the other: ‘Solaris is the Thing, the blind libido embodied, while the Zone is the void which 

sustains desire.’385 In Stalker, the wish-fulfilling Zone is safely isolated from society by a military roadblock 

and a radioactive landscape. By contrast, the cosmonauts sent to study the planet Solaris find themselves 

dangerously within its virtuality-foreclosing field of influence. 

 

This gigantic brain, this Other-Thing, [the planet Solaris] involves a kind of psychotic short circuit: in short circuiting 

the dialectic of question and answer, of demand and its satisfaction, it provides – or, rather, imposes on us – the 

answer before we even raise the question, directly materialising our innermost fantasies which support our desire.386 

 

The terrifying psychic trauma that the crewmembers orbiting Solaris experience when the distance 

between themselves and the objects of their desire collapses, serves as a warning, for Žižek, against a 

saturation of the ‘virtual space of symbolic fiction’.  

 

 

Bravemind’s virtuality is not a source of fiction, nor does it belong in the subgroup of VR systems 

that seek to indulge user desire. Far from providing ‘instant gratification’, its designers have arguably 

repurposed VR to have an opposite effect on users. However, it does effectively present a situation 

wherein the the over-saturation of a virtual space with phantasms from a subject’s actual past constitutes 

a ‘hard medicine’ where answers materialise before questions are asked. The trauma-relevant stimuli – the 

virtual colleagues, IEDs and corpses dropped into a Bravemind simulation through the Wizard of Oz 

interface (the ICT’s own Solaris) – are modelled on familiar but habitually avoided figures drawn from 

																																																								
	
	
385 Žižek, ‘The Thing from Inner Space on Tarkovsky’, Angelaki: Journal of the Theoretical Humanities, Vol.4 (3) (1999), p.227. 
386 Ibid, p.223. 
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anticipated memories and fear structures. Like Kris Kelvin and his crewmates above Solaris, it becomes 

impossible for subjects of Bravemind to avoid trauma-relevant stimuli when they are living with and 

through them again; when the time that has passed since a trauma occurred is rendered irrelevant by an 

immersive virtual space that incessantly raises uncannily familiar (but generalised) phantasms from the 

dead.  

 

Nick Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter invoke Žižek in a chapter from their book Games of 

Empire that describes Grand Theft Auto’s (GTA’s) punishing virtual city Los Santos: ‘What is excluded 

from its virtuality is any alternative to the rottenness.’387 The totalising criminal ideology of the game 

world, they claim, likewise undermines the ‘virtuality as potentiality’ notion. A player of GTA is given an 

escapist’s licence to commit endless crime in a fictional city, they argue, but they are not afforded the 

freedom to dwell in a virtual space not suffused with criminality. Video game playing deviants cannot 

deviate from deviating in Los Santos. Similarly, an immersed user in a Bravemind simulation will ultimately 

find themselves in a virtual environment that strictly prescribes the nature and tone of their interaction. 

Unlike a player of GTA however, a patient undergoing treatment on the Bravemind platform is not able to 

stop playing at will. More importantly, wherever they do choose to look, and however they move through 

the virtual environment, their journey will end in familiar trauma.  

 

The notion of ‘potentiality’ itself, sometimes deemed to be intrinsic to virtual space, is somewhat 

undermined when virtual reality technology is used to immerse users in a looped re-enactment. In effect, 

the limitation of potential virtual outcomes could be argued to reflect ICT’s therapeutic intention to 

convey a message of unmanageable chaotic inevitability to subjects. It also reflects the fact the scenarios 

have been pragmatically designed to bring about adaptations in the attitudes towards a memory rather 

																																																								
	
	
387 Nick Dyer-Witheford, and Greig de. Peuter, Games of Empire: Global Capitalism and Video Games, (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2009), p.180. 
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than seeking to revise the memory itself. For these reasons, potentiality itself has been meticulously 

saturated in Bravemind’s virtuality. As a result of this limitation of potential outcomes in the simulations, 

fidelity and mimicry are relied on more heavily to establish the necessary immersion. The occupied virtual 

space becomes referential and reflective, but never generative.  

 

In effect, Bravemind presents virtual spaces with little contingency and arguably no potentiality – 

at least for the subjects. In the context of a backward-looking exposure therapy protocol, this is perhaps 

unsurprising, but it suggests that a Bravemind scenario fits more comfortably into the category of a re-

enactment than a game. The total denunciation of potentiality is perhaps more striking in STRIVE, the 

ICT’s training pre-combat VR training programme. Mirroring the functionality of Bravemind somewhat, 

STRIVE anticipates the traumatic accident. In devising training scenarios that end in a likely trauma to 

come, each STRIVE simulation presents a hybrid future past, accidental trauma in the subjunctive tense.   

*** 

 

At this point, it is helpful to turn to Ruth Leys’ commentary relating to emotional trauma and 

how it can be positioned in relation to the processes and status of immersion. Her book Trauma: A 

Genealogy, offers a complex and historically contingent account of the psychotherapeutic classification of 

trauma and its subsequent therapeutic responses, predominantly over the course of the twentieth century. 

As such, her analysis often provides a wide-angle, structural scale account of personal trauma that is 

responsive to evolving attitudes and theories of selfhood. In the quotation below, Leys provides an 

introductory definition of PTSD that positions personal trauma in relation to memory and the experience 

of duration.  

 

Post-traumatic stress disorder is fundamentally a disorder of memory. The idea is that, owing to the emotions of terror 

and surprise caused by certain events, the mind is split or dissociated: it is unable to register the wound to the psyche 

because the ordinary mechanisms of awareness and recognition are destroyed. As a result, the victim is unable to 

recollect and integrate the hurtful experience in normal consciousness; instead, she is haunted or possessed by intrusive 
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traumatic memories. The experience of trauma, fixed or frozen in time, refused to be represented as past, but is 

perpetually reexperienced as a painful, dissociated, traumatic present.388  

 

Leys indicates that the experience of PTSD can be interpreted as a chronic inability to ‘objectify’ a 

memory and situate it within/on a firm timeline. The notion of a coherent personal timeline, and, 

connected to this, a subject’s impression of locatedness on – and position with respect to – this timeline, 

is presented here as key to a subject’s healthy status. A traumatised person suffering from this ‘disorder of 

memory’ is interpreted as being unable to lodge and locate individual events in sequence. In another 

important text on PTSD, The Body Remembers, Babette Rothschild describes PTSD symptoms in a similar 

way:  

 

When the ANS [automatic nervous system] continues to be chronically aroused even though the threat has passed and 

has been survived, that is PTSD. The traumatic event seems to continue to float free in time, rather than occupying its 

locus in one’s past, often coming unbidden into the present perception as if it were, indeed, occurring now.389  

 

Once again, the idea of a firm and stable timeline is accepted as a key attribute of a healthy subject. The 

problem arises when the traumatic memory is untethered from this timeline, ‘float[s] free in time’ and 

continues to stimulate the automatic nervous system as if it were ongoing. According to the conceptual 

models favoured by Leys and Rothschild, ‘the timeline’ itself is conceivable as a forum and stage upon 

which a healthy psyche is built and to which it refers for emotional and cognitive orientation. 

Dissociation from these memories, and a chronic inability to confront them from a coherent and sturdy 

conceptual position, is framed as a typical feature of a traumatised subject’s experience.  

 

 

																																																								
	
	
388 Ruth Leys, Trauma: A Genealogy (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2000), p.2.   
389 Babette Rothschild, The Body Remembers: The Psychophysiology of Trauma and Trauma Treatment (New York and London: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 2000), p.12. Italics in original. 
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In Leys’ description of what she calls a ‘mimetic’ interpretation of trauma, immersion is seen to 

have a role in/at its inception, long before any therapeutic methodology – immersive/technological or 

not – can be developed: ‘Trauma is understood as an experience that immerses the victim in the scene so 

profoundly that it precludes the kind of specular distance necessary for cognitive knowledge of what has 

happened.’390 Immersion, as presented here, is a result enacted by the traumatic event at its initiation. Its 

influence is reflected in the group of physiological and psychological structures that should – usually – 

achieve ‘specular distance’ for a subject, enabling them to develop useful ‘cognitive knowledge’ about it. 

According to this, the force of a traumatic event has the effect of perpetually encasing a subject who, if 

we follow Leys’ lead, then becomes unable to effectively engage with that memory as a finite entity.391 

Importantly, the form of ‘specular distance’ acted on by the trauma is not spatial/optical but, rather, 

refers more precisely to how a subject locates and orients themselves in relation to passing time. If two 

entities have been fused together here by the active and violent immersion outlined by Leys, they could 

be interpreted as the present and the future of an event. As a result, an aspect of the subject’s psyche 

compulsively re-plays, and relives aspects of the scene and, in doing so, lends it the impression of ongoing 

‘liveness’.  

 

 

For Leys, the idea of mimesis relates specifically to a form of compulsive unconscious role-play 

undertaken by the traumatised subject who is compelled to habitually and mistakenly identify with/as 

aggressive aspects of the traumatic event: ‘the mimetic theory posits a moment of terrorized identification 

with the aggressor’.392 It is an unconscious and unintentional psychological tendency that implies a 

confusion of the boundaries of the self brought on by a traumatic shock, and should not be confused 

with broader definitions of mimesis that imply intentional imitation: ‘The mimetic theory explains the 

tendency of traumatized people to compulsively repeat their violent experiences in nightmares or by 

																																																								
	
	
390 Ruth Leys, ‘Image and Trauma’, Science in Context, Vol.19 (1), (Cambridge University Press: 2006), pp.137-149, p.139.   
391 In fact, Leys’ pairing of words in the phrase ‘blindly immersed’, is indicative of her attitude towards immersion in-principle. It 
situates immersion as a form of blindness/obscurity that disturbs a subject’s self-critical faculties. 
392 Leys, ‘Image and Trauma’, p.139.  
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repetitive forms of acting out, by comparing the traumatic repetition to hypnotic imitation.’393 It is 

significant, therefore, that Leys aligns this theory of trauma, in which a traumatised subject with PTSD is 

fated to always be performing, or acting-out some aspect of the traumatic event (and not necessarily their 

own, subjective role in it), with the idea of that event’s immersive force.  

 

 

In effect, the mimetic space between original event and copy – formulated comparably in 

Aristotelian poetics as a gap between reality and its replica that is fundamental to an empathetic/cathartic 

response to tragedy – is manifested in Leys’ mimetic trauma as a damaging, dissociative space in the 

subject’s psyche. A shocking event introduces dissociation and an unknowable void in a subject’s psyche 

that leads to an othering of an aspect of the self that compulsively re-lives an aggressive scene: ‘the 

identificatory process is thought to take place outside of, or dissociated from, ordinary awareness.’394 

Rather than being framed as an eternally returning event – appearing from an external place – Leys’ 

mimetic trauma therefore, implies that some aspect of the event is ongoing within the subject’s 

unconscious. For the traumatised subject, the traumatic event itself can be interpreted as an immersive 

cognitive architecture whose outer threshold (in durational terms) has not been defined.  

 

 

 Leys’ analysis of PTSD is, in this way, profoundly contingent upon the concept of duration and a 

subject’s impression of the passage of time. However, she also regularly frames a subject’s experience of 

trauma in terms that can be understood in a spatial and even spectatorial way. This is exemplified in the 

longer quotation included on page 207 (starting: ‘Post-traumatic stress disorder […]’) that appears to put 

forward two divergent models of trauma divided by something like spectator position. According to the 

first of these, the memory of a traumatic event appears from a seemingly external position – ‘coming 

unbidden into the present perception’. The second offers a schema in which a subject is continually 
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embedded within an event – ‘fixed or frozen in time’. In fact, the first variant would see a traumatised 

person as having a distanced and comparatively objective relationship with the traumatic memory, while 

in the second, they have a more integrated first-person role. It is notable, in this context, that Leys claims 

that traumatised subjects can be either ‘haunted or possessed’. A ‘haunting’ would seem to suggest an 

unwelcome visit from a ‘third party’, and implies the traumatic event is conceivable as a finite entity (to a 

greater or lesser degree). Possession, on the other hand, would alter a subject’s frame of reference itself, 

with the subject becoming a third party to themselves – disassociated from – their stable sense of self. 

Not unlike Leys’ subjects mimetically playing-out aspects of the traumatic scene – although her use of the 

terms ‘haunting’ and ‘possession’ are not explicitly linked to her idea of mimetic trauma in her text – 

possession also implies that a subject adopts a role (consciously or unconsciously) when engaging with 

the memory.  

 

 

 What is striking about Bravemind in this context is that its variety of prolonged exposure places 

subjects within a construct that takes on the form of the memory around which a fear structure is built. It 

exposes subjects to trauma-relevant stimuli that have an objective quality – but from a first-person, 

subjective and immersed position. This gives the prescribed memories an impression of ongoing liveness 

and an inescapable three-dimensionality that parallels Leys’ mimetic trauma. To these ends, the immersive 

aspects of the protocol seem intended to more convincingly mimic some of the optical/perceptive 

aspects of subjectivity, while the material itself implies that personal trauma can be triggered through 

exposure to general and externalised stimuli.395 

 

 

																																																								
	
	
395 A user’s instinctive identification as their virtual selves is a major topic of interest in academic contexts; Presence Studies and 
neuroscience: ‘Users immersed in the virtual environment are likely to identify with their virtual body, as they can engage in an 
egocentric frame of reference so that their self-representation in the media scenery coincides with the viewpoint from which the 
virtual world is experienced (Slater et al. 1994).’ T. Hartmann et al. ‘Spatial Presence Theory: State of the Art and Challenges 
Ahead’, in Immersed in Media, ed. by Matthew Lombard et al. (Switzerland: Springer, 2015), p.122. 
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 In this way, Bravemind, as an immersive system that enforces exposure therapy by repeatedly 

delivering something like a subject’s traumatic memory, seems to engage with trauma as if it were both a 

haunting and a possession. The repeated return of the looping and self-similar scene – over which the 

subject has limited control – could certainly be understood as a haunting, as the digitally rendered 

memory returns at the command of an invisible third party. Each simulation, as a technological entity, 

maintains a degree of objective independence, and, in fact, the basic setup of each scenario will be 

adapted and tweaked to serve as the triggering stimuli for a range of subjects. On the other hand, the fact 

that memories are ‘played-out’ by the subject from a first-person perspective (borrowed from certain 

video games) lends them a liveness and unescapable immersive form that implies a loss of control over 

subjectivity itself, something more like a possession. It could be argued, in fact, that the possessive 

character of Bravemind’s immersive HMD normalises a dissociative psychological state wherein a subject 

seems to be a stranger to themselves – indeed, the disorienting nature of immersive VR in general could 

be experienced as a contemporary variation on possession.  

