
 
 

The Ascent 
by 

Yehuda Duenyas 

A Thesis Submitted to the Graduate 

Faculty of Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute 

in Partial Fulfillment of the 

Requirements for the Degree of 

MASTER OF FINE ARTS 

Major Subject: INTEGRATED ELECTRONIC ARTS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Approved: 
 

_________________________________________ 
Curtis Bahn, Ph.D., Thesis Advisor 
 

 

Michael Century, Member 

Kathleen Ruiz, Member 

Eric Ameres, Member 

 

 

Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute 
Troy, New York 

June, 2011 
(For Graduation August, 2011) 

 

 



 

 ii 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© Copyright 2011 

by 

Yehuda Duenyas 

All Rights Reserved 



 

 iii 

CONTENTS 

The Ascent ...........................................................................................................................i 

LIST OF FIGURES...........................................................................................................vi 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS............................................................................................... vii 

ABSTRACT ................................................................................................................... viii 

1. INTRODUCTION.......................................................................................................1 

1.1 An Experience...................................................................................................................1 
1.2 The Ascent .........................................................................................................................2 
1.3 The Lens of the Theater ....................................................................................................3 
1.4 Immersion .........................................................................................................................4 

2. CONTEXTUAL FRAMEWORK...............................................................................8 

2.1 Immersion and its Opposite: Antonin Artaud and Bertolt Brecht Abstracted ..................8 
2.2 Performance ....................................................................................................................11 

2.2.1 Tamara .....................................................................................................................12 
2.3 Installation.......................................................................................................................13 

2.3.1 Reza Abdoh’s Tight Right White .............................................................................15 
2.3.2 Char Davies’s Osmose .............................................................................................19 

2.4 Ride .................................................................................................................................22 
2.4.1 Pirates of the Caribbean ...........................................................................................26 

3. SOME EXAMPLES OF MY WORK.......................................................................29 

3.1 The Grand-Guignol at Skidmore College, April 2010....................................................29 
3.2 One Million Forgotten Moments, a Memorial Gift to the City of New York, September 

2007 ..................................................................................................................................34 
3.3 The National Theater of the United States of America, (2000-present) .........................35 

3.3.1 Garvey & Superpant$! Epsiode #23 (2000/2001) ...................................................37 
3.3.2 What’s That on My HEAD!?! (2003/2004)..............................................................38 

4. THE ASCENT ..........................................................................................................41 

4.1 Intro/Description .............................................................................................................41 
4.1.1 Contradictions in Experience ...................................................................................41 

4.2 Context/Three Frames.....................................................................................................42 
4.2.1 Performance .............................................................................................................42 



 

 iv 

4.2.2 Installation................................................................................................................43 
4.2.3 Ride ..........................................................................................................................43 

4.3 The Seven Stages of the Experience and Level Design..................................................44 
4.3.1 Zone 1: Audience Entrance/Pre-show......................................................................45 
4.3.2 Rider Prep ................................................................................................................45 
4.3.3 Zone 2: Rider Entrance ............................................................................................46 
4.3.4 Zone 3 (Level 1) 1m:30s ..........................................................................................46 
4.3.5 Zone 4 (Level 2) 2m:00s ..........................................................................................47 
4.3.6 Zone 5 (Level 3) 2m:00s ..........................................................................................47 
4.3.7 Zone 6 (The Prize) ...................................................................................................47 
4.3.8 Zone 7 (Denouement) ..............................................................................................48 
4.3.9 Wins, Losses, and Consolation Prize .......................................................................48 

4.4 Design Elements .............................................................................................................49 
4.4.1 Themes and Inspirations ..........................................................................................49 
4.4.2 Architecture..............................................................................................................49 
4.4.3 Dynamic Feedback...................................................................................................50 
4.4.4 Rider Feedback ........................................................................................................51 
4.4.5 Audience Feedback ..................................................................................................51 
4.4.6 Space Layout............................................................................................................53 
4.4.7 Lighting ....................................................................................................................53 
4.4.8 Haze .........................................................................................................................57 
4.4.9 Sound .......................................................................................................................57 

4.5 Technical Framework .....................................................................................................58 
4.5.1 Automation and Show Control ................................................................................59 
4.5.2 BCI and EEG ...........................................................................................................59 
4.5.3 Rigging.....................................................................................................................61 
4.5.4 Lighting ....................................................................................................................62 
4.5.5 Audio Setup and control ..........................................................................................63 

4.6 Evaluation and Reception ...............................................................................................63 
4.6.1 Audience response ...................................................................................................63 
4.6.2 Rider Response ........................................................................................................64 
4.6.3 Rates of success .......................................................................................................64 
4.6.4 Total failures ............................................................................................................64 
4.6.5 Technical considerations..........................................................................................65 
4.6.6 Future incarnations...................................................................................................65 



 

 v 

5. CONCLUSION & FUTURE WORK .......................................................................66 

6. WORKS CITED .......................................................................................................67 

 



 

 vi 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1 EMPAC senior researcher Eric Ameres riding The Ascent, Goodman Studio, 
EMPAC, May 12, 2011. Photo xxxy © 2011.............................................................3 

Figure 2 Tight Right White by Reza Abdoh. Photo Dar à Luz, © 1992...........................18 

Figure 3 Lichtwand, Carsten Höller, Photo Höller, © 2000.............................................19 

Figure 4 World’s Columbian Exhibition, 1893................................................................25 

Figure 5 The Grand Guignol, performer Beth Svenningsen choking performer Chris 
Iredale with intestines constructed from stuffed pantyhose. Photo xxxy © 2010....32 

Figure 6 The Grand-Guignol, theater-within-a-theater construction. 
 Photo xxxy © 2011...................................................................................................33 

Figure 7 The Grand-Guignol, completed theater. Photo xxxy © 2011............................33 

Figure 8 One Million Forgotten Moments. Photo xxxy © 2007......................................35 

Figure 9 What’s That on My HEAD!?!, constructing the audience platform. Photo 
NTUSA © 2004........................................................................................................39 

Figure 10 What’s That on My HEAD!?!, testing the audience platform. Photo NTUSA © 
2004 ..........................................................................................................................40 

Figure 11 What’s That on My HEAD!?!, the saloon scene. Photo NTUSA © 2004........40 

Figure 12 The Ascent build, with Mylar on tiled walls of the Goodman Studio at 
EMPAC. Photo xxxy © 2011...................................................................................50 

Figure 13 Lauren Sacks preps a rider for The Ascent. The bars on the monitor are an 
example of the dynamic feedback offered to the rider. Photo xxxy © 2011............52 

Figure 14 An audience watching a rider during The Ascent. Photo xxxy © 2011 ...........54 

Figure 15 close-up of the landing-pad lights, and the Colorblaze LED strip. Photo xxxy 
© 2011 ......................................................................................................................55 

Figure 16 The NASA-inspired work-lights at left and right. Photo xxxy © 2011...........55 

Figure 17 The gobo rotators shining from above, and two ETC VIVID-R at left and 
right. Photo xxxy © 2011 .........................................................................................56 

Figure 18 The “heaven” lights. Photo xxxy © 2011 ........................................................56 

Figure 19 The Ascent system component flow-chart. xxxy © 2011 ................................59 

Figure 20 Head rigger Bill Fritz at the NOMAD console, Yehuda Duenyas in 
background. Photo Vicki Kereszi © 2011................................................................62 

 



 

 vii 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 I would like to thank my thesis advisor, Curtis Bahn, as well as my thesis com-

mittee members, Kathleen Ruiz, Michael Century, and Eric Ameres for their support 

guidance and dedication. I would also like to extend special gratitude to Tomie Hahn, 

Shawn Lawson, Caren Canier, Neil Rolnick, Nao Bustamante, John Grady, and the 

entire Rensselaer Department of the Arts faculty and staff. 

