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Abstract 

John Tonkin will discuss his project Precipice (2024), a VR 

artwork that is informed by his personal experience of spatial 

phobias such as acrophobia (fear of heights) and claustro-

phobia. Precipice is part of a larger ongoing research project 

that explores anxiety, panic, and space. 
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 Introduction 

Precipice is a VR project that explores my intense fear of 
heights (acrophobia). It is the first in a series of VR artworks 
that investigate the interrelationship between anxiety, panic 
and space, and that are informed by the essay-film genre. 
The work extends my ongoing research into the relationship 
between the body, movement, and vision, to consider how 
anxiety influences both how we perceive our surroundings 
as well as the embodied first-person experience of being a 
body.  

Vision, VR and Interactivity 

Vision consists of much more than the mere striking of reti-
nal pigments by photons entering the eye. Accounts of sight 
restored to the congenitally blind have almost always indi-
cated the experience to be disappointing; rather than the mi-
raculous revelation of a world waiting to be seen, these pa-
tients typically report great difficulty in making out anything 
at all. [1] Developments in embodied cognition propose that 
perception is an active and skillful participation with the 
world; vision is a skill that we learn through our ongoing 
bodily engagement with the world through the forming and 
performing of perceptual habits. [2][3]  At play is not just a 
structured array of light and its relation to a point of obser-
vation, but also the body’s proprioceptive and kinaesthetic 
dynamics – the sensations of muscles tensed or relaxed; of 
joints flexed or extended; and the accelerations and deceler-
ations, and the orientations and disorientations sensed by the 
vestibular system – which together shape a sense of moving 
and of being moved. [4] These processes suggest not only a 
rethinking of vision as a process firmly grounded in the ma-
teriality and dynamics of the body, but also a profound re-
assessment of how we see our relation to the world. It is this 

bodiliness of vision and its intermeshing with other senses 
that has underpinned much of my artistic research over the 
last 12 years.  
 
 For this research project I am extending these explora-
tions of vision into virtual reality. While VR technology 
seems to materially embody the notion of the Cartesian sub-
ject – a ‘disinterested, disembodied subject entirely outside 
of the world it claims to know only from afar’, [5] I am in-
terested in the idea of moving beyond this very classical 
model of vision and exploring a more ambiguous and haptic 
approach to working with VR. In everyday life, we experi-
ence ourselves and the world as mostly coherent and con-
sistent: through force of habit, I structure, organise, and ab-
stract the chaotic flow of experience in which I am im-
mersed such that I perceive a recognisable and stable world, 
and regard myself as a human subject with intentionality and 
an identity. How might we create a VR experience that un-
dermines and subverts these habits of perception without 
causing overt nausea in the VR participant? 
 

Precipice 

Precipice consists of the re-telling and re-staging of memo-
ries as abstracted virtual spaces. It extends my ongoing re-
search into visual perception as being grounded in a senso-
rium of bodily sensations and activated through the dynamic 
movements of the body to consider how affect, emotion and 
memory might be entangled with spatial perception. The 
work is informed by the perceptual theories of James J Gib-
son [4], which focused on ideas of the optic array and optical 
flow that are formed as we move through the world, and the 
stop motion works of experimental Japanese filmmaker Ta-
kashi Ito (for example Ghost 1984) that consist of sequences 
of images that were projected into architectural spaces and 
re-photographed frame-by-frame as the camera was moved 
through the space. [6] Both of these examples involve pro-
jection; a moving-between of two- and three-dimensional 
space. While mainstream approaches to VR technology are 
structured around a stable simulation of 3D space, how 
might we move beyond classical models of vision that priv-
ilege a disembodied observer to explore more fragmented, 
disorientating and haptic approaches to working with VR? 
[2][3][7][8] 
 
 
 



 

Figure 1. Precipice Mozilla Hubs (RIP) version © John Tonkin 2024. 
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