 

 

 During a more advanced Bravemind session, subjects are required to repeatedly imitate and 

perform their own past actions from a vantage point that is symbolically situated within the traumatic 

event.396 In so doing, they are forced to take up a mimetic relationship with regard to their own 

memories. In symbolic terms, they assume and rehearse the role of their past selves – gesturally and in 

narrative terms – in a virtual re-enactment. In actuality, the subjects are part-actor/actant in the simulated 

scenes, in as far as they can move their heads and explore the space in a limited way, and part voiceless 

passenger/epiphyte of the role set out for them in advance. They possess and are possessed by their 

animated gun-wielding avatars, whose eyes they see through, and who obediently move through the 

memories towards inevitable traumatic conclusions. The ICT’s technical, sense-enveloping interpretation 

																																																								
	
	
396 ‘During the fourth through tenth sessions, full VRET therapy is conducted: the participant engages in a Virtual 
Iraq/Afghanistan environment while verbally recounting his or her trauma narrative.’ Rizzo et al. ‘VR Exposure Therapy,’ (2014), 
p.33. 
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of immersion, in this way, means that the traumatised subjects are presented with convincing visual 

characteristics of first-person subjectivity, but have limited control over that apparent subjective 

experience. Importantly, the subjects’ limited scope in effecting change in the scenes means that they are 

framed as agency-less pawns in the simulations in a way that emphasises a certain inevitability of the event 

and, by extension, minimises any guilt they should feel with respect to how it unfolded.397  

 

 

 Michel Serres, in Variations on the Body, describes how mimicry is both an essential learning 

process leading to embodied knowledge, and is also a source of antagonistic violence: ‘Attempt to mimic 

someone truly, and with the utmost fidelity; then you draw near, but so near you suddenly find yourself 

taking the very place of the person you were copying: you evict him’.398 It seems that a similar substitution 

process is hoped to take place in a Bravemind re-enactment, but across a virtual gap. While Serres’ 

emphatic distinction between artificial intelligence and embodied knowledge – and his belief in the 

primacy of the human senses as the locus of knowledge – should give us cause for caution in making such 

a comparison, it appears that the Bravemind subject, as an avatar, is expected to mimic and rehearse their 

misremembered role in an event until they ‘evict’ the disordered aspects of the memory.399 In and though 

immersive exposure therapy, they are forced to temporarily yield mimetically to their avatar, and their 

avatar’s insistent progress through the memories, as if they were mimicking an Other. At the same time, 

the digital skeleton they are placed within has been programmed to mimic their own account of a scene in 

a generalised traumatic environment. If any eviction can be said to result from these circular acts of 

mimicry, however, it is hard to know who will have evicted what, what will have evicted who.  

 

 

																																																								
	
	
397 Bravemind’s approach to reducing feelings of guilt will be looked at in closer detail in the next section. 
398 Michel Serres, Variations on the Body (1999), trans. by Randolph Burks, (Minneapolis: Univocal, 2011) p.62.  
399 ‘Our divine flesh alone distinguishes us from machines; human intelligence can be distinguished from artificial intelligence by 
the body, alone.’ Ibid, p.14. 
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 Friedrich argues that Bravemind’s logic of stock trauma means that it is limited to catering to ‘the 

soldier as type’ as its subject: ‘the subject addressed by these types of VR experiences is one who can only 

act and respond as a soldier. Hence, there is no alternative world other than that which gestures to the 

war, and which renders the soldier present.’400 Friedrich takes issue with the fact that Bravemind’s patients 

will only engage with a rarefied branch of experience linked to war fighting. In other words, the 

treatment, as currently formulated, addresses dissociation linked to their identity as soldiers rather than as 

civilians: ‘Patients must identify as soldiers who know and remember their duties rather than as 

civilians.’401 Having been developed for veterans of US engagements in the Middle East it is unsurprising 

that the stimuli reflect scenarios – Afghan Villages, explosion-threatened markets and checkpoints – these 

soldiers are likely to have experienced. In fact, focussing on activities and typical ‘warzone’ scenarios 

seems to be a compromise and a pragmatic middle-way to specialise VRET for veterans until greater 

customisability is possible. However, it is certainly striking that the subjective internal view of Bravemind 

situates veterans in a shared, communal subjective position that depends on a common pool of 

experience. ‘The subject’ of an Afghan Village scenario is a composite of generalised trauma that is later 

personalised through the therapeutic scenario (a process that involves cohering first-person narration 

with immersive/haptic/olfactory sense cues). In this way, the technically immersive aspects of the therapy 

– such as the realistic sense augmentation, the HMD and first person subjective position in the scene – 

are hoped to help each individual ‘patch’ a gap between this stock subjectivity and their own memories. If 

we are to develop the trauma as possession metaphor, Bravemind involves wearing, rehearsing – and even 

being possessed by – a pre-programmed externally rendered subjectivity of ‘the US serviceperson in the 

Middle East’, in order to train and normalise their identity along these lines.   

 

     

On the one hand, Bravemind re-acquainting a subject perceptively with their embodied position in 

																																																								
	
	
400 Friedrich, ‘Therapeutic Media,’ p.104. 
401 Ibid, p.105.  
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an event could be seen as a choreographic exercise of sorts: as a means to re-orient a subject in their own 

role in a memory by repeatedly rehearsing it in a relatively safe environment (with the appearance of a 

game). In this way, it could be said to address the dissociative, mistaken identification that takes place in 

Leys’ mimetic trauma and an attempt to re-subjectify the memory. On the other hand, the repetitive 

nature of a session of Bravemind, coupled with its persuasive visual form, could enact a brute displacement 

of the disordered index memory by overpowering it with its virtual but tangible double. The first of these 

models would imply an enforced but controlled return to the scene to gain an adapted understanding of – 

one’s role in – it. In the second, the virtual re-enactment would mimic salient details from the event to 

more effectively displace, dilute and neuter the force of the original memory. One addresses trauma as if 

it were possession – and combats it as if it were an internal struggle relating to identity, the other as if 

trauma were more like a haunting – and seeks to externalise and materialise the memory (to give the 

impression it could be controlled by a remote control).  

 

Ultimately it is hard to know which of these (if either) represents Bravemind’s operation more 

accurately, and each subject will, of course, react uniquely to the programme. What is less ambiguous, 

however, is that regardless of what Bravemind seeks to achieve, it will always offer the subjects a mixture of 

certainty and doubt – solidity and fluidity – with respect to their memory of the original event. The 

artificial immersive nature of the simulations, even when they accurately mimic reality, means that they 

will always introduce a form of existential doubt into the represented event. The gap between an 

immersive recreation of an event and its corresponding reality – described in Chapter 1 as akin to Louis 

Marin’s ‘violent coughing fits’ or the missing pages of a map that separate reality from Utopia – 

necessarily implies that some ‘curated’ formal aspects of the simulation will always transform or pollute 

the original memory. Some element of the retelling will outmuscle at least some part of the memory, thus 

leaving subjects in a place of pervasive ambiguity – where unreliable personal histories are mingled with 

persuasive and mechanically reproducible, stock traumas, and where problematic and potentially shame-

generating aspects of their own memories are normalised and diluted among a generalised store of typical, 

forgivable, experience. 
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Engineers who develop HMD technology have, since the early stages in development of VR 

technology, come up against the problem of user nausea generated by what they call ‘latency’. It is the 

name given to the lag in time between the movement of a user’s head, and the delivery of corresponding 

imagery in a headset. If there is too much of this type of latency in a VR system, a user will tend to feel 

nauseous and may fail to achieve the highest levels of immersion. It is a physiological response to a 

distortion in a subject’s impression of instantaneity, the intrusion of an unknowable duration brought on 

by a separation – latency – between a users’ visual and haptic inputs. While VR engineers are becoming 

extremely adept at reducing technical latency to imperceptibly low levels, there will always be a rupture – 

even if it is unnoticed – between the immediacy of embodied experience and its virtual projection. In so 

far as Bravemind is hoped to return subjects to past traumas, and eventually patch a gap between a 

subject’s ongoing psychic life and a misplaced event, the fact of latency in VR technology seems to 

indicate a marriage of form and function here. It seems fitting that a technology that causes a disorienting 

technological latency should be used to reintegrate latent trauma into a functional timeline. Particularly 

since ‘latency’ is also the term used by Freud to describe the period of time – the ‘incubation’ period – 

between a traumatic incident taking place, and certain traumatised subjects registering neurotic symptoms 

in response to that accident.402 Freud’s lag is an embodied process that is specific to individuals and 

individual trauma, it is an unknowable period during which an event has been misplaced in a subject’s 

emotional register, lost in the thickness of a subject’s body. In the context of providing exposure for 

subjects with PTSD, inherently latent VR technology poetically echoes the latent ramifications of trauma. 

While technological latency might soon go totally unnoticed by subjects, VR and sight-occluding HMDs 

provide the conditions wherein a traumatic event takes on a quality of being virtualised, abstracted and 

separated from the continuous stream of ‘normal’ experience that underpins an integrated identity. It 

reflects and even normalises the notion that experience can be misplaced in the distance between an 

																																																								
	
	
402 This notion is articulated in: Sigmund Freud and Josef Breuer, Studies on Hysteria (1895), trans. by Nicola Luckhurst (London: 
Penguin Modern Classics, 2004), p.176.  
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event happening and its being registered and catalogued consciously. 

 

 Friedrich suggests that the temporary blindness and disorientation brought about by a VR 

headset encourages pliability among subjects by exploiting a feeling of ‘intimacy’ inherent in the 

technology.403 According to this notion, a subject shielded from ‘external input’ becomes more vulnerable 

and reliant on the grace and guidance of the therapist, making them emotionally reliant on the system and 

its delivery. Moreover, this session based transfer in agency away from the subject to the therapist, is 

accompanied, in the talk-therapy sessions, by a dominant narrative of immanence and chaos in the 

original event that is hoped to minimise a veteran’s feelings of guilt and culpability. In other words, 

aspects of the therapy that accompany the immersive sessions actively diminish the role of the individual 

actor in an event.  

 

 

This therapeutic logic is revealed in the clinical case studies included by Rizzo in the Computer 

article. Here, Rizzo outlines a drive to reduce any lingering guilt that subjects may feel relating to the 

traumatic event: ‘Processing of the event was conducted after each exposure exercise and focussed on his 

[David, a firefighter with traumatic memories of the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Centre] grief and 

guilt.’ One way they do so is by accentuating – in talk therapy – the inherent unmanageability of traumatic 

scenarios: ‘He was able to both express and feel sorrow over the loss of innocent life, and to acknowledge 

all of the factors which came together at that moment which were not in his control’.404 David’s response 

to VRET is offered as initial proof of the efficacy of Bravemind, and his increased awareness of the 

uncontrollability and chaos of the event is hoped to assuage any impression of guilt. These case studies 

reveal a therapeutic project that seeks to remind participants they should not hold themselves responsible 

																																																								
	
	
403 ‘Immersing people in virtual environments designed neither for entertainment not educational purposes, but rather to re-enact 
scenarios that serve as stimuli for traumatic memories, is based on displacing agency over imagination to virtual scenarios inside 
HMDs, and, moreover, by shielding visual perception from external input, creating an intimacy with these scenarios patient.’ 
Friedrich, ‘Therapeutic Media,’ p.105. 
404 Rizzo et al. ‘VR Exposure for PTSD,’ (2015), p.262. 
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for all aspects of the event. This is a position that stresses the limitations of individual agency. In fact, this 

therapeutic goal encourages a historical conceptualisation of traumatic events that prioritises the 

uncontrollable chaos that drove aspects of that event and veterans are encouraged to recognise that they 

could not have controlled all aspects of the situation. 