 I would also like to thank everyone at EMPAC: Johannes Goebel, Laura Despo-

sito, Bill Fritz, Geoff Mielke, Hélène Lesterlin, Kathleen Forde, and Micah Silver, for 

their support, expertise, and guidance. 

 I would also like to thank my classmates Joshua Thorson, Jim DeSeve, Anna 

Lindeman, Clara Tomaz, and Ellie Markovich for their feedback, labor, and support. 

 In addition I would like to acknowledge my collaborators on creating my thesis 

project The Ascent: producer Jeremy X. Halpern, programmer Michael Todd, lighting 

designer Ben Kato, and sound designer Jody Elff. 

I would also like to thank my family, Zoë Rosenfeld and Hero Duenyas, as well as Josh 

and Esti Duenyas, and Sam Rosenfeld. 



 

 viii 

ABSTRACT 

 The Ascent is a live-action, theatrical ride/experience which combines mind-

control and levitation via a custom built, dynamically driven automated show-control 

system. This interactive installation is designed to be experienced by a single partici-

pant—or rider—and a small of group of 20 to 30 audience members watching from an 

observation deck. The experience is dynamically driven by an individual rider’s brain-

waves and thought patterns. Outfitted with an EEG headset, which reads the rider’s 

brainwaves, and wearing a waist harness, individual riders marshal their calm, focus, and 

concentration, and attempt to levitate themselves thirty feet into the air through fields of 

dynamically responsive sound and light. The experience is full of obstacles and contra-

dictions. As riders ascend via the power of their concentration, sound and light create a 

storm of stimuli that conspires to distract them from achieving their goal: levitating into 

“transcendence,” and “winning” by becoming the central figure in a playfully overblown 

Renaissance tableau. The paradox is that in order to succeed, the riders need to release 

their desire for achievement, and contend with what might be the biggest obstacle: 

themselves. 

  In this paper I will discuss The Ascent, and its unique custom show-

control apparatus, as well as the work’s orientation inside of an emerging genre of 

experience called Augmented Physicality. I will also discuss some key theoretical 

strategies used in crafting The Ascent, and detail some of my previous theatrical work in 

order to provide context and background. I will explore how the experiences I cultivate, 

while rooted in the theater, take the form of immersive works of art, and are triangulated 

between three key frames—performance, installation, and ride. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1  An Experience 

 You’re a little nervous. You don’t quite know what to expect. The 
door opens and you’re led down a hallway, to a room. You are seated. 
A technician carefully Velcros a snug, padded headband around your 
head, with a metal sensor sitting in the middle of your forehead, on 
your “third eye.” It is calm. 
 The technician shows you a computer monitor with some moving 
lines—a reading of some sort. The technician explains that the head-
band around your forehead is an EEG sensor, and is sending data 
based on your neuronal impulses via subtle electrical currents which 
radiate through your scalp, to the computer. She goes on to explain that 
you can change the frequency and amplitude of these signals by chang-
ing your state of mind. Activity, attention, focus, stillness, calm, tension, 
anxiety, all affect the lines on the graph. You start to focus on the read-
ings, and notice they change, scrolling closer together then jumping 
apart, reflecting your changing focus, calm, and concentration. You are 
told that this is your controller, that achieving and maintaining this 
state of mind, a calm meditative focus, is your joystick, your gas pedal. 
 A new technician is waiting to strap you into a harness. He clicks 
and tightens a big padded buckle around your waist, and cinches two 
straps around your upper legs. It is snug around your hips and thighs. 
You are then led to The Door. You’re still a little nervous. Like you’re 
about to go onstage. You don’t know what to expect. 
 The door opens, revealing a dark room. You can’t tell how big the 
room is. There is an attendant in a small, dim, pool of light waiting for 
you at the center. You realize the experience has already begun. There 
is a 15-foot by 15-foot square perimeter of domed lights on the floor, 
reminiscent of a landing pad or airport strip as seen from 300 feet in 
the air. The room is quiet, though there is a womb-like ambiance 
pierced with sounds that seem to briefly swirl by and shoot across the 
sky. You still can’t tell how big the room is. 
You are led to the attendant at the center of the LED perimeter, the 
LEDs pulsing a-rhythmically. Now, you are hooked into two carabiners 
at the ends of two black steel-wire cables, one at each hip. You still 
can’t get a read on how big the room around you is. You are asked if 
you are ready. You’re a little nervous, but ready. You are told to take a 
deep breath, and that the room is already responding to you. And then 
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you are left alone. You notice the gentle dimming and brightening of the 
perimeter lights and you have a feeling that you are controlling this. 
You begin to breathe and focus. Nothing seems to be happening and it 
is awkward. Then the lights suddenly go out, there is a deep bass vibra-
tion that you can feel in your chest… and then your feet leave the 
ground. 

1.2  The Ascent 

 The above description is the experience that a participant or “rider” has as they 

prepare for and enter The Ascent, an interactive installation/ride that I have designed and 

developed at the Curtis Priem Experimental Media and Performing Arts Center at 

Rensselaer (EMPAC), as part of my MFA Thesis in Electronic Arts at the Rensselaer 

Polytechnic Institute. The process of making The Ascent has brought together a team of 

technicians and artists, unifying diverse fields such as automated theatrical rigging, 

computer programming, show-control automation, sound design, lighting design, user 

interface, installation/environment design, performance, and theater into a singular 

interactive experience built for a solo “rider” and a group of twenty spectators. 

 In this paper I will discuss The Ascent and its custom-built software control 

system, the Infinity Simulator, as well as some key theoretical strategies used in crafting 

the experience. I will also detail some of my previous theatrical work to provide context 

and background, and show how the experiences I cultivate, while rooted in the theater, 

take the form of immersive works of art, and are triangulated between three key 

frames—performance, installation and ride (see Fig. 1). 
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Figure 1 EMPAC senior researcher Eric Ameres riding The Ascent, Goodman 
Studio, EMPAC, May 12, 2011. Photo xxxy © 2011 
 

1.3 The Lens of the Theater 

 I grew up in the theater, and from the age of 11 began acting in traditional plays 

and musicals. At the age of 23, I began directing and designing my own shows in 

unusual locations. Some examples which will be detailed in this thesis include a 1:6 

scale model of a 1904 vaudeville theater in the basement of an abandoned deli off Times 

Square that sat 23 people; a 30-audience-member dark-ride through 400 years of alter-

nate American history (inspired by Howard Zinn) inside a 4,000-square-foot warehouse 

space in DUMBO, Brooklyn; a beautiful jewel-box theater for 40 audience members 

built into the storefront window of a vacant record shop across from City Hall, where the 

curtain opened to reveal the street outside, with City Hall as the backdrop, creating an 

augmented/mixed-reality scenario where 150 performers on the street folded in and out 



 

 4 

of the fabric of everyday life; and a re-construction of the theater of the Grand-

Guignol—the French turn-of-the-twentieth-century theater of fear and terror—where we 

built a re-creation of the actual Parisian theater, with a completely disgusting and 

hysterical show to go with it. 

