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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 

 Just Past the Thing encompasses my investigations into reshaping space in non-

traditional ways.  I am interested in remaking a space as we experience it, through what 

most consider subordinate senses. I aim to utilize often-overlooked spaces, and places 

of liminality, to compose a new space. This space challenges the viewer to navigate the 

work by relying on their auditory and tactile perceptions.   
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Thesis: 

Just Past the Thing 
 

 
Fig. 1   Gallery show text, Just Past the Thing 2015 

 

Just Past the Thing encompasses my investigations into reshaping space in non-

traditional ways.  I am interested in remaking a space as we experience it, through what 

most consider subordinate senses. I aim to utilize often-overlooked spaces, and places 

of liminality, to compose a new space. This space challenges the viewer to navigate the 

work by relying on their auditory and tactile perceptions.   

--- 
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 In his book Eyes of the Skin, Juhani Pallasmaa writes, “Hearing structures and 

articulates the experience and understanding of space.  We are not normally aware of 

the significance of hearing in spatial experience, although sound often provides the 

temporal continuum in which visual impressions are embedded.”1 Pallasmaa’s book 

explores the ways in which the human body senses and comes to understand the spaces 

the body inhabits.   Sound forms a constant and ever changing stimulus for the way we 

subconsciously understand and interact with the world.  

Just Past the Thing is an exploration of the interaction between the viewer’s 

physical presence within a space and the ways they understand and navigate that space.  

By utilizing a virtually empty gallery and filling it with sound, the space itself reshapes the 

viewer’s experience of a place.  Upon entering the installation, Just Past the Thing, the 

viewer’s anticipation of seeing objects occupying the space dissipates as the realization 

that the space is completely empty except for the movable walls within the gallery.   The 

empty walls of the gallery are aligned diagonally allowing the viewer to see directly 

through the gallery upon entering, revealing the lack of almost all visual content. The 

gallery lighting is dimmed to heighten the senses, and is used to faintly highlight the 

edges of the walls and floor.  Sounds ebb and flow throughout the space sometimes 

becoming heavy, aggressively shaking the walls, and at other times dissipate to such a 

low level of magnitude that it is almost unrecognizable against the hum of the air-

conditioning within the gallery.  The walls are staggered to allow the sounds emitted 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Pallasmaa, Juhani. Eyes of the skin: Architecture and the Senses.   
(Wiley 1996): 49 
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from them to be reflected, and allow the viewer to move between and around each wall 

Fig. 2   Installation photo from Just Past the Thing 2015 
	  

Fig. 3   Installation photo from Just Past the Thing 2015 
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as the sounds resonate.  Thus the act of understanding the space with the other senses 

of the body, other than sight, is therefore heightened.   

The physical vibration of an object, a sound source, creates waves that are 

transmitted through the air.  These waves of moving air particles move through the air 

and are reflected back off the walls, floor, and objects within a space.  These undulating 

air particles trigger a flow of mechanical and electrical movements within the human ear. 

The way a sound moves and is reflected through space, subsequently describes and 

transmits back to the listener an understanding of orientation and spatial volume; 

ultimately giving them an impression of the very physical presence of the space and all 

objects that inhabit it.  “The echo of steps on a paved street has an emotional charge 

because the sound reverberating from surrounding walls puts us in direct interaction 

with space; the sound measures space and makes its scale comprehensible.”2  The tactile 

nature of sound is even more enhanced when the vibrations of sound become strong 

enough to feel with our body, such as a large truck passing us on the road.  In this 

instance we not only can hear the size and mass of the truck but also feel those aspects 

as well.  It is this physical nature of sound, and its relationship to the objects within a 

space and the objects surrounding a space, that I utilize in Just Past the Thing.  

Our reliance on our sense of sight as the primary source of spatial experience is 

believed to be our most valuable sense in judging the environment we inhabit.  But, what 

we often overlook, are the systems that operate in the background.  James J. Gibson 

categorizes the sensory systems in his book, The Senses Considered as Perceptual 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  Pallasmaa, Juhani. Eyes of the skin: Architecture and the Senses.   
(Wiley 1996): 51  
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Systems.3  These are, the visual system, the taste-smell system, the basic-orienting, the 

auditory and the haptic systems.  The exhibition focuses on the connection between the 

auditory system and the haptic system while almost completely removing the visual 

system, to create a unique space from layered and composed audio samples of other 

spaces.  The auditory system deals with hearing, and gives the body a sense of 

placement in space, as well as a sense of spacial volume. The haptic system is associated 

with touch, and allows the body to sense an object’s density, mass, and volume.  Both 

systems deal with the body in what Pallasmaa would consider an “experience of 

interiority,” while the system of sight compels us forward and “implies exteriority.”4 

That difference between the viewer projecting into a space and that of a feeling of being 

grounded in the space, at that moment, are of key importance within the exhibition.  

“Vision reveals what touch already knows. We could think of the sense of touch as the 

unconscious of vision.”5  

The title of the show references the act of listening beyond what a person would 

normally audibly recognize in our daily lives; listening to the background noise within a 

space.  At the same time the title refers to physical motion, displacement, and place.  