  

 

In the context of assuaging survivor guilt or feelings of shame, the HMD can also be seen to 

perform the anonymising psychological function of putting on a mask.405 Specifically, during an 

immersive session of Bravemind, the subjects are visually cut-off from their embodied experience, and are 

freed from the ‘spectacle’ of having to describe a scene in the presence of a therapist. In this way, the 

HMD serves an important dual purpose: to immerse a user in an uncanny separate reality for the 

purposes of exposure, and to blind them from a potentially shame-generating dialogue with their 

therapist. A similar effect is on display in the ICT’s parallel SimCoach and SimCoach Professional Quality of 

Life (ProQol), projects. For these, the ICT has developed virtual human agents with whom veterans, 

military care providers and other potentially vulnerable groups can solicit anonymous advice on an online 

platform. The ICT website makes clear that this approach does not seek to replace human care providers, 

offer diagnosis or treatment, but, rather, is intended to engage potentially reluctant vulnerable groups in 

the therapeutic process by providing an anonymous first point of contact.406 Journalist for Forbes 

magazine Charlie Fink, argues: ‘The lack of social risk supersedes the awkwardness of interacting with an 

avatar.’407 Conducting these initial conversations in virtual space rather than in the presence of a therapist 

is intended to perform the liberating psychological function of wearing a mask, or confessing, as a 

Catholic penitent might, in a darkened chamber behind a screen. The immersive, sight occluding, aspects 

																																																								
	
	
405 This would clearly echo the effect of the intentionally anonymising masks worn by attendees at Punchdrunk immersive theatre 
performances described in Chapter 2. 
406 Online description of the programme: ‘The SimCoach project is developing virtual human support agents to serve as online 
guides for assisting military personnel and family members in breaking down barriers to initiating the heathcare process.’ Details 
available at: [https://medvr.ict.usc.edu/projects/simcoach/], (accessed on 26th Aug 2020).  
407 Fink, ‘VR Brings Dramatic Change,’. 
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of Bravemind similarly facilitate this potentially psychologically comforting effect. In other words, the 

blindfold-like quality of the HMD veils the therapeutic scene from the subjects and thus short-circuits the 

interpersonal aspects of describing one’s role in a past trauma that are argued to make habituating to 

memories uncomfortable. Bravemind, along with the SimCoach projects, work on the basis that a private 

interiorised environment should ‘hermetically seal’ subjects off from a performative social arena 

associated with the pain of being judged. 

 

In other words, Bravemind’s immersive nature visually removes its subjects from any social 

situation – a therapist’s office, for example – that might bring with it with the view and scrutiny of others. 

Engaging with the memories is expected to be uncomfortable – ‘a hard medicine’ – but that discomfort 

should stem from confronting stimuli within the memories themselves and not the therapeutic process. 

For this reason, these programmes make use of immersive design techniques in a way that echoes the 

visually enclosing functionality the ground control station from the last chapter, and the anonymising 

function of the audience’s masks in any Punchdrunk immersive theatre work. Each silo-off their 

participants into interiorised immersivities, and in doing so, each modulate the access those participants 

have to a social context that might normalise and modulate their behaviour.  

 

Ultimately, the fact that the 14 stock memories can be shared among a diverse group of veterans 

– in and of itself – implies that their traumatic experiences should not be considered abnormal or 

shameful. While the internal (possessed) experience of playing-out the simulations might be frenetic and 

give the impression of unpredictable liveness, an external take on them – developed in the talk therapy 

sessions, but also evident in the technological fact of their reproducibility – reveals an objective and 

almost predetermined character of the events: ‘these things tend to happen to soldiers.’ Delivering this 

guilt minimising message through a technology that perceptively associates the represented imagery with 

the immersive experience of subjectivity, introduces – somewhat forcefully – a radical ambiguity into the 

individual subject’s memories of military labour. In fact, this productive conflation between the self and 
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the soldier as type – as highlighted by Friedrich – contributes to the spreading thin of accountability 

discussed in the previous chapter. A certain technological externalisation of the self – originating in the 

initial design requirement to digitise and render the index memories to make them accessible to therapists 

(more accessible than the imaginations of veterans undertaking imaginal PE therapy) – results, eventually, 

in a protocol that forcefully merges a veteran’s internal experience with the collaged and virtualised 

experiences presented on the platform.  

 
 

So far, this chapter has predominantly drawn on Harun Farocki’s Serious Games footage as a 

secondary source of information about Bravemind. However, Farocki’s work, and particularly this series of 

films, provides a separate and relevant commentary about the relationship between immersive design and 

contemporary military labour that is worth considering in detail. Serious Games I-IV was displayed at a 

MoMA (New York) show Images of War (at a distance), which ran from 29th June 2011 to January 2nd 2012. 

This exhibition was organised by Sabine Breitweiser and curated by Erika Papernick. The following pages 

will consider both Farocki’s distinctive editing of the footage, and, also the almost immersive and self-

reflexive way in which the work was presented by Breitweiser and Paperkick in MoMA.  

 

 

Each film in the Serious Games series explores the use of simulated environments in a military 

context. Most are delivered as split-screen video feeds, as variations on what Farocki calls ‘soft 

montages’.408 The exception to this rule being Serious Games II: Three Dead, which presents live footage of a 

Marine Corps base camps live-action training simulation in Twentynine Palms California before, but not 

alongside, draft excerpts from equivalent animated footage showing US troops in a Middle Eastern urban 

environment. In the split-screen films (Serious Games I, III and IV) footage from virtual scenes – simulated 

training environments or Bravemind’s virtual scenarios, for example – is placed alongside footage showing 

																																																								
	
	
408 Harun Farocki, ‘Cross Influence/ Soft Montage’ (2002), trans. by Cynthia Beatt, in Ehmann and Eshun (eds.) Harun Farocki: 
Against What? Against Whom?, p.69. 
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trainees, soldiers and psychotherapists manipulating these virtual scenes. Occasionally, certain portions of 

the screens are left dark. Importantly, the ‘live’ footage, virtual footage and blank/dark screens switch 

between right and left frames continually meaning that in each film, the horizontal mode of display 

establishes an unstable montage between an immersive construct and an exterior reality in which that 

immersive simulation is nested.409 The refusal to allow viewers to adopt a settled position within either 

the virtual or real spaces means that the intended reception of Serious Games could be deemed ‘anti-

immersive’ as his spectator’s attention is held ‘in-limbo’ in between two represented spaces. In this 

situation, any sense of a spectator’s immersive synthesis with the environments presented – which would 

usually be underpinned by a coherent sense of internal duration and their perceptual positioning in a 

single, wraparound environment mimicking first-person subjectivity – is undermined by the fact they are 

required to draw meaning by moving between two image registers. 

 

 

It should be noted that the website/archive for Farocki’s work lists Serious Games as an 

‘installation’, rather than including it among his ‘films’, indicating that these images should interact with 

each other – and the spectators – in and across a three-dimensional space. Ideas relating to active and 

activated spectatorship were increasingly prevalent in Farocki’s technical lexicon at this point in his 

artistic development, this is evidenced in ‘Cross Influence/ Soft Montage’. As a gallery visitor casts their 

attention back and forth between the split screens, they are ‘drafted into the production of content.’ as 

Hito Steyerl puts it.410 They are encouraged/forced to improvise their own transient montage – that exists 

purely, ephemerally, in their minds – as they divide their gaze between the screen showing Holloway’s 

immersed view in the Bravemind demonstration, for example, and the exterior view (the therapy setting). 

Significantly for our purposes, this participatory labour among Farocki’s audience members requires them 

to collage diverse levels of immersion onto the same plane of meaning. We, his audience, witness the 

																																																								
	
	
409 Rachel Stevens similarly discusses Farocki’s use of ‘horizontal montages’ in ‘The Territory of Images’, Millennium Film Journal, 
(55) (Spring 2012), p.7.  
410 ‘Similar things can now be said about multiscreen projections, which create a dynamic viewing space, dispersing perspective 
and possible points of view. The viewer is no longer unified by such a gaze, but is rather dissociated and overwhelmed, None of 
these projection spaces suppose a single unified horizon.’ Steyerl, ‘In Free Fall,’ p.80. 
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immersive scene and the live setting at the same time and in the same gallery-based frame system. 

Farocki’s horizontal montages could, for this reason, be argued to engender a spectatorial shallowness 

that reflects a shallow engagement in mediatised contexts where subjects interact with multiple and 

diverse, sometimes immersive feeds of information at once. Rachael Stevens argues along these lines in 

her article ‘The Territory of Images’. She claims that Farocki’s sometimes unsignposted sequences of 

images can bring about a ‘productive confusion’ among his spectators that conveys a sense of the 

comingling of the virtual and real that increasingly permeates the military activities shown.411 In so far as 

this is the case, Farocki’s films could be interpreted, somewhat paradoxically, as self-reflexive and almost 

immersive recreations of a state of confusion. However, while this may be the case at moments, on the 

whole, Serious Games is set up to provide spectators with a firm and external view on the military 

immersivities in question. In fact, by montaging diverse levels of immersion, Farocki imbues a sense of 

the occasional strangeness in seeing immersed subjects from an external position.  

 

 

Farocki claims that ‘[a] montage must hold together things with invisible forces that would 

otherwise become muddled.’412 What is striking in the parallel feeds of imagery that make up much of 

Serious Games, where virtualised aspects of a soldier’s experience are presented alongside soldier’s 

embodied experience, is not any obvious, intuitive connection between the two, but how separate they 

are from each other. In Serious Games I: Watson is Down (2010), we watch as a group of young trainees 

sitting at a bank of laptops operate a tank in a virtual desert. While the trainees’ narration – ‘I’m gonna 

push off the road a little to the left, just to throw us off’ – confirms for us the connection between their 

actions and the onscreen world, there is an uncanny stillness and inertia in the real footage that makes it 

hard to imagine the soldier’s causes are related to the virtual effects. Added to this, Farocki’s fixed 

																																																								
	
	
411 ‘It is uncomfortable to watch the intense emotional and even physical responses of the soldier until it is revealed that he is 
play-acting for a sales pitch demonstration with an audience of therapists who might purchase the system. It is difficult to locate 
where the “real” experiences of war lies for the soldiers, therapists and by extension, American military strategists, policy makers 
and citizens at large. Farocki’s narrative and installation architecture enables a productive confusion about which truths the 
documentary is revealing to us, the viewers.’ Stevens, ‘Territory of images,’ p.9.  
412 Farocki, ‘Cross Influence/ Soft Montage’, p.74. 
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cameras in the real space create a stark contrast with the fast-moving, and perspective switching camera 

following the virtual tank. Farocki described being struck by Andy Warhol’s presentation of nearly 

identical paintings side by side: ‘The smallest plurality conjured up a dizzy sense of infinity.’413 In Serious 

Games, horizontal montaging initially holds these diverse spaces together by providing what seems to be 

an intuitive connection between internal/external viewpoints. As time passes however, the real and virtual 

scenes increasingly appear to be alienated from each other across a ‘dizzy sense of infinity’. In this way, a 

montage between the virtual and the actual in Serious Games effectively highlights the distance between 

embodied and virtual activities – estrangement – apparent in this novel branch of military labour.  

 

 

As is the case with the seated team operating a virtual tank in Watson is Down – and indeed, with 

crews operating UAVs from ground control stations – military labour does, on occasion, involve soldiers 

taking up ‘spectator positions’ that are estranged from the results of their activities in this way, and that 

do not provide them with reliable environmental feedback/grounding. This is a relevant idea at a systemic 

scale, when we try to understand the new forces and the networks of influence that underpin 

contemporary warfare, but it is also a useful notion in the case of an individual soldier and the therapeutic 

processes that might help them to recover from time spent in combat. In this context, the layering of 

virtual and misremembered spaces on a Bravemind system could be argued to be both reflective of, and 

responsive to, the multi-channel nature of contemporary conflict. It can be interpreted as a recognition – 

and perhaps even a symptom – of a radical ambiguity inherent in contemporary warfare wherein 

movement into and out of virtual spaces is an integral part of their labour.  

 

 

 The following quotation indicates that, at least initially, Farocki was drawn to Bravemind for its 

mirroring of simulation based training programmes like Full Spectrum Warrior (FSW).  

																																																								
	
	
413 Ibid. p.72.  



	
	
	

223 

 

In therapy they watch virtual scenarios that simulate some of the situations they experienced in Iraq. The idea is that 

the virtual images will help the soldiers to remember the events that caused their trauma. From previous research we 

knew that similar virtual environments were being used to train troops for combat. Images that prepare the war 

resemble those that help process it.414 

 

Before seeing the programme in action, Farocki noticed that Bravemind performs a certain ‘bookending’ 

function with regard to a serviceperson’s duties. Immersive simulations have a tactical, preparatory 

presence before a soldier’s deployment starts in programmes like FSW or STRIVE, and they appear again 

afterwards. It could even be argued that in this near contemporary context, ‘real’ combat weaves its way 

into and out of its virtual – and often immersive – embodiments. Or even that virtual environments 

frame the duration a tour of duty. The suggestion that virtual spaces bookend combat was arguably 

reflected scenographically in the MoMA show. Here, the footage of the virtual training programmes in 

Serious Games I: Watson is Down, for example, is projected onto a large hanging screen on one side of the 

gallery while the footage of Bravemind in Serious Games III: Immersion is projected onto the other. 

Significantly, the films are front and back projected, meaning that, as viewers cast their attention between 

the two, they can be tracking a narrative of before/after (training/therapy) of the soldiers’ experience, or, 

from the other side, an after/before, giving the impression of happenstance circularity to the 

virtualisation of a soldier’s labour (see Figure 8. below). Breitweiser and Papernick’s gallery space, in this 

way, is self-reflexive of this aspect of the transformation of military labour explored in Farocki’s footage.  

																																																								
	
	
414 Farocki, ‘Serious Games’, NECSUS, p.89. 
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Figure 8. Gallery View, ‘Harun Farocki: Images of War (at a distance)’, MoMa, New York, (29th June 2011 – 2nd January 2012). 
Image retreived from: [https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/1179?installation_image_index=5], (accessed on 25th 

August 2020). 

 

In an article for The Brooklyn Rail, Leo Goldsmith and Rachael Rakes complain that the 

installation of the Farocki’s work in MoMA’s gallery space: ‘makes for a strangely distracted form of 

analysis […] the video pieces – each individually clear in their purpose and content – merge and compete 

with one another, losing focus and definition.’415 Their article argues that an ‘almost certainly unintended’ 

and ‘baffling’ discord between the video feeds prevents a clear and articulated viewing experience that 

they associate with Farocki. Intriguingly, this critique means that while Farocki’s horizontal montages are 

broadly anti-immersive – in so far as they require each spectator to maintain a tangible distance from both 

image feeds – Breitweiser and Papernick’s display of the work took on an immersive, encompassing 

aspect. Spectators would still be ‘horizontally montaging’ when and if they infer a before/after narrative 

from the various instalments of Serious Games. However, the fact that the gallery space engendered a form 

of distracted analysis meant that the exhibit could be seen to provide the immersive conditions of 

ambiguity and dissociation that are the object of Farocki’s work.  