1.4  Immersion 

 I am drawn to creating experiences that heighten your physical presence. There is a 

magic necessity when your attendance, your senses, your embodied presence completes 

the work of art. Other art forms certainly need you as a spectator, but do they need you 

physically? Films, for example, need you—they need you to watch, to engage with ideas 

and images, to discuss and debate afterwards—however the location of your physical 

body could be almost anywhere with access to the content. For example, you could be in 

a theater, a film-house, a gallery, or at home. While many art forms certainly need you—

need a viewer—they don’t necessarily need your corporeality, your physicality, your 

bodiness. Works that need you physically tend to engage many senses at a time, and as 

you to enter into them they change your sense of place, of time, and oftentimes these 

works may require the engagement of your senses in order to complete the work. From 

the art world to the theme-park industry, this genre of experience is called by many 

names—in the art world it may be called installation, in the world of the Disney Imagi-

neers (the branch of Disney responsible for creating the iconic attractions and rides) it is 

called “place-making”—the crafting of physical environments so convincing that park 

guests believe they have entered into another world and time altogether. In this paper, 

I’ll generically refer to this type of all-encompassing work as “immersive.”  

 There is a lot of interest and discourse around immersion, and the nature of immer-
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sion: in art, in video games, in performance, in rides—but what is immersion, and what 

constitutes an immersive experience? Immersive works of art categorically transform a 

sense of place, alter a spectator’s relationship to the frame of the given work, bend 

perceptions of time, and typically involve a mental shift, or transformation from one 

mode of consciousness to another. The success of immersive art lies in the totality or 

singularity of its experience—the melding of mind and spirit with the work, and the 

spectator’s ability to metaphorically and often literally enter into the experience itself. 

 Immersive works are typically experienced polysensorially, that is, they offer 

combinations of stimuli which demand the spectator employ many senses in order to 

experience the work, and, “on account of their totality, offer a completely alternative 

reality.”1 Immersive art takes multiple forms and formats, and many mediums can be 

immersive: virtual art, theater, sculpture, installation art, multi-media works, virtual 

reality, sound art, and amusement park rides. Typically the senses activated are the 

traditional big five: sight, sound, taste, smell, touch; and also, the newer additions of 

balance, acceleration, temperature, and kinesthetic sense.  

 In 1968 the artists Robert Irwin and James Turrell, along with Dr. Ed Wortz—then 

head of the life sciences laboratory at the Garett Aerospace Corporation—began con-

ducting experiments in environment and perception. As documented in the Report on Art 

and Technology Program 1967-71, they detailed their sensory experiments inside an 

anechoic chamber—that is, a totally light-blackened and sound-dampened room, a room 

with no auditory or visual sensory stimulus. 

 Irwin explains: 

                                                
1 Grau, Oliver. Virtual Art. Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003. 13 
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“The one we ended up using, at UCLA, was a particularly fine one; it was 
suspended so that even the rotation of the earth was not reflected in it, or 
any sounds being bounced through the earth—a jackhammer five miles 
away or something. Nothing went into that space. And no light at all. We 
would go in there, one at a time, and sit in a chair in the middle...you 
might begin to have some retinal replay or hear your own body, hear the 
electrical energy of your brain, the beat of your heart, all that sort of 
thing.... there were all kinds of interesting things about being in there 
which we observed, but the most dramatic had to do with how the world 
appeared once you stepped out…. (as I) walked back home down the 
same street I’d come in on, the trees were still trees, and the street was 
still a street, and the houses were still houses, but the world did not look 
the same; it was very, very noticeably altered.”2 

 This noticeable alteration of the world represents the poetic heart of what compels 

me to create immersive experiences and is, in a sense, the holy grail of what an immer-

sive experience should deliver: a transformation, a delineation between the “before” and 

the “after” of the experience; a transcendence into an altered consciousness and a new 

way of viewing and perceiving the world. 

 While there is no single foundational formula for creating successful immersive 

environments, and artists approach this genre of work with wide range of techniques and 

strategies, there is one constant, key element to all successful immersive works: true 

immersion lies in the mind and imagination of the spectator. It is the spectator’s com-

plicity and willingness to enter into the work which completes the environment and 

makes the journey successful. Counter to conventional wisdom, oftentimes strict verisi-

militude and an all-encompassing, total re-structuring of reality may not engender a 

successful immersive experience and could work against the artist’s intentions. It is not 

merely the rendering of the experience that counts, but rather, how the spectator is taken 

                                                
2 Weschler, Lawrence. Seeing Is Forgetting the Name of the Thing One Sees, a Life of Contem-

porary Artist Robert Irwin. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982. 128 
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on the journey that matters, and a successful work of immersive art will attain this 

complicity—be it by gentle persuasion (Char Davies’s Osmose), by force and passion 

(Reza Abdoh’s Tight Right White, Granular Synthesis’s Model 5, Carsten Höller’s 

Lichtwand), by fun (David Rokeby’s Very Nervous System, Disneyland’s Pirates of the 

Caribbean), or by awe (The World Columbian Exhibition of 1893). 

 



 

 8 

2. CONTEXTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 As stated above, there is no single technique for effecting successful, transcendent, 

immersive environments, and every artist working in the genre has his or her own 

methods for aligning elements in order to bring spectators into their alternate worlds. 

The immersive works that I create employ three key frames, performance, installation, 

and ride, and being rooted in the theater, I am influenced by the opposing ideologies of 

Antonin Artaud and his Theater of Cruelty (which was about immersion), and by Bertolt 

Brecht and his Epic Theater (which sought to achieve aesthetic distance). These oppos-

ing ideologies are abstracted in my work, and manifest themselves as techniques and 

strategies which I employ to shape and craft a spectator’s experience. In this section I 

will speak briefly about Artaud and Brecht as a backdrop to detail the three key frames 

of performance, installation, and ride, and give examples of existing works that have 

influenced my own practice, which combine these three frames. 

2.1  Immersion and its Opposite: Antonin Artaud and Bertolt Brecht 
Abstracted 

“It is in order to attack the spectator's sensibility on all sides that we ad-
vocate a revolving spectacle which, instead of making the stage and 
auditorium two closed worlds, without possible communication, spreads 
its visual and sonorous outbursts over the entire mass of spectators....”3 

 

 This is from “The Theater of Cruelty,” a section of Antonin Artaud’s seminal 

manifesto The Theater and its Double, and indicates Artaud’s intention to manifest an 

ecstatic, metaphysical experience which would destabilize and transmogrify conscious-

ness and rational thought at every turn. For Artaud, the theater was a sacred space of 

                                                
3 Artaud, Antonin. The Theater and Its Double. New York: Grove Press, 1958. 86 
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transformation where mind, body, spectacle, and spectator became fused into one mass 

organism. He felt that “a transcendent experience to life, is what the public is fundamen-

tally seeking”4 and declared that this ecstatic ideology is “to be accomplished by a 

thorough involvement, a genuine enslavement of the attention”5 and that we as specta-

tors should be “like victims burnt at the stake, signaling through the flames.”6 This 

sentiment is consistent with Grau’s discussion of illusionism and the effects of new 

media on immersive works of art. “The recurrent model,” he writes, “follows the utopian 

notion of relocating the observer in the image, removing the distance to the image space, 

intensifying the illusion, and renewing the power exerted over the audience—an idea 

that has consistently driven constitutive dynamics in the development of new media 

illusion.”7 Artuad is speaking here of a means to achieving rapturous states of transcen-

dence through spectacle. 

 Brecht, on the other hand, was suspicious of emotionally-driven, trance-inducing 

spectacles. The political climate in Brecht’s time saw grand spectacles and works of art 

used as delivery mechanisms for political propaganda, and Brecht very purposefully set 

out to distance the viewer from the work at hand, in order to ensure the spectator always 

knew first and foremost that this was a work of art that should be viewed critically, and 

was not an experience of life nor a simulacrum.  