The audio recordings themselves were collected from places and spaces of transition, 

from highway bridges to elevators, wind generators, and gas meters.  These sounds are 

considered background noise and we generally tune them out.  At the same time, these 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  Gibson,	  James	  J.	  	  The	  Senses	  Considered	  as	  Perceptual	  Systems.	  	  Boston:	  Houghton	  
Mifflin.	  (1966)	  
4	  Pallasmaa, Juhani. Eyes of the skin: architecture and the Senses.   
(Wiley 1996): 49  
	  
5	  Pallasmaa, Juhani.  Eyes of the skin: Architecture and the Senses.   
(Wiley 1996): 42 
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places and spaces are very important infrastructures operating in the periphery of our 

contemporary lives. The exhibition recordings were produced by placing the 

microphone directly on the surface of the object while recording. This allowed me not 

only to pick up the sound being generated by the resonating object, but also in a way 

allowed me to document the space in a more physical, or tactile, way.   

Just Past the Thing shares similarities with Robert Smithson’s non-sites. Here the 

recordings function very similarly to Smithson’s works where he would remove material 

from particular dig sites, or queries, and use these materials, along with photographs, as 

a form of documentation, or sample.   The works themselves were not meant to allow 

the viewer a direct path to the location of the sites, but instead signified the sites 

existence. The particular sites themselves are unimportant to the viewing of the work, 

but reference sites of removal, or displacement.  Smithson’s non-sites were acts of 

removal, documentation, sampling, and ultimately displacement. They are an interaction 

between the exterior being in the interior. The recordings I collected for Just Past the 

Thing are in one sense a displacement of collected samples, removed from a place and 

time, and placed in another space.  Although the sounds that play within the installation 

originally functioned as documentation, their layered and looped qualities push them 

further into the realm of being almost unrecognizable, and unique.   

I am interested in these spaces of transition, or liminality, because they are what 

Marc Augé would call in his book Non-places: An Introduction to Supermodernity a 

non-place.6   These places as Augé describes them, are places that are familiar to most 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  Agué, Marc. Non-places: An Introduction into Supermodernity.  Trans. John Howe.  (Verso 
1995)	  
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everyone, but do not carry any cultural descriptions within themselves, they are merely 

conduits for access to particular places.  When experiencing these places, Augé argues, 

that while the spaces are known, they exist without any point of anthropological 

identity.  They may have historical names and relate in physical orientation to places of 

significance, such as the Ronald 

Reagan Memorial Highway I-20 

that crosses Dallas Fort Worth, 

but these spaces are not 

indicative of a relational or 

cultural identity. Interstate 

highway 20 was named after an 

American President Ronald 

Regan, but that name and 

persona functions as no more 

than a label.  There is no identity 

to the highway that, other than 

road signs, would distinguish it 

from any other mile of highway 

crossing Dallas Fort Worth. At 

the same time, the people living 

near, or utilizing, that highway do not adopt any sense of identity in relation to it.  

Because of these places of transition functioning as Non-places, they inherently avoid 

any sense of particularity when listening to their recordings.    

Fig. 4 Photo documentation of recordings collected for  
Just Past the Thing 
Courtesy of Mason Bryant, 2015 
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My selection of these spaces and places, are in order to generate a sense of 

movement within the space. And at the same time, allow the person(s) experiencing the 

space to be grounded in the moment.  The non-spaces utilized for the instillation’s audio 

where chosen, because they function very similar to Smithson’s non-sites.  The overall 

sensation of movement is understood, but the sounds are not recognizable enough to 

allow the person experiencing the installation to recall personal memories that they may 

associate with the spaces and places that were sampled from. In addition, the movement 

of the recorded audio tracks shares a parallel to the act of transfer that occurs when 

the sounds are captured on site, and then played into the gallery installation.  This act of 

Fig. 5   Gallery schematic illustrating sound waves moving through the gallery space, Just Past 
the Thing 2015 
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bringing other locations into the gallery fosters the idea of displacement and place as 

well.       

“A space is understood and appreciated through its echo as much as through its visual 

shape, but the acoustic percept usually remains as an unconscious background 

experience.“7 The recordings collected on site were edited, but were done so only to 

enhance their overall physical presence when played within the installation, and allow 

the viewer to feel the sound.  Most of the sounds were looped to lengthen their 

duration, and their low-end frequencies were enhanced, to facilitate the use of the audio 

devices that played the recordings back into the gallery.  Other than enhancing the 

lower frequencies and lengthen the audio tracks, the audio recordings remained 

relatively unaltered.   

The audio devices used to create the installation further the idea of a tactile and 

auditory system interaction.  The recordings, which were tactile themselves, are played 

back through the space with devices that have been attached to the walls of the gallery.  

The audio devices then vibrate, essentially turning the walls of the gallery into speakers. 

The vibrations of the recordings are felt thereby physically engaging with the viewer and 

the space.  All of these devices are hidden so as not to be seen by the viewer, within the 

interior walls, as well as the air conditioning cabinets in the gallery and the gallery 

windows. This allows for the interactions within the space to be facilitated by both the 

audible sounds, as well as physical contact.  In turn viewers are able to touch the walls 

and thus navigate the sounds as well as the space.  This emersion of a space almost 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  Pallasmaa, Juhani. Eyes of the skin: Architecture and the Senses.   
(Wiley 1996): 50  
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completely filled with tactile sounds, and lack of any major visual stimulus, is crucial in 

order to experience the sound of this installation as a sort of physical object filling the 

space.  

The installation is based on utilizing samples of existing spaces of transition, and 

reshaping an alternate space as we experience it through what most consider 

subordinate senses.  My intention is to utilize these overlooked spaces, and places of 

liminality, and to compose a new space from their collected samples.  This new space 

challenges the viewer to navigate the work relying mainly on their auditory and tactile 

perceptions.   
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