  

																																																								
	
	
415 Leo Goldsmith and Rachael Rakes, ‘One Image Doesn’t Take the Place of the Previous one: Harun Farocki’s Images of War (at 
a Distance) at MoMA’, The Brooklyn Rail, (October 2011), p.81.  
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In ‘Simulation and the Labour of Invisibility: Harun Farocki’s Life Manuals’, Thomas Elsasser, 

analyses how Farocki’s filmmaking responds to transformations in the nature of human labour in 

response to the digitisation of everyday and military life. He draws on Farocki’s Bravemind footage as part 

of a discussion about ‘the military labour of invisibility.’416 The extract below extrapolates from 

Bravemind’s functionality a certain upheaval and unintelligibility in warfighting brought on by a 

serviceperson’s movement between forms of digital imagery. In effect, Elsasser describes another form of 

radical ambiguity introduced by programmes like Bravemind which virtualise and gamify aspects of the 

military experience: 

Serious Games […] camouflages those traumata by twice removing them from their lived reality very persuasively with 

computer games and other simulation techniques, as they migrate between battlefields and blockbuster movies, 

suggesting that digital images may try and sell us ‘enhanced visibility’ but on delivery, we receive ever more densely textured 

invisibility.417  

 

Elsasser is concerned with a certain obscurity brought on by a subject’s perceptual movements through – 

into and out of – digitised spaces of warfare. A serviceperson’s continual ‘migration’, as he sees it, 

between simulations, movies, games and battlefields muddies their experience of combat to the point that 

their labour becomes invisible – even virtual – to themselves. This notion is reminiscent of our earlier 

argument that Bravemind’s stock memories outmuscle and displace veterans’ disordered memories though 

a form of brute sublation/replacement. Elsasser’s use of the term ‘camouflage’ here is especially valuable, 

as it gets to the essence of Bravemind’s dual functionality – its twin role as a vehicle for both hauntings and 

possessions. The act of camouflaging can involve a subject/object mimetically replicating the patterns 

and tones of its surroundings to blend in. Alternatively, it can mean dazzling one’s target by creating a 

blinding disturbance in their perceptive field.418 On the one hand, Bravemind’s customisable scenes are 

																																																								
	
	
416 Thomas Elsasser, ‘Simulation and the Labour of Invisibility: Harun Farocki’s Life Manuals’, Animation: An Interdisciplinary 
Journal, Vol.12 (3), (2017), pp.214–229, p.214.  
417 Ibid, p.223. Italics in original. 
418 This observation was made by Liam Ross during a useful discussion in one of my PhD annual reviews at the University of 
Edinburgh. Mark Dorrian’s commentary on stealth and omniscience with respect to the F-117A Nighthawk aircraft in: ‘Of Skulls 
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designed to mimic its subjects’ memories – insert itself among them – and provide an intuitive space in 

which to address them. On the other, its forceful nature provides a dazzling effect which overpowers the 

original memories and shuffles them among successive virtual recreations. For Elsasser, via Farocki, such 

camouflaging, in and through Bravemind, implies a ‘persuasive’ removal of the soldiers from ‘their lived 

reality’. 

 

 

Paul Virilio offers a useful commentary about camouflage and military labour in Negative Horizon 

(1984). Here, he describes how military uniforms evolved from ‘showy colours, reds, golds’ during the 

classical era, to a contemporary marital era defined by an ‘aesthetics of disappearance’. Virilio tracks what 

he calls a ‘metamorphoses’ of military livery from displays of ornate pomp to a tendency among warriors 

to be required: ‘To merge [se confinare] before being dissolved [se fonare], such is now the objective, and 

from this come various neutral, dull colours, the palette of more or less ochre greys.’419 As the nature and 

technologies of warfare adapted, so too did the visibility of military labour, he argues. Specifically, it 

increasingly involved not being visible at all, merging with and mimicking a milieu. This is a significant 

observation in objective terms with respect to military history, but for Virilio, it also had a profound 

effect on the subjective experience of combat: ‘The modern warrior is not only desocialized through the 

atrocity of the assault, he is also deanimalized; he, who once identified himself with the lion, or the eagle, 

or with the wryneck of heraldic bestiary, is totally lost, he has become a phantom.’420 Partaking in the 

‘aesthetics of disappearance’, as a soldier, involves renouncing something of one’s animalistic embodied 

presence in this context: ‘The fighting body is no longer truly integral, truly one, it is instead a number in the roll 

that one lifts from a cadaver.’421 According to Virilio, the labour of modern (he was writing in the 1980s, 
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419 Paul Virilio, Negative Horizon: An Essay on Dromoscopy (1984), trans. by Michael Degener (London and New York: Contimuum, 
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420 Ibid, p.85. Italics in original. 
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but his analysis remains relevant) soldiering involves a certain dissociative splitting of the individual 

soldier in the movement towards dispersed – camouflaged – anonymity within the (military) crowd.  

 

 

Farocki’s presentation of his Bravemind footage effectively and intuitively displays a programme 

that, while seeking to address a form of dissociative psychic splitting that can occur after trauma, 

epitomises the increasing virtualisation of aspects of military labour. By situating imagery from the 

immersed and largely ‘stock’ scenes beside footage of the HMD-wearing soldiers narrating the virtual 

scene in the first person, Farocki highlights the uncanniness stemming from the platform’s melding of 

generalised and individual experience.422 This melding, the symbolic conflation of general and personal 

histories, is arguably the most striking merge achieved by the forcefully immersive aspects of the platform’s 

technology. With Farocki’s help, it is easy to recognise how Bravemind’s immersive variant of exposure 

therapy, while certainly providing a valuable means to engage with and treat veterans, could also have the 

tendency to hide or camouflage an individual soldier’s most traumatic actual memories in amidst a noisy 

and groundless reservoir of collective subjectivity. In this case, it would not be geared towards reversing 

the dissociative, ‘deanimalized’ state brought on by (Virilio’s take on) contemporary military labour, but 

would normalise it and make it bearable. 

 

 

Elsewhere, in War and Cinema, Virilio claims that the often telescopic, range-warfare of the First 

World War’s trenches had the effect of disorienting soldiers and even challenging their impression of 

selfhood: ‘As sight lost its direct quality and reeled out of phase, the soldier had the feeling of being not 

so much destroyed as derealized or dematerialized, any sensory point of reference suddenly vanishing in a 

surfeit of optical targets.’423 Virilio is describing a collapse in self-configuring specular feedback, a 
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disorientation and a ‘derealisation’ brought on by the substitution of ‘direct vision’ in combat with 

perpetual, multidirectional threat. Athletic, tangible but most importantly, visible combat is replaced with 

what Virilio calls: ‘A kind of telescopic tensing towards an imagined encounter.’424 He recounts: 

‘Numerous veterans from the 1914-18 war have said to me that although they killed enemy soldiers, at 

least they did not see whom they were killing’.425 Ultimately, Virilio sees these soldiers as being involved 

in a form of combat that requires them to direct attention (and bullets) without coming face to face with 

any single adversary who confronts them with the fact of their selfhood. He argues that their experience 

is dematerialised and dissociative as a result of this.  

 

 

 Sartre’s famous keyhole vignette from Being and Nothingness, and in particular, the analysis that 

follows from it about the relationship between the awareness of an Other and feelings of shame, provides 

us with a valuable final perspective on the immersive functionality of Bravemind.426 It will bring this 

chapter to a close. In a substantial way, as has been argued, an HMD that visually separates its wearers 

from the awareness of potentially judgemental others can be used to make the therapeutic scenario feel 

less stigmatising for subjects. The force of this sometimes reassuring temporary blindness can then be 

enhanced by providing a convincing enough – and immersive – simulacrum of subjectivity to fill the 

perceptive space left behind. In fact, the more successfully immersive the protocol is (the more a subject 

feels transported into another space), the more, one would assume, they might lose track of the gaze of 

others and a sense of their own embodied selves, and become something like Sartre’s proto-subjective 

voyeur – a ‘pure consciousness of things.’427 At the extreme end of this type of immersivity, an immersed 

subject could become a form of pure attention, a consciousness totally disconnected from their body (as 

an objective entity), that finds form only as a negative of the simulation presented to them. Again, in 
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describing the status of the voyeur before being discovered, Sartre asserts: ‘My consciousness sticks to my 

acts, it is my acts; and my acts are commanded only by the ends to be attained and by the instruments to 

be employed. My attitude, for example, has no “outside”; it is a pure process of relating the instrument 

(the keyhole) to the end to be attained (the spectacle to be seen)’.428 Similarly, the illusion of presence 

within an immersive space is connected to an idea that a subject loses a sense of that which is ‘outside’. 

Bravemind’s variant of immersion, like the GCS, or any one of many productions by Punchdrunk – but 

unlike Counting Sheep – provides a well-sealed interiority in which a subject might attain a temporary 

reprieve from the more uncomfortable, objective aspects of being in view. Strikingly its application here 

in the context of exposure therapy, while on the one hand set-up to force subjects to engage with and 

eventually process traumatic memories, also appears to provide a space that prevents ‘the self [coming] to 

haunt the unreflective consciousness.’429  

 

 The first chapter of this thesis sought to designate immersive structures as either more akin to 

processes of edification or systems which allowed for something more like a profound, sense-augmented 

role-play. The first of these tendencies implies an adaptation to a subject’s means of access to a milieu, 

often involving close contact (exposure). The second variant suggested – and sometimes prioritised – an 

othering of the self as well, and can be associated with escapism. This was shown to be a spectrum rather 

than a binary distinction. Nevertheless, as has been the trend throughout this chapter, Bravemind again 

appears to effectively straddle two positions at once in this regard. While its status as a novel deliverer of 

prolonged exposure clearly provides a renewed way of reading a space – in this case that space is a 

traumatic memory – the fact that the HMD inhibits Bravemind’s subjects from perceiving their real bodies, 

coupled with the subject’s optical insertion into a virtual avatar, exposes an element of dissociation 

between self and body incorporated into its functionality as well. This is not to say that Bravemind is 

anything less than a useful ‘hard medicine’ – it is not escapist – but rather to point out that its 
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technological and indeed, immersive, delivery of exposure therapy also has the potential to introduce a 

separate radical ambiguity – in this case a virtualisation – into the subjects’ already compromised 

memories. Friedrich claims that Bravemind is involved in ‘displacing agency over imagination’, and it is 

certain that its system – built around establishing an exteriority to which the immersed users do not have 

access (combining an HMD with a Wizard of Oz interface) – is intended to exteriorise certain aspects of 

subjects’ interior lives and make them controllable. In this way, immersive techniques are enlisted to make 

something that was ephemeral and unpredictable (imaginal exposure therapy) that much more 

controllable. This is an intentional effect and is well publicised by the USC ICT themselves. Issues arise 

however, when we consider who is given ultimate access to that renewed control (therapists, military 

commanders, researchers, programmers, the subjects themselves) and when certain new ambiguities in a 

subject’s sense of self (whether it be a virtualisation of memory, the intermingling of stock and personal 

details, or something else) can leave them susceptible to ideological influence trained on and delivered 

through an immersive platform. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

CONCLUSION: FLIGHT, EXTREME DARKNESS AND UNCERTAIN 
EXPERIENCE 

 

 

In Chapter 1, the piece Flight (2018) introduced the notion of the thematic operationalisation of 

spectator embodiment in the context of immersive theatre. It showed how uncertainly and disorientation 

brought on by ‘extreme darkness’ in a theatre space could be used to mirror a thematic commentary 

about quantum uncertainty delivered in the audio track. It is worth expanding the analysis of Flight in this 

concluding chapter because certain other aspects of its functioning should help us to contextualise and 

summarise some of the subsequent discoveries relating to immersive design made in this thesis. This will 

lead us into a final discussion of the principal trends and findings relating to immersion explored up to 

this point.  

 

 

The first aspect of Flight that requires extra attention relates to the distinctive immersive contract 

set out for Darkfield’s spectators in advance of their entrance into the space. Through this carefully 

choreographed process, and the related idea of a spectator’s ‘surrendering’ to a fictionalised space – a 

term suggested to me by the piece’s writer Glen Neath during a telephone discussion in October 2018 – 

we are returned to ideas of negotiated consent to immersion predominantly explored in Chapters 1 and 2, 

as well as the idea of an immersivity as saturation of a subject’s senses, expounded in Chapter 4. The 

second Flight-related finding that will be drawn on in this conclusion reminds us that certain self-

contained immersive spaces can function as spaces of closely articulated control. A discussion of physical 

parallels between Flight’s hermetic and light-sealed shipping-container auditorium and the GCS will 

emphasise and build on arguments raised in Chapter 3 relating to functionally and symbolically self-

consistent interiorised spaces, but will also offer another perspective on the nature of power dynamics 

between disorientated spectators and certain immersive spaces. In this way, Flight will also provide a 

further, and valuable perspective with respect to the immersive nature of Bravemind.  
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 In a way that clearly resembles the gradual and choreographed descent into the ‘collective 

fantasy’ that is Disneyland – as argued by Louis Marin and outlined in Chapter 1 – spectators who 

purchased a fixed-price (£5) ticket for Flight were forced to progressively relinquish means of ‘daily 

control’ before entering the container. In both Marin’s analysis and Flight, the entrance procedure into an 

intensive space involves a negotiated transfer of everyday control and agency that is structured around a 

spectator/subject successively abandoning their ordinary means of orientation and moderation. For 

example, while spectators waited for their allotted performance in the forecourt of Edinburgh’s 

Summerhall venue, stewards instructed them to place any potentially light-generating devices (phones, 

watches) in their pockets out of sight, and swapped their ticket-stubs for tokens that assigned each a 

randomised seat in the reassembled fuselage. In our discussion, Neath indicated that rearranging the 

audience – and specifically, separating audience members from their friends – was intended to untie pre-

existing social bonds between them and encourage an ephemeral commonality among the audience as a 

whole.430 This type of social shuffling was part of the architecture of absorption that they had set out, and 

support or contact with one’s friends – along with access to any sources of light – would have detracted 

from an audience member’s total relocation into Darkfield’s construction. Asking spectators to pocket 

their watches protected the painstakingly attained extreme darkness, but it also deprived them of access to 

a reliable impression of time and – in doing so – removed them symbolically and literally from a sense of 

continuity with respect to everyday space.  