 He created the “alienation effect,” a very specific performance style and theatrical 

aesthetic, and his Epic Play structure had many conventions, devices, and techniques that 

were specifically created to distance the viewer from the work. For example, the actors 
                                                
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Grau, Oliver. Virtual Art. Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003. 339 
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would speak to, and directly look at the audience, calling attention to the artifice of the 

“fourth wall.” In fact, Brecht’s plays had no fourth wall, and attention was called to 

everyone’s presence in the theater. His plays were not about becoming wrapped up in 

plot—the plots of the plays were revealed ahead of the action. He wasn’t interested in 

the experience of what happened, he was interested in illuminating the mechanics how 

things happened. Brecht created a school of aesthetics that stood in defiance to the 

Wagnerian notion of the Gesamtkunstwerke, which could sweep spectators into over-

whelming emotional states and take the onus of intelligent engagement with ideas and 

critical thinking away from the spectator. While politically motivated at the time, this 

school of aesthetic distancing became a central theme in art long after the threat that had 

spawned it had disappeared, after World War II. Similarly, Grau underlines this prereq-

uisite nature of aesthetic distance in art, and points out that in immersive works “a 

fragile, core element of art comes under threat: the observer’s act of distancing that is a 

prerequisite for any critical reflection. Aesthetic distance always comprises the possibil-

ity of attaining an overall view, of understanding organization, structure, and function, 

and achieving a critical appraisal.”8 

 The opposing ideologies of Artaud and Brecht—immersion and distance—are 

abstracted in my work, as I feel that both schools of thought have their places in shifting 

contexts. I tend to use techniques and strategies from both Artaud and Brecht to achieve 

desired effects in the environments I create. I will discuss how both of these schools of 

thought are present in my thesis project The Ascent later in this paper. In the next sec-

tions I will detail the three frames of performance, installation, and ride I’ve identified, 

and explore how the immersive works I create, while rooted in the theater, are triangu-
                                                
8 Ibid. 209 
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lated between these key frames. 

2.2  Performance 

Sociologist Erving Goffman in his book Frame Analysis begins to define the 

term “performance” as “that arrangement which transforms an individual into a stage 

performer, the latter, in turn, being an object that can be looked at in the round and at 

length without offense, and looked to for engaging behavior, by persons in an ‘audience’ 

role.”9  And traditionally, “a line is ordinarily maintained between a staging area where 

the performance proper occurs and an audience region where the watchers are located.”10 

 In Western theater until the 1960s, theatrical framing and staging were generally 

relegated to the traditional arrangement, with the audience on one side of the perform-

ance and the performance (or action) on the other. This is the commonplace notion of 

theater and spectatorship in which there is a clear line of demarcation, with the planned 

event on one side of the line, and the spectators on the other. Traditionally “the spatial 

boundaries of the stage sharply and arbitrarily cut off the depicted world from what lies 

beyond the stage line.”11 

The frame is so entrenched in Western society that is almost a social value. We 

experience much of our lives through frames. In the nineteenth century, when the masses 

went to the theater to congregate and share in the viewing of melodramas, large halls 

were erected to accommodate these masses, and the contextual framework was typical 

and standard—the audience on one side of the frame, with the prepared performance on 

the other. The advent and wonder of the first films furthered this relationship; spectators 

                                                
9 Goffman, Erving. Frame Analysis. New York: Harper & Row, 1974. Reprint, 1986. 123 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 139 
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could view images through a singular frame. Movies and television (which eventually 

reduced the centrality of live performance as a way to meet the public for sharing  

common stories) further cemented this notion of frame and relation to subject, object, 

and viewer. The personal computer added interaction to the frame, but the relationship 

remains—a viewer on one side and subject/object on the other. Handheld devices, 

games, and a variety of mediated interfaces generally call upon this same universal 

formation. However, in the 1960s, artists in the arenas of performance, theater, and 

music, such as Richard Schechner, Allan Kaprow, John Cage, Jerzy Grotwoski, and 

others, began deconstructing and exploding the idea of the “frontal” frame, blurring and 

questioning this line of demarcation. New frames were developed—multi-frontal, 

environmental, scatter-staging, among others—these were new ways of seeing and 

experiencing live performance. This is hardly a new idea in the history and evolution of 

theater and performance, however, as author Arnold Aronson notes in his book Envi-

ronmental Sceneography: 

“Frontal staging is so dominant in the Western tradition that even after 
nearly a century of environmental alternatives, many people still have 
some difficulty in accepting non-frontal scenography. The majority of 
theatre historians still tend to dismiss environmental performances as lit-
tle more than eccentric contemporary experiments. It is, therefore, 
important to realize that non frontal uses of space have been common 
throughout the history of theatre and actually dominate much non-western 
theatre and certain forms of folk performance.”12 

2.2.1 Tamara 

 The first time that my frame was broken came during a play called Tamara. 

Calling it a play doesn’t quite define the experience, and while it was certainly a scripted 
                                                
12 Aronson, Arnold. The History and Theory of Environmental Sceneography. Ann Arbor, MI: 

UMI Research Press, 1977. 15 
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play, and while it had the hallmarks of Goffman’s traditional definitions of perform-

ance—planned activity for designated audience members, with a line drawn between 

what was performance and what was spectator—Tamara set out to be something differ-

ent. I was taken to this show at the age of 12, and my experience there still remains a 

formative touchstone in my thinking about theater. 

 Tamara, a play which originated in Toronto, took place in an actual old mansion 

on Highland Avenue, in Hollywood, CA. The audience entered the mansion, and after an 

entr’acte in the grand entry hall, could choose which characters they wanted to follow. 

Ten storylines intertwined, and the audience had the choice to switch characters and 

follow the stories they were interested in. Scenes took place in kitchens, servants’ 

quarters, bedrooms, parlors, the parking garage, the pool room, the walk-in freezer, the 

boudoir.  While an audience would experience the duration of the play in an evening, it 

was impossible, even with multiple viewings, to see the entire play, the entirety of the 

event. Instead of there being a singular frontal focus to the event, there were multiple 

frames and focal points, happening in many rooms simultaneously. While I had attended 

many shows and concerts—and had even performed already at this point in my life—this 

experience laid a foundation for my interest in interactive and immersive environments, 

particularly as they relate to theatrical contexts. 

2.3 Installation 

 Tamara, while a play, wasn’t just a play—it was a world, an entire universe which 

an audience member entered into, and it was indeed an immersive environment. This 

scenario fits the definition that Claire Bishop, in her book Installation Art, puts forth. 

“Installation art creates a situation into which the viewer physically enters, and insists 
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that you regard this as a singular totality.”13 While there were many traditional elements 

in Tamara—a script, characters, costumes, and even lighting and sound cues, there were 

some larger key elements that set the experience apart from traditional Western theater. 

Tamara unfolded in a manner that was, in a sense, truer to the way life unfolds—all at 

once and all around you, and the world you are privy to is in essence a singular totality.  

 When audience members entered Tamara, they didn’t simply go to the theater, sit 

down, and wait for the show to start. The audience entered into a beautiful mansion, into 

a world all its own—and were given the agency and choice to follow characters and 

story lines which compelled them. In this sense, Tamara was like a work of installation 

art. As Claire Bishop explains, “rather than imagining the viewer as a pair of disembod-

ied eyes that survey the work from a distance, installation art presupposes an embodied 

viewer whose sense of touch, smell and sound are as heightened as their sense of vi-

sion.”14 

 This breaking of the frame decentralizes the audience and writes a new code for 

spectatorship and viewership. It also creates an environment much different from 

traditional modes of theatrical engagement, involving the audience on a level of interac-

tion. This altered involvement demonstrates a new kind of viscerality, a new form of 

liveness. As spectators need to be physically present in order to experience the play, they 

must physically choose to change their own perspectives in order to engage with the 

work. Individual audience members are given the interactive freedom to engage with 

their own attention and desires, choosing where they will focus, with the understanding 

that the entire event, as it transpires in time, cannot be grasped. 

                                                
13 Bishop, Claire. Installation Art. London: Tate Publishing, 2005. 6 
14 Ibid. 
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2.3.1 Reza Abdoh’s Tight Right White 

Oliver Grau notes that “the art historian Soke Dikla locates the origins of the idea 

of interaction in the classic period of the avant-garde, specifically Futurism and Dada, 

with Marinetti’s Variety Theater Manifest and Max Ernst’s exhortations to participate in 

the 1920’s.”15 

 This root of interaction manifesting from a context of theater and performance has 

had generative effects on twentieth-century theater artists such as Antonin Artuad, 

Bertolt Brecht, Jerzy Grotowski, Richard Scheckner, Allan Kaprow, and more recently, 

the late Iranian director Reza Abdoh, whose untimely death of AIDS in 1995, I feel 

extinguished one of the brightest fires in the world of underground alternative theater. 

These artists generated theater works that blurred the boundaries between life and 

performance; spectator and participant; theater, place and installation; real world and 

alternate reality, and they sought to evoke ecstatic experiences, alternate universes, and 

in their own ways, total immersions in performative worlds.  

 Reza Abdoh’s production Tight Right White was a 360-degree visual, aural, and 

synesthetic assault on the senses, the truest and closest manifestation of Artaud’s Theater 

of Cruelty (in Artaud’s sense of the definition) that I have ever witnessed. Gautam 

Dasgupta, co-editor (at the time) of Performing Arts Journal wrote:   

“Reza Abdoh, has, with a potency unequalled in recent times, let loose a 

torrent of theatrical energy evocative of Armageddon… severe fright 

wigs bounce, flail, thrash, and charge across the stage in frenzied baccha-

nalian rhythm, a choreographed mayhem that is as unsettling as it is 

deliberate. Ear-splitting sounds, heavily amplified music and the miked 

grunts, groans, and sighs of these denizens of another world, a nether-

                                                
15 Grau, Oliver. Virtual Art. Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003. 



 

 16 

world, perhaps, punctuate a narrative that is itself fractured by multiple 

and overlaid texts. Add to this the mélange of multimedia technology, 

television monitors, excessively detailed and cluttered stage sets vying for 

attention, and an ambulatory theatrical experience with audience mem-

bers herded into separate areas, and one gets a fairly general sense of 

what it is like to be present at a Reza Abdoh production.”16 

 As a 19-year-old attending this performance, I felt that I had lost my virginity that 

evening. An element that particularly struck me was Reza’s use of space—360-degree 

multiple stages with the audience being shuttled from stage to stage at a break-neck 

pace, a sense of disorientation, forgetting which way the entrance was, or even when I 

had entered this world. Village Voice critic Michael Feingold, described Tight Right 

White as: 

“…a piece of intense and revolting accomplishment, executed with enor-

mous skill, that assaults the audience with a near two-hour barrage of 

obscenely racist images for purgative purposes: a psychological enema, 

shoved up the id of liberal theater goers… its text is screamed out at 

Looney-Tunes top speed, [and contains] many acts of sex and violence 

done in graphic, grotesque form: cartoon lynchings, floggings, rapes, and 

even disembowelment. Tight Right White is what results when an artist of 

Abdoh’s power filters Artaud’s premises through the chaos of the 

1990s.”17 

 The disorienting sense of space was heightened by Abdoh’s use of rhythm and 

dance. As he said: “in ancient cultures, they didn’t practice theory in their dances; they 

wanted to arrive at a state of trance, and I think that’s an appropriate approach for the 

                                                
16 Dasgupta, Gautam. “Body/Politic; the Ecstasies of Reza Abdoh.” Performing Arts Journal 48 

(1994): 19-27. 
17 Feingold, Michael. “Artaud You So.” Village Voice, 1993 
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arts: to create a work that is entrancing.”18 Abdoh’s rhythms were ruthless, and their 

velocity, magnitude, precision, and volume relentless. Crammed on the floor of the loft 

at 440 Lafayette Street (directly across from the Public Theater), where Tight Right 

White took place, one of the six stages above me like an altar, I was transported to a 

world that I didn’t know existed, a world which left no room for rational thought, critical 

discourse, cool reflection, a world that demanded nothing short of total submission and 

utter yielding to ferocious passion. As a 19-year-old audience member, I was truly burnt 

at the stake, signaling through the flames, “I’m alive… I am finally alive” (see Fig. 2). 

 The video collective Granular Synthesis’s work Model 5, and installation artist 

Carsten Höller’s work Lichtwand subject us to similar assaults. Model 5 is an over-

whelming violent, video entrainment. Jagged, deliberate repetitions of fragmented faces 

bludgeon the senses into trancelike, nightmarish visions. And Höller’s Lichtwand is “an 

intensely bright barrage of bulbs flashing at 7.8hz—a frequency that is synchronous with 

brain activity and thereby capable of inducing visual hallucinations in the viewer…  

                                                
18 Mufson, Daniel, ed. Reza Abdoh. Baltimore, MD: PAJ/Johns Hopkins Press, 1999. 
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Figure 2 Tight Right White by Reza Abdoh. Photo Dar à Luz, © 1992 
 

it is a work designed to dislocate and disorient, but which also requires the presence of 

the viewer in which to generate its effect”19 (see Fig. 3). According to artist Höller, 

“Lichtwand is intended to synchronize with the visitors in order to produce something 

together with them. It is not an object that can be given a ‘meaning of its own.’”20 These 

works therefore are incomplete without the viewer’s direct attendance and participation, 

and it is precisely this notion of the embodied viewer, the necessity of the spectator’s 

presence completing the work that drives much of the immersive experiences I create. 

                                                
19 Bishop, Claire. Installation Art. London: Tate Publishing, 2005. 48 
20 Ibid. 



 

 19 

 

Figure 3 Lichtwand, Carsten Höller, Photo Höller, © 2000 
 

2.3.2 Char Davies’s Osmose 

 Other artists, such as Canadian-born Char Davies in her seminal work Osmose, 

transform the viewer through a gentle yielding, and incorporate physical interaction into 

their work. While I haven’t experienced this work myself, it remains influential in my 

thinking about creating immersive environments. 

 Bishop introduces the notion of a physical phenomenology of experience through 

the work of Merleau-Ponty. “The second key claim of Merleau-Ponty” she writes, “is 

that perception is not simply a question of vision, but involves the whole body. The 

inter-relationship between myself and the world is a matter of embodied perception, 

because what I perceive is necessarily dependent on my being at any one moment 

physically present in a matrix of circumstances that determine how and what it is that I 



 

 20 

perceive: ‘I do not see [space] according to its exterior envelope; I live it from the inside; 

I am immersed in it. After all, the world is all around me, not in front of me.’ (Merleau-

Ponty, Eye and Mind)”21 

 Sight, sound and kinesthetic response are key elements in Davies’s Osmose and 

Grau describes the work as “an interactive environment involving head mounted display 