 

 

In Flight, as was argued to be the case in the GCS, subjects were supposed to believe they were 

on an aeroplane. Immersive techniques – in this case a hydraulic plate located beneath the seats that 

vibrated to simulate the hum of an aeroplane’s engines, the meticulous reconstruction of a fuselage inside 
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the container, and a binaural soundtrack – were all intended to make it easier for the spectators to make 

this imaginative leap. Elsewhere, in Darkfield’s other pieces, the void created by extreme darkness is 

gesturally transformed into the site for a Séance (2016-), the internal experience of a Coma (2019-) and 

‘kind of a dream’ in Fiction (2015).431 Neath claims that each reimagining of the darkened space requires ‘a 

different kind of surrender’ from the spectators. More precisely, he argues that the extreme darkness can 

either help transport spectators to a ‘remote’ fictional space – a ‘lift, and then a car’ in Fiction – or support 

the immersiveness of the local fictional environment that they entered before the lights are dimmed (a 

commercial aircraft, or a room hosting a Séance).432 In each, the condition of extreme darkness is the base 

state upon which novel imaginative scenes are layered.  

 

  

 In other immersive spaces explored in this thesis, the architectures of immersion, and often a 

hermetic seal guarding it outer edges, have been shown to warp a subject’s embodied impression of 

duration in various ways. In Robert Wilson’s immersive promenade work Walking (2012) for example, 

explored in the first chapter, the instructions delivered to spectators by yellow raincoat wearing stewards 

before starting their walk offer further evidence of the orchestration of this effect. They, like Darkfield’s 

stewards, requested all visitors give up their watches and mobile phones and asked them to ‘Surrender 

time to us’, indicating that Wilson recognises the time warping capability of an immersive artwork.433 The 

reappearance of the terminology of ‘surrender’ is of course significant, and reiterates the fact that – in a 

theatrical context at least – a more complete immersion can demand, or will expect, that a visitor might 

temporarily experience time differently. More than that, it knowingly implies that a subject’s firm 
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impression of temporality is something that can be ‘handed over’ – yielded – on entrance to an 

immersivity in an act of acquiescence. 

 

 

As was argued in Chapter 1. Wilson’s ‘holding zone’ – the meditative space with Norfolk reed-

lined walls in which his participants waited before embarking on their walk – served a key, architectural/ 

symbolic role in bringing about this surrender. In semiotic terms, it, like Marin’s ‘missing pages’ from the 

map to a magical desert island, marked a breach in the continuous flow of a milieu and was intended to 

induce his participants into something like what French phenomenologist Gaston Bachelard calls a ‘state 

of suspended reading.’434 It served as the entry-point to an interiorised – suspended – duration and 

transformed the beach on the other side into a symbolically charged space with ‘oneiric’ value. However, 

while Wilson’s construct sat closer to the edifying end of the immersive spectrum – and was geared 

towards providing walkers with an (unhurried) way of reading their physical surroundings – Flight, 

epitomised the intention to transport spectators to a separate space imaginatively and demanded a form 

of role-play from spectators. Its immersiveness elicits a merging of each participants’ role as spectator and 

passenger of the flight.   

 

 

 According to Neath: ‘The initial idea about doing it in a shipping container was that it would tour 

and that we would have our own venue, and it would be such that we could just take it from place to 

place.’435 Transportability, and the desire to produce self-contained theatrical universes that are totally 

independent from the sites on which they are installed, are evidently key concerns of the theatre 

company: ‘if we do two or three of them we can then make a village of containers and that would be the 

Darkfield thing.’436 For Darkfield, containerisation would make it easier to deliver and quickly install 
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interchangeable and modular ‘villages’ of distinct interiorised worlds at diverse sites. In this way, their 

immersive gestural language borrows from already existing systems of control associated with global-scale 

logistics and customs sealed enclosures to destabilise any sense of the local among spectators. A similar 

point could be made of the ‘souped-up shipping containers’ in which many GCS interfaces are designed 

to be placed.437 In both, the image of an itinerant and marauding immersivity, a travelling universe bearing 

the capability to cast its inhabitants into distant and even imaginary spaces, emanates from the external 

view of these standardised steel boxes. Like Virilio’s description of wartime bunkers in Bunker Archaeology, 

which epitomise for him a self-supporting and even nomadic architecture – ‘The centre of gravity 

replaces the foundation’ – the shipping container promises continual movement underpinned by an 

apparent structural independence from the site in which it happens to be located.438 It is hermitic as well 

as being hermetically sealed. This feature of Darkfield’s practice alone provides evidence that their 

immersive work is intended to separate spectator from their geographical location, rather than connect 

them to it through a form of passionate immersion.  

 

 

In The Container Principle, Alexander Klose describes customs sealed shipping containers as a 

variation on the time capsule: ‘In a certain way, every one of these packed, sealed, and sent containers is a 

time capsule: The transport goods disappear for a determined amount of time, beyond all control.’439 

While broadly interdisciplinary, Klose’s analysis is principally related to the container’s positon in the 

systems that support global logistics and indeed, globalism itself. It could, however, comfortably apply in 

the context of Darkfield’s appropriation of the functionality and symbolism of these steel structures. 

Flight, for example, similarly unpicks a state of connectedness and contingency – in this case a spectator’s 

‘global’ sense of interconnectedness with their environment – and temporarily leaves them in a separate(-

d) place of unreflective, timeless embodiment. Darkfield’s spectators are suspended, ‘subject only to the 
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time-space conditions of the box.’440 This is evidenced by the fact that the seemingly realistic take-off 

presented to the audience was actually a comingled recording of ‘three take-offs on the trot. If you get 

onto a plane you don’t have anything near the length of take-off that we had.’441 The spectators’ 

investment/surrender in the reality of the space – combined with the absence of any external means of 

orientation – meant that Flight developed its own self-consistent and interiorised duration, three 

consecutive take-offs gave the impression of being just one. 

 

 

The immersive act, as it appears here, is emphatically associated with establishing a distinctive 

interiority that destabilises the processes of everyday embodiment by limiting a subject’s access to any 

sense of an ‘outside’ and preventing them from optically registering their own bodies as an objective fact. 

Moreover, the materiality of the immersivity wraps around and invades the subject’s body proper in a way 

that resembles a Bravemind stock scenario inserting itself in amidst real memories. At one and the same 

time, Flight ‘makes one’s physical presence inescapable’ as spectators become hyper-aware of their 

breathing – for example – and, also, makes embodiment profoundly intangible as subjects are placed in a 

space without any reflective surfaces.442 This signifies another key form of surrender involved in 

undergoing an immersion. Specifically, subjects do not only surrender time when they enter certain role-

play type immersivities, but also agree to become a host for its atmosphere and a collaborator in its 

unfolding. They ‘hand over’ access to the probing aspects of their affective experience that would 

ordinarily provide them with a sense of locatedness, in exchange for temporary transportation and a novel 

type of exposure.  
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Taking stock, the type of dark-space immersivity exemplified by Darkfield’s work provides 

conditions in which a subject might lose a firm sense of the outer limits of their bodies and even lose 

track any sense of the ‘outside’ as described by Sartre in Chapter 4. In this way, dark-space immersivities 

can be a platform for what Roger Callois called ‘psychasthenic experience’, a psychological phenomenon 

that he describes as a collapse of the ego into its surrounding milieu.443 Callois’ essay ‘Mimicry and 

Legendary Psychasthenia’ – which opens with a discussion about insects which have evolved to mimic 

their surroundings for the purposes of camouflage – outlines an implicit aspect of human experience that 

leads subjects to experience a confusion between their sense of a personality and the exterior space in 

which that personality is situated. In his essay, he describes how the self-sustaining interiority that 

supports a subject’s feeling of separation from their milieu can be overpowered by an ‘attraction by space’.444 

He even suggests, suggestively for our analysis, that an anxiety relating to such a ‘depersonalisation’ 

causes a fear of the dark: 

 

All these expressions shed light on a single process: depersonalisation by assimilation to space, i.e., what mimicry achieves 

morphologically in certain animal species. The magical hold (one can truly call it so without doing violence to the 

language) of night and obscurity, the fear of the dark, probably also has its roots in the peril in which it puts the 

opposition between the organism and the milieu.445 

 

For Callois, dark space can invade and undermine the borders of an ego inhabiting it: ‘While light space is 

eliminated by the materiality of objects, darkness is “filled,” it touches the individual directly, envelopes 

him, penetrates him, and even passes through him’.446 Without visual recourse to ‘the materiality of 

objects’, Callois argues that darkness will saturate and enter a subjectivity. A comparable function was 

described in Chapter 4 as an oppressive white-blindness that prevented Bravemind’s subjects from 

‘habitually avoiding’ trauma-relevant stimuli. In both Flight and Bravemind, the subject’s perceptive field is 
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‘filled’ with almost viscous immersive matter that invades the perceived boundaries of their bodies. This 

tendency was also reflected in the ‘porous’ bodies of the pierogi-eating, dancing, sweating, citizens of the 

Lemon Bucket Orkestra’s iterating protests. In fact, ingesting and absorbing aspects of the materiality of 

the immersive construct should be interpreted as a key quality of many immersivities. The perceptive, 

digestive and respiratory systems that enable continued embodiment can, in fact, be key ‘fields of 

operation’ in immersive design. Those organic arbiters of internal and external space, well described by 

Bakhtin in his account of a carnival reveller, offer an immersion a ‘way in’ and a familiar precedent for a 

subject who is used to their body acting like a customs agent protecting a life-sustaining chemical balance.  

 

 

The group of immersive spaces aligned with encouraging spectatorial role-play (Punchdrunk’s 

work, for example, Counting Sheep or Flight), have been argued in this thesis to place a subject in persuasive 

and coherent interiorities that mimic certain aspects of first-person subjectivity. To varying extents – and 

in pursuit of this illusion – these environments can be shown to operate by stimulating the type of 

magnetic, ‘assimilation to space’ that Callois refers to. Offering realistic and seemingly depthless details, 

delivering multiple and collaborating sensory feeds, and giving subjects the impression of being at the 

centre of a three-dimensional world, all contribute to a distinctive set of gestural tools that allow the 

fabric of the immersivity to camouflage itself in its subject’s perceptive field – not unlike one of Callois’ 

stick-insects. Mimicry of subjectivity should, for this reason, be understood as central to the functionality 

of those immersivities that imply a temporary othering of the spectator (including Flight). The fact that 

Darkfield build a highly uncommon and jarring darkness into their immersive modus operandi reminds us 

that this process does not necessarily need to involve imitating subjectivity in an entirely naturalistic way 

to generate persuasive presence.447 Their somewhat impressionistic immersive approach simply means 

that their audience are intended to merge with – feel present in – something like the liminal spaces more 

familiar from dreams or engagements with fiction.   
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Callois frames this tendency towards assimilation to space as innate to living organisms:  

‘alongside the instinct of self-preservation, which in some ways orients a creature toward life, there is 

generally speaking a sort of instinct of renunciation that orients it toward a mode of reduced existence’.448 For 

him, an intrinsic tendency towards psychasthenic experience represents a psychological relic of a latent 

connectivity between living forms.449 Here, I am seeking to argue that an immersive environment can be 

intentionally designed to bring on a similar type of psychological merging of personality and space – and 

not necessarily a natural space. Whether it is in the service of integrative ergonomics that seek to make a 

tool more intuitive (like the GCS), or to satisfyingly place a subject within a physical embodiment of a 

fantasy space, immersive techniques are often used to collapse distances and initiate merging between a 

subject and the space they are in. While it is ultimately beyond the scope of this project, it would be an 

interesting inquiry to consider more fully the extent to which a human inclination towards experiencing 

presence in natural spaces – perhaps stemming from an innate, multispecies connectivity aligned with 

Callois’ psychasthenic experience – can be drawn upon by designers to enhance the effect of immersive 

spaces.  