(HMD), 3-D computer graphics, and interactive sound, which can be explored synes-

thetically.”22 The work is designed to be experienced by one person at a time, a solo 

journey which takes place alone in a dark room, with an attendant who helps dress the 

participant or “immersant” in the gear necessary to navigate the world. Reminiscent of a 

scuba diver’s apparatus (Davies is an avid scuba-diver and the work is directly inspired 

by her experiences diving), the HMD provides the visual field, while body movement 

controls navigation. Acceleration through the world depends on tilt of the body and the 

direction the immersant is looking; while a custom built vest responds to the immer-

sant’s breath—inhaling creates positive buoyancy (up), exhaling creates negative 

buoyancy (down) and steady breathing allows for neutral buoyancy, or steady balanced 

navigation. Davies states that “like a diver, solitary and weightless, the interactor first 

glides out of a grid of Cartesian coordinates into the virtual scenarios: a boundless 

oceanic abyss, shimmering swaths of opaque clouds, passing softly glowing dewdrops 

and translucent swarms of computer-generated insects, into the dense undergrowth of a 

dark forest.”23 She claims that “the desire to express a particular content or vision 

                                                
21 Ibid. 50 
22 Grau, Oliver. Virtual Art. Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003. 
23 Ibid. 



 

 21 

preceded all else in Osmose,”24 and describes her experiences underwater: “at depths of 

100-200 feet of water over a 6,000-foot abyss, the ocean takes on the quality of pure 

limitless space: fluid, enveloping, interior, embryonic,”25 and that the interfaces of 

Osmose are “intended to act as channels of communion rather than tools of control, 

encouraging the immersant to effectively ‘let go’.”26 This interface with the world allows 

the immersant to enter gradually, acclimating little by little, gently persuading the 

audience to explore further, to enter deeper. “Osmose as an artwork is motivated by the 

desire to heal the Cartesian split between mind/body, subject/object which has shaped 

our cultural values.”27 

 The interface of Osmose is both visible and invisible, and without having experi-

enced the work myself, I imagine that there are stages to entering the experience that 

transition from base reality to osmotic experience. Both models of the Brecht and Artaud 

metaphors are at work here. For the first ten minutes of the experience the immersant is 

alone in a dark room being dressed by an attendant. The artificiality of the experience, 

the clumsiness of the apparatus, the weight of the HMD on your head, the feeling of the 

vest being strapped to your chest, all add a feeling of apprehension, perhaps claustro-

phobia, even skepticism, to the experience. The immersant is still distanced from the 

experience at this stage, but the body is slowly growing accustomed to the artificiality of 

the experience, and assimilating the awkwardness. Once the gear is ready to go, the 

attendant steps away and sight and sound begin, and a process of discovering the naviga-
                                                
24 Davies, Char. Osmose: Notes on Being in Immersive Virtual Space. Edited by Lone Malmborg 
Colin Beardon, Masoud Yazdani. Vol. 9 (2) (1998), Digital Creativity: A Reader. Lise, The 
Netherlands: Swets & Zeitlinger, 1998. 66 
25 Ibid. 70 
26 Ibid. 68 
27 Ibid. 67 
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tion begins. This might lead to further feelings of claustrophobia or curiosity depending 

on your disposition, as you begin to associate patterns of body movement and orientation 

to the work’s interface and navigation. Once the patterns of breathing and head direction 

are established and you feel you can control the interface, curiosity and exploration 

begin in earnest. The distance felt from the awkwardness and clumsiness of the interface 

begins to fade and fusion with the work born of the immersant’s curiosity to explore 

takes over. This is the key turning point in any successful immersive work: when specta-

tors suspend their disbelief, releasing the reality of the outside world, allowing 

themselves to go on the journey that the work is offering. 

 

2.4  Ride 

 Amusement parks have always been of great interest to me, as they are large-scale 

installation environments, with a definitive theatricality to them. These amusement parks 

began as actual parks in Europe, and date back to as early as 1583. People would gather 

in these parks to frolic and promenade in a relaxed and natural environment, and partake 

in proto-rides and attractions, predecessors to the carousel and Ferris wheel. Amusement 

parks today function somewhat more on a civic scale, and therefore encompass many 

thematic micro-environments which can be theatrical or otherwise. Amusement envi-

ronments and attractions “provide spectators with multi-focus, often kinesthetic, 

theatrical experiences that differ significantly from frontal forms.”28 Amusement parks 

created mass theatrical/installation scenarios in which every corner, every angle was a 

constructed experience to be regarded as part of a total environment. One of the great 
                                                
28 Aronson, Arnold. The History and Theory of Environmental Sceneography. Ann Arbor, MI: 

UMI Research Press, 1977. 
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early examples in this country was the World’s Columbian Exhibition which was 

described this way, “The ‘White City,’ as the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893 

was popularly dubbed, was the plaster actualization of a prophetic New Jerusalem that 

rose from the Swamplands of Chicago in celebration of the 400th anniversary of Colum-

bus’s discovery of the New World. Its achievements and its germinal influences made it 

the ‘standard by which every subsequent fair would be compared.’”29 In addition to this 

completely constructed environment, every person inside of an amusement park be-

comes an active participant in this suspended reality, and as E.E. Cummings wrote, “The 

essence of Coney Island consists in homogeneity. The audience is the performance, and 

vice versa.”30 And at the 1939 World’s Fair, one critic noted that “[t]he greatest discov-

ery... was the discovery of the crowd as actor and as decoration of great power. The 

designers found out that the crowd’s greatest pleasure is in the crowd.”31 

 The World’s Columbian Exhibition, which opened on May 1, 1893, was a particu-

larly overwhelming, stunning, spectacle. As stated earlier, this exhibition set the bar for 

all American amusement parks to come, and “as visitors entered the gates, they were 

bedazzled by a gleaming, alabaster Court of Honor composed of immense, ornate, 

neoclassical structures; vast golden and shimmering white allegorical statuary; and 

soothing, reflecting canals. To almost everyone it must have been an actualization of the 

hymnbook image of heaven.”32 Just to quickly point out some of the over-the-top fea-

                                                
29 Adams, Judith A. The American Amusement Park Industry: A History of Technology and 

Thrills, Twayne's Evolution of American Business Series: Boston: Twayne Publishers, 
1991. 

30 Aronson, The History and Theory of Environmental Sceneography. 28 

31 Ibid. 
32 Adams, The American Amusement Park Industry: A History of Technology and Thrills. 21 



 

 24 

tures of the exhibition: it housed what was at the time the largest enclosed building ever 

constructed, at 1,687 feet long and 787 feet wide. There was a great basin at the center of 

the Court of Honor that measured 2500 feet long by 250 feet wide, with a statue of a 

female figure at one end that reached 100 feet above the water. The figure was “clothed 

in a Grecian-style toga, with a regal garland in her hair, and held an eagle perched on a 

globe in one up stretched hand and a staff topped with a liberty cap in the other. The 

entire effigy (nearly the size of the Statue of Liberty) was encased in gilt”33 (see Fig. 4). 

Another building built in the Italian Renaissance style, with Corinthian and Ionic col-

umns, boasted 40,000 windowpanes, while a relief on a building larger than the Capitol 

building in Washington had a giant effigy of “Columbia, with a sword in her right hand 

and a palm in her left, accompanied by Honor, Genius, and Wealth.”34 

 This Columbian Exposition, with its incredible production values (and garish taste) 

set the stage for a wave of location-based entertainments, and gave rise to amusement 

giants like George Tilyou, a predecessor of Walt Disney. “An unprecedented era of mass 

entertainment began in 1897 with the opening of George Tilyou’s Steeplechase Park. 