 

 

In an article that argues for an updated reading of Walter Benjamin’s concept of the aura, Miriam 

Bratu Hansen argues that Benjamin attributed an uncanny reflexivity of auratic objects to a latent 

connectivity between lifeforms. In other words, her analysis suggests that Benjamin understood the aura 

to result from a similar force to that which gave rise to Callois’ psychasthenic experience. She claims: 

‘Benjamin locates the unsettling force of the auratic return of the gaze in an anthropologically and 

mythopoetically conceived prehistory’ and even suggests that for Benjamin it represents ‘a forgotten trace 
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of our material bond with nonhuman nature.’450 Aside from this interpretation of the aura as a lingering 

effect of primordial experience, Benjamin’s aura in general, and in particular the distinction he makes 

between the aura of an objective form and what he calls a ‘trace’ is a useful reference point for our 

analysis of the types of distance introduced through the processes of immersion. Benjamin offers a 

succinct and celebrated articulation of this distinction in The Arcades Project: 

 

The trace is appearance of a nearness, however far removed the thing that left it behind may be. The aura is 

appearance of a distance, however close the thing that calls it forth. In the trace, we gain possession of the thing; in the 

aura, it takes possession of us.451 

Without wanting to force the comparison too much, it is possible to draw limited parallels between the 

function of a pedagogical immersivity – which provides a subject with the means to look closely, 

passionately, at an existing milieu – and Benjamin’s description of the operation of a ‘trace’. Both imply 

that something has left a mark on an environment, and though engagement with that mark, or trace, we 

‘gain possession’ of that thing and a resulting understanding of ourselves (as an Other to that objective 

thing). Through a process that is akin to the multispecies theorists’ passionate immersion, engaging with a 

trace implies gaining awareness of the solid presence and ‘nearness’ of aspects of one’s milieu. Immersive 

proximity, in this situation, is associated with a stripping-back of the performative aspects of one’s milieu. 

 

  

 On the other hand, we might relate Benjamin’s aura to more dissociative immersivities like Flight, 

in which we are ‘faced’ with something that announces itself from an unknowable distance. It implies 

engaging with an object/other that unsettles one’s sense of self by appearing from an indistinct place, or 

from a position that is too close to make sense of. In fact, Bratu Hansen summarises the function of an aura 

in a way that could happily describe certain immersivities that we have thought about in this thesis: ‘The 

																																																								
	
	
450 Miriam Bratu Hansen, ‘Benjamin’s Aura’, Critical Inquiry, Vol. 34 (2), (Winter 2008), pp. 336-375, p.345. 
451 Walter Benjamin, ‘The Flâneur’, The Arcades Project (1927-40), trans. by Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge 
MA and London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2002), p.447. 
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aura is a medium that envelops and physically connects—and thus blurs the boundaries between—

subject and object, suggesting a sensory, embodied mode of perception.’452 Perhaps more pertinently, 

Benjamin’s commentary about ‘possession’ in the above quotation appears to bear out our argument 

relating to these two forms of immersivity and their various impacts on the agency of their inhabitants. 

Whatever the limits of the comparison may be, Benjamin’s commentary on self-possession reminds us 

that how a designer interprets immersive potential – as a means to read an environment, or with which to 

transport and temporarily separate a spectator from their milieu – profoundly effects how a subject will 

experience ‘selfhood’ while in that immersive space. This thesis has sought to argue that this initial 

distinction will also determine how liberating and/or authoritative their construct has the potential to be.  

 

 

 As was argued in Chapter 1, and returned to at the close of the previous chapter, the distinction 

between edifying and role-play/escapist immersivities is not binary but, rather, divides immersive 

structures along a spectrum. This means that, elements of an edifying, ‘passionate’ immersion – where 

subjects are anticipated to undergo a learning process through prolonged exposure to an environment – 

appear in even the most radically fictionalised immersivities. This is evidenced by the ‘exploring’ 

spectators of the ambiguously fictional Piccadilly Community Centre who effectively enter (unwittingly) – and 

therefore, might learn from – the environment of an underfunded social welfare system. Alternatively, 

breaks in a spectator’s strong grasp of everyday reality and selfhood are common in purely ergonomic and 

functional settings where immersive devices are purportedly deployed to aid in a subject’s engagement 

with real matter. We see this with Gusterson’s idea of ‘narrative infilling’ in the GCS. So, while it seems 

intuitively important to divide immersive environments according to whether they deal with the 

integration of a subject into a fiction or an aspect of reality, this approach can be somewhat limiting and 

even misleading. The point is that the dissociative and isolating quality of some immersive environments 

can mean that a subject’s ability to distinguish fact from fiction itself is limited.  

																																																								
	
	
452 Bratu Hansen, ‘Benjamin’s Aura’, p.351. 
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Instead, ideas relating to a spectators’ ongoing awareness of form and grounding, should be 

understood as fundamental to an ethical reading of any immersivity, irrespective of whether spectators are 

engaging with a fiction or ‘real’ matter. An enquiry based around grounding or orientation, enables us to 

recognise how Counting Sheep adopts the form of a role-play like immersive re-enactment to provide a 

meta-commentary about a subject’s everyday limits of engagement. It also allows us to problematise the 

nature of activity undertaken on the increasingly immersive interfaces of the GCS. In other words, 

studying how immersed actions are gesturally ‘pegged’ to real world consequences in and through the 

specific form of an immersivity – a sign saying ‘The War is not Over’ for example, or a hovering neon 

line in a VR environment that denotes the borders of an actual room – enables us to conceive of an 

ethical vocabulary relating to immersion that is usefully interdisciplinary. Thus, gaining an awareness of 

the diverse structural qualities of immersive thresholds will be key to any ethics-based enquiry into 

immersion as a broadly applied term. This, essentially, is what this thesis has set out to achieve.  

 

 

The notions of visibility and transparency with respect to an immersive environment’s edges is 

central to this idea of grounding, which is why this conclusion has dwelt on the notion of darkness and 

the impossibility of sensing through hermetic seals. In The World on Edge, Edward S. Casey offers an 

understanding of ‘the event’ that provides a useful touchstone for how limits of visibility define the 

emergent qualities of activity and information in and through the fabric of an immersivity.453 Casey argues 

that (the element of) surprise is a key component in establishing the particular edge conditions of any 

event: ‘Surprise, then, is what comes from just around the edge of an emerging event.’454 In other words, he 

suggests that the instigation of an event is definable in terms of the introduction of something new – a 

																																																								
	
	
453 Casey describes the event – along with the place – as challenges to a combined model of space and time that is linear and 
‘narrativizable’. As a consequence of being related to ‘peculiarly human ways of inhabiting space and time’, Casey argues, each 
event ‘ramifies’, ‘beyond the limits that define these spatiometric and chronometric units.’ Edward S. Casey, The World on Edge 
(USA: Indiana University Press, 2017), p.84. 
454 Ibid, p.85. Italics in original. 
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new visibility – into a knowledge system. This notion coheres somewhat with Goffman’s ‘information 

states’, explored in Chapter 1 to shed light on difference between the twin audiences that populated the 

Piccadilly Community Centre. Casey’s event delimiting surprise is also a useful notion when we consider how 

a designer of an immersivity protects the feeling of ‘liveness’ and up to the second interactivity that are 

central to a subject experiencing presence. In terms of an immersive threshold, transparency applies to 

the degree of perceptive access an immersed subject is given to external reality. It also, however, relates to 

the amount of awareness they have regarding emerging events within the implied narrative of that internal 

space. Bravemind, for example, adopts a Wizard of Oz interface and a blindfolding HMD to meticulously 

temper and gradually increase the degree of ‘surprise’ a veteran is exposed to. In Counting Sheep, spectators 

seemingly become equal partners with their guides when everybody in the King’s Hall appears equally 

surprised at the represented death of a protestor. In the context of these immersivities, being in control 

means wielding the means of surprise, and therefore, controlling the pace and intensity of the represented 

events. This thesis has sought to argue that this novel agency, control over the instantaneous within the 

immersive space, is ordinarily upheld and policed using shielding processes which proscribe and ration 

internal visibility among spectators. The Wizard of Oz interface is perhaps the most clear-cut example of 

this power in action. We can also recognise it however, in most of the theatrical examples explored, 

where variations on a proscenium arch theatre’s backdrops, trapdoors and wings – ‘white blindfolds’, ‘No 

Entry’ signs, kettlings, Hunter’s Luxury Coaches, nudges, winks and ‘holding-zones’ – collaborate to 

establish the impression of unfolding liveness in the space.   

 

 

Related to the control associated with this ‘element of surprise’ is a tendency for immersive 

technologies or artworks to turn a spectator into a subject of surveillance of some sort. This has been 

touched on at various points, although admittedly not explored in great depth in the thesis. Specifically, 

the condition of being watched, and even being enframed for another group, can be a notable secondary 

consequence of partaking in certain immersivities. This effect is particularly clear in Counting Sheep in 

which a secondary audience ‘in the gods’, who paid slightly less for their tickets, watched as the immersed 

audience descended into a riotous hive mind. It is also illustrated by the military commanders who closely 
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monitor the activities of UAV operators, the therapists who track Bravemind’s subjects as they move 

through their stock scenarios (as well as Farocki’s audience members), and the ‘exploring’ spectators 

peeking through cracks in doors at pensioners trying their hand/hips at Pilates. While the degree of 

awareness the immersed subjects might have had with relation to these secondary audiences will have 

been variable, and depends on what could be called an intra-immersion visibility (or internal 

transparency), it is evident that being immersed can often mean becoming the object of visibility for 

others. This tendency – along with associated ideas of grounding and transparency outlined above – is a 

clear indication of the need to consider multi-agent immersivities along the lines of nested and tiered 

interiorities defined by differentials of knowledge and visibility. A single space can be filled with a range 

of layered immersivities – definable as diverse information states – which might, or might not interact 

with each other, but will nonetheless represent a hierarchy of agents with greater or lesser control over 

the environment’s unfolding.  

 

 
 

Along these lines, it should be pointed out that by building their pieces inside shipping 

containers, Darkfield are endowed with a high level of control over the minutely detailed universes that 

make up their pieces.455 As was argued to be the case with Bravemind, the enclosed aspects of certain 

immersive spaces meant that a huge proportion of sensory information available to the subjects was 

controllable and geared towards engaging with a specific set of materials in a more focussed and intensive 

way. Similarly, in the GCS, whose purpose is increasingly defined by enabling ‘kinetic’ interaction with an 

emphatically external and distant space, human experience within its walls is limited and modulated by 

closely rationing subjects’ access to sensory information. In both cases, the sometimes isolating, self-

contained and – perhaps most importantly – digitised techniques of immersion they adopt can also give 

commanders and therapists an ability to track and archive activities undertaken within these spaces with a 

																																																								
	
	
455 ‘It’s [the fuselage] very much integral to the container so in that sense we had complete control over the container in terms of 
the sound, […] and also the bespokeness of the design and the movement.’ Neath, appendix.  
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high level of accuracy. In other words, the contained nature of these immersive interiorities means 

designers can carefully limit the breadth of the information state available to subjects. The pervasive 

digital aspect of our two military case studies also means that designers can track results and adjust and 

improve the interface for future users. In this way, combining an immersive seal with digital interfaces, 

can provide these spaces of complex engagement with a sterile and asocial quality that makes them 

particularly suitable for experimentation into, and optimisation of, user behaviour.  

 

 

It should be pointed out, however, that while a distinctive disorientation from everyday reality is 

a predictable response among subjects engaged in certain immersivities, that does not necessarily imply 

that their designers always gain total control over their subject’s behaviour in the process. It is more 

accurate to say – and has already been argued in this conclusion – that building immersive environments 

often involves gaining an infrastructural access to, and being given licence to modulate, a subject’s means 

of orientation within it. The spontaneous emergence of absent sensory cues in the GCS – Peter Lee 

smelling burnt flesh during a missile launch – and accounts of UAV operators ‘dreaming in infrared’, 

both indicate that subjects can respond unpredictably – uncontrollably – in a physiological sense, to 

immersivities. Mark Marczyk’s anecdote that describes how an immersed audience member unexpectedly 

stood up and shouted ‘Glory to the Heroes’ back at him, reminds us that over-immersed subjects can 

behave in unexpected ways too. This unpredictability can be interpreted as a source of creative outlet in 

an artistic context, but it becomes a matter of concern when immersed subjects have access to lethal 

weaponry.  

 

 
 

The degree to which any immersive environment can effectively and reliably function as a 

control space has, of course, been a principal matter of concern throughout this study. More precisely, 

this research has sought to argue that an immersed subject can be coerced into performing – and even 

embodying – aspects of an ideology put into play by the designers of the environment. Starting with 
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Marin’s visitors to Disneyland who seamlessly perform the role dreamer-consumer in the ideologically 

saturated space of fantasy capitalism, each case study has revolved around dramaturgical and 

scenographic systems that encourage spectators to act in-step with the belief systems expounded by the 

spaces’ designers, like Žižek’s reading of Forrest Gump. The suggestion that the body of an immersed 

subject is host for, and merges with, the fabric of an immersivity is central to the particularly invasive 

nature of this tendency.   

 

 

Perhaps as a result of a desire to foreground this process, each case study – and particularly 

Chapters 2 and 3 – considered how various architectures of immersion are involved in subjects 

committing acts of simulated or actual violence. This was reflected in the ‘throwing foam-bricks’ 

discussion in Chapter 2, (considered through the lens of Milgram’s notes on obedience), the ‘spreading 

thin’ of attention and accountability in Chapter 3, and the ‘exploring visitors’ who voyeuristically objectify 

fencing pensioners in Chapter 1. Each consider how the techniques used to establish and maintain an 

immersivity (hermetic seals, carnival atmospheres, the feeling of persecution, light/dark differentials, 

disorientation), as well as unintended consequences of immersive spaces (target fixation), affects a 

subject’s willingness to perform acts of violence associated with distinct ideologies or political forces. 

Chapter 4, by contrast, argued that immersive devices are used to re-affirm an acceptable military ideology 

after acts of violence or other traumatic events have brought on PTSD among veterans – or at least 

introduce an element of radical ambiguity into their experience. In fact, in so far as any ideology can be 

conceived along the lines of a multi-agent system, or even as a ‘means of orientation’ in a milieu, it can, 

itself be interpreted as a form of immersive technology.  

 

 

At a more granular level, what we see in chapters 3 and 4, is designers enlisting immersive 

techniques – and even immersion in principle – to perform a patching function. Specifically, in the GCS, 

immersive design is hoped to integrate operators in a complex multi-agent system, to patch a gap in the 

operators’ understanding of the technology and make a remote device feel close and therefore, easier to 
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use. Similarly, the designers and programmers who developed Bravemind believe a more immersive 

delivery of exposure therapy will provide a more affecting and controllable scene than imaginal therapy. 

The immersiveness of the protocol is reported to bring subjects closer to a scene they habitually avoid 

returning to. In fact, it would be more accurate to suggest that it patches a gap between the interior of a 

subject’s imagination and the therapist, furthering the notion that Bravemind is a novel technology of 

therapeutic control. Nevertheless, in both cases, the adoption of immersive techniques is a response to an 

assumption that a first-person perspective and immersive, sense-enveloping technology will bring a 

subject closer to a materiality with which they are expected to interact. Both further the notion that an 

immersion principle is seen – particularly in military contexts – to have a value for its diverse patching 

potential, and in both cases, immersion is the military’s answer to design-based questions when those 

questions involve human users who seem to be out of place, in need of re-integration.  

 

 

When we consider this apparently sober martial deployment of immersive techniques through 

the critical lens of the immersion that appears in our theatrical examples – where undertaking immersion 

involves a form of negotiated surrendering of the self on the subject’s behalf – we recognise how a 

seemingly benign term (even design buzzword) can be seen to usher-in novel forms of pervasive 

coercion. If, in our ‘role-play’ type immersivities, immersive spectatorship is underpinned by a willingness 

to introduce an unknowable distance into the processes of embodiment, and can imply a role-play like 

othering of the self, we should be wary of the emergence of immersing techniques in other contexts. 

Particularly, in contexts like the GCS where the presence of active and vigilant human agents 

(subjectivities) is key to the justification of the activities undertaken in and through those spaces.  

 

 

 ‘Immersion’ – a term that brings-to-mind a witch-dunking obscurity and memories of looking 

up at a play of light in the surface of water – proposes, in and of itself, a certain, or indeed uncertain 

‘depth’. A corridor of veils, valances and stage curtains between the perceiver and a perceived object, 

along which artworks and environments position themselves in order to engage a spectator and modulate 
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various forms of distance. While the possibility of any immersivity might emerge from an essentially 

human – or at least biological/ experiential – way of being, a tendency for psychasthenic experience and a 

gravitational force that reduces habituated cultural distances and draws us to merge, we should be vigilant 

that the application of immersive devices in some contemporary settings can involve establishing forms 

of control by introducing unknowable distances underpinned by imperceptible hierarchies.  
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APPENDIX 
 

DOCUMENT 1. 
 

‘Interview Notes’ from Skype conversation between: MARK MARCZYK and FELIX GREEN 
This conversation took place at 4pm on the 13th March, 2017. 
 
 
Note: Due to a technical problem, this conversation was not recorded digitally. I did however, take detailed and often 
verbatim notes from the conversation. These are included below. Mark Marczyk confirmed that I may use these notes as a 
reflection of our conversation in a subsequent message on the 5th April, 2017. Evidence for this subsequent confirmation is 
available on request.  
 
 
Italics denote Mark Marczyk’s contributions.  
Bold Text denotes Felix Green’s prompts or questions.  
Plain text represents Felix Green’s other notes.  
 
BEGINS: 
 
Background 

- Lemon Bucket Orkestra started 8 years ago. 
- They were never into theatre at the time. 
- Wanted to challenge ‘How to bring music into a public space.’ 
- ‘How do you ‘assault’ people with traditional folk and folklore?’ 
- ‘…because it is usually so hidden within contemporary society’. 
- Working with the principle that folk-lore is ‘rooted into something bigger than trends’. 
- ‘If people would have access to that, it would enrich lives.’ 
- ‘We would literally go out into the streets, stop traffic, and take over whatever space we were in.’ 
- parades - folk 
- ‘How do we create out of the city itself?’ 
- performing on a ‘flat-bed-truck’. 
- ‘We’d get them riled up and then sing them a lullaby, and force them to think about what it is that we are re-

building.’ 
- On a performance in Halifax: ‘…the show had to end up on the pier singing sea shanties… that community 

belonged to a tradition of living beside the sea, whether they knew that or not.’ 
- Championing folk by using ‘immigrant perspective’ - but at the same time trying to involve each 

community’s own folk-lore. 
- Mark tried to involve each new site’s folk tradition in their decisions about space.  
- This practice developed with the LBO informed all subsequent decisions about space.  
- ‘Didn’t set out to make an immersive piece - it just happened’ 
- Marichka ran a series of workshops with the LBO on Ukrainian Christmas Carols. 
- ‘In the meantime the revolution had developed into a war.’ 
- Although they (the LBO) were aware that the war was still going on… ‘it was losing its place in the 

global media, to issues like Ebola and Isis.’ 
- ‘Wanted to frame the fact that it was ongoing’. 

 
Early Ideas 

- Originally just going to be singing similar songs, ‘…but while wearing Army Fatigues.’ [but that was] 
‘not really enough’. 
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- Considered going into people’s homes to sing songs - an invasion of space that really confronts 
them and forces them to consider the reality of it for others. But were concerned ‘that might not 
read the best way.’ 

- Considered hosting a traditional dinner, ‘…but in Army fatigues’. 
- Wrote a huge script with 80/90 pages of dialogue and 20 characters…but none of them were 

actors. 
- Decided they were ‘…not the right group of people to get the script across’. 
- Despite the script being good. 
- Folk singing as ‘product of 1000-year history’, reflects ‘the weight of what was behind the revolution’ 
- ‘did it though tradition’ 
- The question became ‘How do we use the space we have?’ 
- Ukrainian Cultural Centre in Toronto: A good space - had a stage and lighting rig, (not a school 

hall). 
- Wanted to know: ‘How do you assault people from all sides in this space?’ 
- ‘We wanted them to feel what it was like. Not what it felt like to read about it.’ 
- Level of participation is ‘slowly amped up’. 
- And then at a certain point… ‘the level of seriousness gets ‘amped up’.’ 
- ‘Then we get rid of the seats. They don’t have a choice but to be involved, unless they leave.’ 
- ‘Re-create that surprise’ (that people (tourists or curious pedestrians) had felt when they had visited 

the protest site and witnessed the seriousness of the police response). 
- They were forced to consider ‘What it was they wanted to do.’ 
- ‘If they wanted to stand at the back, that was ok, and some of them did. If they wanted to leave, that was ok, and 

some of them did.’ 
- Wanted to create an environment where: ‘No matter what decision you make, it was the right decision. We 

wanted the audience to have to make a decision, but feel comfortable making that decision.’ 
 
Staging Decisions 

- Screen in front of the stage recreates the barricade.  
- When the audience are brought behind the screen at the end it was reminiscent of the moments 

in the protest when the riot police abandoned the blockade and the protesters were able to walk 
behind the frontline. 

- ‘Decided to use the audience’s space as the playing space.’ 
- On smaller crowds (around 30 people) in the first performances, ‘We wanted the group of people to 

have this intense experience,’ favoured small groups.  
- Financial realities meant more people had to attend, but allowed the LBO to share their 

experience with more people.  
- The king’s hall had a balcony, which meant at first, getting more people in, but conceptually, 

[they began to think about the upper level audience members as] ‘the press or the outside world 
watching on TV or our families back at home, looking from a distance’ 

- Now their current work is specifically looking for this intra-audience relationship. 
 
 
Was there a particular moment when an audience member or group of audience members 
surprised you? 

- During the night when we had the show recorded there was a guy who was ‘…really into it, wanting 
to be involved in every part… eating, dancing…’ 

- In the penultimate scene, the funeral/requiem, before the pall bearers take the bodies out and 
there is the solemn processions, 

- Mark shouts, ‘Glory to the Heroes!’ in Ukrainian. 
- Sometimes the crowd shots it back, sometimes not.  
- On this night, this guy started shouting back. 
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- It became ‘A scene between the two of them.’ 
- Mark walked up to him and began screaming into his face until eventually he broke down and 

they ended up crying and hugging each other for a minute and a half. 
- It was ‘very-real… for him, all of a sudden, it became real, he understood that this was real. So we shared this 

moment together.’ 
 
 
Can you explain the sheep masks to me? 

- Started from traditional Ukrainian Pageantry. Tradition to sing carols from Jan 6th to Jan 21st.  
- Wearing masks, especially around new years, is traditional. 
- One of the main characters is the Goat - a ‘trixter figure’. 
- There is a tradition of sacrificing and resurrecting a goat, for the next year’s wheat crop.  
- Two metaphors…1st metaphor: 
- Sheep - we are all sheep of one herd, we flock with one group or another.  
- ‘The protestors were a flock, the riot police were a flock, the journalists were a flock… even when we think we are 

making a decision, are we really making a decision?’ 
- 2nd metaphor: 
- Counting Sheep as a way to fall asleep 
- ‘…the experience of perpetual insomnia of being a protestor.’ 
- ‘Always a threat of an attack from the Riot police.’ 
- ‘You count sheep until you fall asleep, but sometimes you cannot fall asleep.’ 
- Reference to a ‘final sleep… when you are ultimately unmasked.’ 
- There is also a playful nature to masks, a reference to Greek tragedy. 
- ‘The idea of ‘play’ allowed a point of entry for the audience.’ 
- ‘They are also iconic - you remember them.’ 
- Totemic 
- ‘Trying to be conspicuous.’ 
- During the protests they painted their helmets/ shields to create a group identity.  
- ‘This is who we are. This is our symbol.’ 
- ‘An iconic thing that everybody wears to show solidarity.’ 
- Like at sporting matches, commercial endeavours. 
- ‘What if our icon was, ‘We are sheep!’?’ 

 
How important a consideration is the ratio of performers to audience members? What is the 
minimum number of cast members that you could operate with? 

- ‘Really important.’ 
- 1st performance the ratio was 1:2 (performers to audience members), then 1:4, then 1:5. 
- At the King’s Hall there were 13 performers and a few chorus members and 220 audience 

members. 
- ‘It came down to safety ‘How you move people? Became a concern.’ 
- Now they are considering how many they really need. In order to make it smaller. For financial 

reasons 
- ‘A good challenge.’ (To see what we are capable of). 
- Technical ‘special effects’ like lighting and adapting the height of the performers allows an 

element of crowd control that requires fewer performers. 
 
 
ENDS. 
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DOCUMENT 2. 
 
 

Transcribed telephone conversation between: GLEN NEATH and FELIX GREEN  
 

Recorded at: 11am on the 12th October, 2018. 
 

Audio recording available on request.  
 
BEGINS. 
 
FG: How important is the idea of a shipping container in and of itself? Could the piece, for example, be housed in any light 
proof space, or is the shipping container an important thing? 
 
GN: The idea was when we made our first two shows they were in all sorts of different theatre spaces, 
you know you record it in a particular space and then you play it back in a smaller space. And there is a 
discrepancy in the experience in terms of the fact that people realise that there’s something quite weird 
about the acoustics. The initial idea about doing it in a shipping container was that it would tour and that 
we would have our own venue, and it would be such that we could just take it from place to place. And 
then knocking on from that, that then became ‘Oh great - we’re doing these very short, intense shows, if 
we do two or three of them we can then make a village of containers and that would be the Darkfield 
thing’. So, there was that, and also the bespoke containers allows us to have an element of design, which 
you saw in Flight, you couldn’t bring that design anywhere else. Its very much integral to the container so 
in that sense we had complete control over the container in terms of the sound, the element of the sound 
and also the bespokeness of the design and the movement. And of course Séance had a moving table and 
so it is key. We have done Séance in Warwick Castle, for example, but then it was in room so for me it 
loses something.   
 
FG: Does darkness have a meaning for you as a writer and a dramaturg, that interacts with the themes and thematics of the 
piece, or is it more of a way to frame the material?  
 
GN: No, well I don’t suppose it does, I mean there’s always initially an element of: ‘Why are we sitting in 
the dark and why are we wearing headphones?’ but we tended to move away from those questions a little 
bit especially because fundamentally that there were people asking those questions actually. Obviously, 
the idea of darkness allows us to make these recordings that you couldn’t – do them – you couldn’t play 
them back in the lightness, it would destroy the effect. I suppose the idea of the darkness we are taking 
about is extreme darkness, so there’s no pinprick of light, we spent long times sitting in the dark and 
waiting for glimmers of light and then we would block them out as well. There is a real, it is part of the 
process of making it as black as possible because it feels like it takes you out of the space that you’re in. I 
think in Flight particularly you very quickly loose sight of where you are, you believe you are in a plane in 
terms of space. And then of course when you black that out that creates a whole space that kind of - well 
it almost negates the space I suppose in a sense when you start to lose your orientation, and which way 
you are facing. I don’t know how you felt with that but personally there is a sort of sense that it is so dark, 
that it becomes, its hard to explain it... I suppose your question is then ‘no’, the darkness is not there, we 
don’t use it for a particular reason in terms of the content of the shows and in fact we probably ignore it a 
little bit so there’s things happening in the containers that wouldn’t happen in the dark. We talk a little bit 
about we how should we have one where the stewardess is pouring drinks on someone but she can’t see 
them, but we tend to play as if it’s in the light. And that’s kind of just come about actually. The first show 
we did, the first thing that happened this actor told everybody to move their chairs into a circle and then 
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he whispered in your ear that you could stay where you were but then you could hear all the chairs 
moving around you. And that was the very first audacious thing that David suggested. Which I thought 
would never work but it kind of did you know. I was there on one occasion where someone was shouting 
out “Well I’ve hurt my leg and I can’t move”. 
 
FG: Sorry that was during the recording? 
 