 Tilyou’s brilliance was in transforming his patrons into the entertainment. All the 

visitors to Steeplechase Park unwittingly became the means by which social proprieties 

were shattered. Sudden disorientation, loss of balance, exposure of flesh, unaccustomed 

and rather intimate contact with strangers of the opposite sex, public shame, and strenu-

ous physical exercise and activity resulted in a tremendous sense of release. Escape and 

illusion were also part of the formula.”35 

                                                
33 Ibid. 25 
34 Ibid. 24 
35 Ibid. 46 
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Figure 4 World’s Columbian Exhibition, 1893 

 

 Rides were a common attraction at most amusement parks and these came in many 

varieties. From the early seventeenth-century European days of the early carousels, and 

the proto-Ferris wheel, to the first single inclined proto-rollercoaster built in Paris in 

1804, to the more elaborate roller coasters of today, “the vacationer is thrilled by the 

pleasures and intense physical sensations immediately available from a mundane, 

cleverly engineered assemblage of gears, wood (or metal), and speed, which achieves its 

effect by exploiting the very gravity that confines us to our earthly and human exis-

tence.”36 

 Between 1884 and 1887, a roller-coaster designer named LaMarcus Adna Thomp-

                                                
36 Ibid. 13 
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son patented many innovations that are still in use today in modern roller-coasters. He 

also “constructed a tunnel over a portion of the tracks to create a frightening darkness, 

which was suddenly illuminated by recently invented electric lights to reveal exotic 

scenes painted on the walls.”37 This was the very first “dark-ride,” a particular flavor of 

amusement park ride which is of great interest to me. Dark-rides combine aspects of 

environmental scenography, performance, audience decentralization, disorientation, 

illusion, and reckless abandon. They are classified by the fact that they are mostly indoor 

rides, with smaller groups of spectators on trains, cars, boats, or other forms of moving 

vehicles being shuttled through a thematic, narrative world, past various scenes or 

vignettes. Dark-rides aren’t always dark, they just point to the fact that they are typically 

indoors, and are illuminated by artificial means. 

2.4.1 Pirates of the Caribbean 

 While amusement park rides typically aren’t classified as works of art (not in the 

art world anyway), the strategies of design and curating of spectator experience they 

employ are certainly an art, and some rides excel at this art.  

A pedestrian description of the ride from Wikipedia explains that “‘Pirates of the Carib-

bean’ was envisioned in the early 1950s as a walk-through wax museum at Disneyland 

that would have featured depictions of real pirates in static scenes. Instead, Disney 

Imagineers utilized the technological breakthroughs achieved in the company’s four 

pavilions at the 1964–65 World’s Fair to transform the attraction into a boat ride through 

stressful environments filled with fictional Audio-Animatronic pirates sacking a 

Caribbean seaport. The last Disney theme park attraction designed with input from Walt 

                                                
37 Ibid. 15 
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Disney, it opened in its original form in New Orleans Square at Disneyland on March 

18, 1967.”38 The most important aspect of this ride is its skilled use of theatricality and 

stagecraft, its ability to quickly and subtly suspend a sense of disbelief, and its compe-

tent, sensual handling of the delicate transition from the everyday world of the 

amusement park to a complete alternate reality. After a grueling hour plus wait in line, 

how can you satisfy an audience? As the line creeps forward, riders are offered some 

narrative information, and various design elements begin to anticipate the world of the 

ride and prime the audience for the journey ahead. 

 The real coup of the ride is its initial shove-off and first two and a half minutes. 

Once in the boat, having just negotiated the cramped and loud line, audience members 

are set afloat into the night (an enveloping contrast to the harsh daylight outside) and 

enter a giant, quiet space, clearly indoors, but made to replicate the wide open Louisiana 

Bayou, entering the Gulf of Mexico. Forty feet overhead is the dark night sky, replete 

with night clouds, moonlight and stars twinkling. The audience floats peacefully, quietly, 

leaving the din of the line behind. Fading away on the far right is an actual restaurant 

made to look like an evening backyard party at a plantation house and the sounds of 

night-time and crickets envelop the audience as they drift past little bayou shacks built 

on stilts, fireflies playfully chasing swirls in the bog brush, a lone man (animatronic) 

sitting in a rocking chair on his stilt-house porch, strumming his banjo quietly, singing 

“Oh, Susannah,” and “Camp Town Races.” This gentle, peaceful departure from the real 

world, now fading in the distance, and the quiet, vivid, natural history museum-like 

verisimilitude of the bayou is a feat of psychological and artistic experiential accom-

                                                
38Wikipedia, Pirates of the Caribbean, date last accessed 2010, Wikipedia, Available: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pirates_of_the_Carribean. 
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plishment. The generous 16-minute ride that ensues, with its two waterfall drops, galleon 

battles, and giant set pieces are extraordinary for sure, but it is this initial osmotic 

transformation, this gentle theatrical cross-fade, that sets the tone for the experience and 

elevates it to a place of immersion and transcendence—to what the Disney Imagineers 

term “place-making.” 
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3. SOME EXAMPLES OF MY WORK 

“Installation art, from its inception in the 1960s, sought to break radically 
with the paradigm of making self contained objects; instead, artists began 
to work in specific locations, where the entire space was targeted as a 
single situation into which the viewer enters.”39 

 I am interested in scenarios that bind people to one another, allow audiences to 

experience a new sense of place, and allow people to view themselves and their envi-

ronment with new eyes. There are many strategies for achieving this effect, whether by 

immersing audiences in groups inside of all-encompassing, disorienting installations; re-

framing the commonplace, and asking audiences to look through an altered lens; or by 

sending audiences on solo journeys. The below are examples of immersive works I’ve 

created, both on my own, and collaboratively, with my theater company the National 

Theater of the United States of America. Each of these is an example of immersive 

installation, and are all triangulated between the frames of performance, installation and 

ride. 

3.1  The Grand-Guignol at Skidmore College, April 2010 

 Created as part of my RPI curriculum, in the spring of 2010, I re-constructed the 

infamous theater of the Grand-Guignol at the Skidmore College Theater Department, 

constructing and installing a replica of the historic theater inside of the existing main-

stage theater at the college. 

 The Grand-Guignol, turn-of-the-century Paris’s Theater of Fear and Terror, is one 

of the world’s great forgotten theaters. Over the course of its existence, from around 

1897 to 1962, it was immensely popular, attracting audiences from all corners of society 

(and the world), but most interestingly, it was a theater of the people—a populist theater. 
                                                
39 Bishop, Claire. Installation Art. London: Tate Publishing, 2005. 10 



 

 30 

Its roots were based in the Naturalist movement of the mid to late 1800s, and its shows 

were dedicated to “the true-to-life representation of a society dehumanized by capitalism 

and bourgeois morality.”40 

 The Grand-Guignol was both an actual theater and a genre. It forged its own 

distinctive programming, acting style, and production technologies. It had a dedicated 

company of actors, writers, and a loyal fan base. The theater, a former church, was 

located at the end of a quiet, dark alley in the heart of the Pigalle, one of Paris’s darker 

sex districts. There is much lore and mythos surrounding the theater and its perform-

ances, and while the actuality of the goings-on there might have been more tepid, the 

legend of the Grand-Guignol remembers “an extreme and unique mixture of the violent 

and the erotic, of the graphic, and the morally dubious, which walked the tightrope of 

comedy and horror,” and the experience of watching one of these plays has been de-

scribed this way:  

“Members of the audience begin to lose consciousness, while a desperate 
house doctor attempts to revive them…our innocent spectators feel light 
headed, morally outraged, and yet guiltily stimulated as they stagger out 
of the theater to join other people vomiting in the alleyway to the sounds 
of violent sex emanating from the darkest corners of the street.”41 

 At an evening of Grand-Guignol you usually saw several one-acts of varying 

lengths, presented in a manner originally derived from the Commedia Dell’Arte, and 

which became the Grand-Guignol’s trademark style of “la douche ecossaise,” or, a hot-

and-cold shower of horror dramas interspersed with comedies. “This douche ecossaise 

was key to the effectiveness of the theater as it took audiences on an emotional roller 

coaster ride from erotic drama to sex farce and back again, and the horror plays were all 
                                                
40 Wilson, Richard J. Hand and Michael. Grand-Guignol: the French Theatre of Horror. Devon, 

UK: University of Exeter Press, 2002 12 
41 Ibid. 
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the more successful for the comic relief provided by the comedies (and vice versa).”42 

 The Grand-Guignol was also a theater of intimacy—it is said that audience mem-

bers in the front row were able to shake the hands of the performers. Because performers 

and audience were very close to each one, this intimacy demanded a rigorous, subtle and 

intense performance style which walked the line of naturalism and melodrama, horror 

and comic-grotesque. The plays were terrifying as much for what they showed as for 

what they suggested but didn’t show. The intimate nature of the theater also demanded 

top-level stage effects and design. Lighting and sound were key elements, as were the 

trademark special-effect technologies developed in specialty props and costumes, all 

specifically constructed to exact desired effects on audiences. 