GN: No that was during the show, we set it up as the idea that the first thing you would do when the 
lights turned out was that everyone would move their chairs and when it was performed in Battersea, I 
was there one night when a woman called out that she’d spoken to the box office and they’d said she 
didn’t have to move, because she had a bad leg, so it was very effective, it worked very well. It was the 
first thing we decided to do. And I think its kind of interesting, you put people in a certain position and 
they will go with it. 
  
FG: This is interesting, so the initial performances didn’t have the fuselage? 
 
GN: No, these are different shows, the first two shows, Ring, the first thing that happened in Ring which 
was performed in theatres, toured around a lot of theatres, the first thing that happened there was there 
was a live performer, and when the lights turned out he then told everybody to move their chairs into a 
circle. So, you created a big circle in which you were sitting and then he walked around the circle, and he 
had a crutch, so you could hear him walking around. 
 
FG: Sorry about that, I was a bit confused there. But in Flight there was a moment when they said, “move your chairs” or 
“switch seats” or something? 
 
GN: Right, and again, I don’t know how you felt that worked, it was quite a difficult one because you got 
a sense of movement, I don’t know whether you felt ‘I don’t know if there’s someone moving next to 
me’. 
 
FG: For sure, I had to reason my way out of thinking that it was happening. I was thinking ‘oh everyone’s got their 
seatbelts on - there’s no way everyone can make this decision at the same time, it couldn’t be co-ordinated...’ 
 
GN: I think its really interesting, I think a little bit more now we are aware that people are living in a 
fiction and they go in with that. The second show we did was very much, we took people outside of the 
venue and we have them in a lift, and then a car and every single audience member had a chaperone so 
half of the audience were chaperones. And that was the second show we did called Fiction. They went on 
a kind of dream. So, it kind of works both ways, the idea that you could take people outside of the space 
they were in, we did that with the second show, and that works as well, but it’s a different kind of 
surrender I think. In terms of what you are asking of the audience. What you’re asking them to believe. 
So, that was much more of a sense of: ‘OK I know what I’m doing, I’m in a dream.’ And it was a really 
slippery narrative in that nobody really knew what was going on. We played with all the tropes of dreams 
about, having a task to do that you keep getting distracted from and all these kind of things going on and 
we played with those type of things. Again that was sort of effective but it was a different sort of ask.  
  
FG: Were the audience seated in that piece or were they standing up? 
 
GN: No, they were seated. They had very comfortable seats. And then I suppose Séance was a bit of a 
return to Ring in that the concept behind that was that you were in a container with 20 people and there 
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was someone walking on the table. It’s a bit like we do one, Ring and Séance were very similar, Fiction and 
Flight were a bit more similar, you knew you weren’t on a plane but it felt like you were on a plane. The 
Schrödinger’s cat narrative was running alongside that for me because for me its always more interesting 
to […] with Séance, I think what’s unsettling and scary is not the idea that there might be a spirit in the 
container but the idea that there’s a guy walking along the table and he’s interfering with things around 
you, that’s the scary thing. I suppose the idea of Flight was that, the Schrödinger’s at thing came in 
because we wanted to acknowledge that we were on a plane but also not on a plane. So, we wanted to 
bring in the idea that what’s actually really scary is being in this box, and that final scene where the 
captain, all sound has stopped and he talks about you being both dead and alive. It seemed to work very 
well with the idea of this cat. You’re both dead and alive until this box is opened. Having died in one 
reality. Or multiple realities. So, that was where that came from. 
 
FG: It seems to be a sort of commentary on theatre in a grand sense.  
 
GN: Yeah, its always very interesting for me in theatre, I always like to acknowledge that you are in the 
room together. It’s a bit like well, […] if you’re in the room with a person, I always thought that needs to 
be acknowledged in some way. We sort of do that a little bit with each show in the sense that we try and 
invite the audience into a space that is in the show. So, the idea of Flight is always complicated by the fact 
that you can’t move and you can’t speak, so you have to gesture at the audience in some way, you have to 
speak around them and suggest that somehow that draws them into the narrative I suppose. So, that’s 
one of the considerations we always have. That’s kind of our thing. Its not about doing radio plays. So, all 
the narratives as well have been very non-linear. For me its more about keeping the audience member in 
the moment. Its not about having them think about plot… What’s their history, what’s the relationship 
between who and what. It’s more about all the time reminding people that: ‘here you are sitting in the 
dark. Next to other people, and they’re coughing in their chairs and they’re squeaking.’ So, we ground it 
all the time in the reality of the space. And then we lay this fictional level on top. I’m actually in the 
middle of doing a PG certificate at the moment and I have to write an essay and I wrote an essay about 
this idea of a [?] audience, beyond what we talk about time. So, the idea that there are two audiences, the 
audience that you go into the container with and the recorded audience that you think are the audience 
that you are in the container with. So, its like a phantom audience which we create and then lay on top of 
the space.  
 
FG: That’s really interesting. There was a piece at the Fringe a couple of years ago called Counting Sheep, I don’t know if 
you spotted it. It was an immersive recreation of the protests in Kiev, and you could either buy and immersed ticket, or a non-
immersed ticket. It was interesting because you’d have these people who had paid slightly more, who were getting involved in 
the protests, and being fed. Then you had this second audience who sat up in the balconies and watched it from a distance.  
 
GN: Ok so they were in the light and they were being fed and playing out […] 
 
FG: Yeah if you paid a couple of extra quid you were down in the…  
 
GN: pit.  
 
FG: If you wanted to just watch it you had this chance to be this second tier […] it sounds similar to what you were taking 
about with this phantom audience. It was like two bodies of people.  
 
GN: I suppose the fundamental difference is that the phantom audience for me is the idea that they are 
co-existent with the real audience, they are the recorded version of the real audience. There’s no notion to 
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the real audience that there’s two audiences. They think that the phantom audience is the audience they 
are in the container with. I was trying to write another piece outside of Darkfield that would use binaural 
sound but with light, I quite like the idea that you were in and audience and somehow through the 
headphones that you were listening to, you were making associations about other audience members that 
may or may not be true, because you can manipulate what you think the other people are saying or how 
they’re responding to stuff. 
 
FG: It was very interesting this idea of the shared experience. Especially in Flight, because you know you are sitting inches 
away from two people, a person, but you’ve got no sensory cues of them. Your awareness of them is boiled down to just an 
awareness that they must be there.  
 
GN: Yeah, I guess the idea is that you know that they’re there, but you also […]. People have said to us, 
can we have the tracks, but they’re very much, they don’t work unless you do them under the 
circumstances that we place you in, so you can’t do any of the shows on your own. Its bizarrely a 
communal experience even though at the same time its very isolated. You’re sitting on your own, in the 
dark, you can’t touch anybody next to you because often we’ll separate you from your friends […] 
because that would take you away from the space we’ve created. But they are really communal because 
you feel as if you are part of a group - that this is happening to. Even though you don’t see them, you 
hear them, you think you hear them, and you have a communal experience I think. I really think that’s 
true of all of these pieces.  
 
FG: Does that have something to do with the fact that you randomise the seat numbers? 
 
GN: Yeah yeah, we randomise the seat numbers to separate people. We did that in Fiction, you got given a 
seat number and then you went and sat on a seat and we did that in Ring by asking you to stand up and 
move. In Fiction, I suppose we didn’t do that but we had you sitting with your hands on the table so you 
had to keep your hands away from your neighbour.  
 
FG: Out of interest, how long would be too long to place an audience in extreme darkness? 
 
GN: Well the first two shows are 50 minutes in the dark. So, a long time. And I think that’s probably as 
far as you can push it, personally. I think anything beyond that and it starts to become a bit 
uncomfortable, but yeah 50 minutes was OK. But that’s quite a long time. But then you settle into it in a 
different way I suppose.  
 
FG: It’s interesting to me. The first 5 minutes I had this really intense, almost like a panic, and I’m not afraid of the dark 
or claustrophobic generally but the intensity of the darkness was almost too much. But after 10 minutes or so you almost 
settled in and felt as if no time was passing at all. The whole second half flew by.  
 
GN: I think that’s right, it’s this shock when the lights go out the first time. It really is quite shocking how 
dark it is. In our world now you never ever experience that kind of darkness, there’s always a glimmer of 
light from something with the lights outside, between the blinds in your bedroom. There’s always a bit of 
light. This is a different type of darkness its almost solid I suppose.  
 
FG: I have a few other, more specific questions. The preamble… before you go into the container at all somebody said “you’ll 
have 5 minutes in darkness then the lights will come back on, then you’ll go back into darkness…” how important is the 
phrasing and delivery of this preamble. Is it something you had to tweak?  
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GN: Its obviously a bit more random because when you go to different venues you get different 
stewards. We brief people on how to do it but that’s always been a slightly unsatisfactory element I 
suppose. I suppose we just try and put people at their ease. Because there’s often a sense of… The first 
time we did a show we used a particular actor who felt like kind of round and fluffy because we didn’t 
want it that scary, it was scary in a way. We found that when we used a different actor who brought a little 
bit of menace to it that worked in a very different kind of way. I think what people bring to the show is 
interesting because with Séance and then with Flight both being very short… we talked about this 
especially with Séance that people would bring half of the story with them. There’s very little you can get in 
in that 15 minutes of intense experience so they kind of brought half of the narrative. And with Flight as 
well - you walk onto a plane, you shortcut all of the way that they talk. And of course all of these plays 
have a scripted element because for me, in order to make them real, the reality stuff needs to be quite 
gestural, somebody answering their phone, or somebody responding to the stewardess, but generally a 
way around making this feel real is you can script the main performer. In Séance the guy was performing as 
a medium and in this one they were performing as the captain and the stewardess and they had scripts 
which existed outside of the stuff that was supposed to be blurred between what was real and what 
wasn’t. […] So the preamble, I suppose that’s a bit of housekeeping, stuff that we need to get people to 
do before they go in but it could be something that we could work on. I suppose for me that’s just 
warning people. I saw parts of the tension that is built at being warned about something and seeing 
people come out of the container is always brilliant as well. When the first show was on we had a relevant 
body, Ofcom or I can’t remember who it was now, they said that we had to warn people and say that: “If 
you’ve got this, that or the other then don’t go in.” We’re doing a little bit of that, and the producers said: 
“Well, we’ll put it somewhere where they wont see it.” And I said: “No, put it on the front door” because 
it all adds to it. It really adds because people go in there and there already in a state of slight tension and 
that really helps for them to then inhabit the space that we’ve set up. I suppose there’s a little bit of that. 
And when the steward starts talking about putting your watch in your pocket and this that and the other, 
that works to introduce people to the dark, and they start to think “Oh its going to be really dark.” So, 
the preamble is not something we’ve done that much work with because it feels very much like a couple 
of lines that we have to get the steward to say, and we don’t have control over the stewards, all we can do 
is brief them. They’re not actors.  
 
FG: There was something in the preamble like ‘you’ll have 5 minutes, then it will be darkness through to the end.” Did 
people ever attempt to leave after that? 
 
GN: Yeah yeah, a lot of people. We had probably I think 76 people left over the course of the run, I 
think something like that. So, we had some people walk into the area, see the container and turn around. 
Every day at least someone will have left when the lights come back on. So, in all of the shows we’ve 
done that. In every single show we’ve introduced the idea of darkness so people understand. Because you 
can tell them its going to be dark, but until you’ve experienced it I don’t think anybody understands what 
dark is. So, we always have a little moment when anyone who’s panicking can get out because that totally 
derails the show. If people are leaving. It ruins it for everybody. In the earlier shows we had a mechanism 
where they would say “Help!” and raise their hand and an usher who is in the space without headphones 
would put a torch on and find them and take them out but that always, obviously ruins the effect because 
at that point everybody thought they were sitting in a circle. In these shorter pieces we don’t really give 
people the opportunity, once the lights are out you’re in there for good. Sit there for 10 minutes, take 
your headphones off… 
 
FG: Ok just one or two very simple questions. How did you make the seats vibrate?  
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GN: All of the seats are placed upon a platform that had hydraulics that moved it backwards and 
forwards. That’s not what made it vibrate actually, there were only one or two moments that we used 
that. But there were these devices which vibrated and we put four of them down the lengths of the seats 
under the container, and we just turn them on.  
 
FG: It was incredibly realistic, the take off. 
 
GN: Interestingly enough, that take off, it’s a bit of a con. It’s like 3 take-offs on the trot. If you get onto 
a plane you don’t have anything near the length of take off that we had. But David actually took a 
binaural head onto a plane and did some real recordings of take offs and he fashioned them all together. 
But there were a number of take offs actually. It was more intense than a real take off but it really did feel 
real.  
 
FG: It was incredible how quickly, or at least I felt like, I was boarding a plane. As soon as I went though the curtains 
almost, and had to stow my bag above my seats. It was almost instant. 
 
GN: I think particularly with Flight because it’s so realistic. I mean those are my favourite things. The 
moments when people were getting their bags down. It was amazing how you did feel immediately 
because the design was so effective. It was using proper plane parts, so it was a proper plane.  
 
FG: Where did that come from that proper plane? 
 
GN: David sourced them. I think there are companies that strip out old planes and then they sell them 
onto different plane companies. I think we just got them from there. 
 
FG: And did you have to cut it in half? 
 
GN: No no, it comes in sections. So, we got the rows of seats, and then you get the window panels then 
you get the locker panels. Then you get all the lights. So, we just bought half a plane. Because you don’t 
buy the whole plane you buy it in panels. So, we just bought 3, 10 foot panels.  
 

 
 
[The rest of the conversation is more informal, the subjects discussed included: the script, and whether or not Glen would be 
happy to share aspects of it with me, my project as a whole, what I intend to do with the research, and Glen made some 
recommendations for other references for me (Rimini Protokoll’s work in Berlin, and the play ‘Grounded’ (2012) by George 
Brant.)]  
  
 ENDS. 
 
 
 
 