 While documentation and reference points exist for this historical theater, much of 

it resides now in mythology, legend, and the imagination. I see my own Grand-Guignol 

project as equal parts historical recreation, relevant updating for contemporary audi-

ences, and exploration of the imagined: what is our vision of this rich, complex, and 

historic theater? What was it like to attend the theater of the Grand-Guignol? 

 My desire was to re-animate this Theater of the Grand-Guignol, to evoke its place, 

both spiritually and physically, transforming both the Skidmore main-stage theater into a 

replica of the historic site, as well as converting the Skidmore theater community into a 

version of the original turn-of–the-twentieth-century company who created this iconic 

work. Along with the installation and re-creation of the environs, we presented two 

plays, the 1902 classic The Final Kiss by Maurice Level, a classic of the Grand-Guignol 

repertoire, as well as an original play, written specifically for the Skidmore community 

                                                
42 Ibid. 11 
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by award-winning playwright Normandy Raven Sherwood in the style and tradition of 

the Grand-Guignol. 

 My goal was to create a feeling of imagined authenticity, and draw on the mythol-

ogy and legend surrounding the Grand-Guignol in order to re-create the feel of the 

original theater, and tease out our collective imagination of its environs, patrons, and 

performers. The production was bawdy, grotesque, irreverent, disgusting, and most 

importantly, a lot of fun (see Figs. 5, 6, 7). 

 

Figure 5 The Grand Guignol, performer Beth Svenningsen choking performer 
Chris Iredale with intestines constructed from stuffed pantyhose. Photo xxxy © 
2010 
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Figure 6 The Grand-Guignol, theater-within-a-theater construction. Photo xxxy © 
2011 

 

Figure 7 The Grand-Guignol, completed theater. Photo xxxy © 2011 
 



 

 34 

 

3.2  One Million Forgotten Moments, a Memorial Gift to the City of 
New York, September 2007 

 In 2006, I was commissioned by the Lower Manhattan Cultural Council to create a 

public work for their Art and Recovery program, an initiative to reinvigorate lower 

Manhattan in the wake of the September 11th attacks in 2001. I created a 9/11 memorial 

called One Million Forgotten Moments (OMFM), which took place at 38 Park Row from 

September 11th to 16th, 2007. I constructed a beautiful, intimate jewel-box theater for 

40 audience members inside of a vacant storefront window across from City Hall, where 

the proscenium curtain opened to reveal Park Row outside, with City Hall as the back-

drop. The show, which lasted one hour, took place on the street, and created a 

augmented/mixed reality scenario where forty-three groups (over 150 artists), from 

classical musicians to skateboarders to aerialists, participated in the event. The intersec-

tions of planned and unplanned events became astonishing dramas. Suddenly framed, the 

everyday, the mundane, the ordinarily forgotten became connective tissue, bonding 

everyone to the event. The audience in the window watching the performers on the 

street, the public on the street watching the audience in the window (on display as if they 

were the show) were all connected. OMFM created a weeklong grand spectacle on the 

street, was in jeopardy of being shut down by the NYPD for “inciting non-performers to 

dance,” and was featured on the cover of the Arts and Leisure section of the New York 

Times (see Fig. 8). 
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Figure 8 One Million Forgotten Moments. Photo xxxy © 2007 

 

3.3  The National Theater of the United States of America, (2000-
present) 

“The aesthetic environment of the theater itself became shared space, a 

bridge between the spectator and the world of the characters.  The prosce-

nium was, in effect, a transversible fourth wall in which the audience and 

characters reciprocally completed each other’s scene. These early pieces 

approached theater as an immersive spectacle in which the visceral experi-

ence, and the impossibility of its escape, was itself the content.”43 

 In 1998, I began working with a small arts organization called chashama which 

would gain access to unused real estate in Manhattan and re-allocate these spaces for 

artists’ use. I was the technical director of four storefront spaces on 42nd Street between 

Sixth Avenue and Broadway, transforming these sites into dance studios, theater spaces, 

                                                
43 Stanley, James. “Chautauqua/Chautauqua!: Chautauqua as Emancipatory Learning/of 

Alienation and Immersion.” New York: New York University, 2010. Print. 15. 
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and fine-arts studios. I was also an artist in residence, and was given access to raw 

industrial space for rehearsal and studio purposes. I began developing work in basements 

and storefront windows, transforming these spaces into micro-theatrical worlds, and in 

2001, with a group of like-minded colleagues, I co-founded the National Theater of the 

United States of America (NTUSA). NTUSA works collaboratively to build large-scale, 

custom-built theatrical installations and venues, and creates original shows to inhabit 

these alternate worlds. Along with my duties as co-artistic director of the company, I 

work as director of performances. In addition I also design sets and oversee audience 

handling and user experience, as well as the sound design, show control, site layout, and 

construction—among many other duties which alternate depending on the given produc-

tion. 

 Jessica Del Vecchio writes that “because of this way of working, NTUSA’s 

productions are as much about their intricately detailed sound, lighting, and set designs 

as about their spoken texts. The performers demonstrate an intense commitment to the 

often-bizarre logic of the universes they play around with, sweeping their audiences into 

their worlds.”44 

 These theaters, these worlds we built, only existed in the specific time and place 

surrounding the show or event, and were typically torn down and re-purposed directly 

after our use. With these shows there was the feeling of being privy to something that 

could not exist anywhere else, and that would never exist again. This feeling would 

enhance the urgency and vitality of the work. Each show was built for the audience 

members to savor and delight in, and then it was gone. As Bishop states, “The work of 
                                                
44 Del Vecchio, Jessica. “The Most American Thing in New York City: The Historiography of 

the National Theater of the United States of America.” TDR: The Drama Review 54, no. 
4 (2010). 157 
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art was then dismantled and often destroyed as soon as this period of exhibition was 

over, and this ephemeral, site-responsive agenda further insists on the viewer’s first-hand 

experience.”45 

3.3.1 Garvey & Superpant$! Epsiode #23 (2000/2001) 

 In early 2000, during the creation of Garvey & Superpant$! Episode #23, the 

National Theater of The United States of America sat underground—literally and 

metaphorically—in a dilapidated Times Square basement reminiscing. We asked our-

selves: “remember back in the 1930’s when it was exciting to go to the theater?” Garvey 

& Superpant$! Episode #23 was our engagement with that question. In that basement we 

created our own fantastic vision: the American iconography of a Broadway we were too 

young to remember—yet which existed in our minds as a golden age to which we were 

sadly never privy. 

 In our dark tomb of a basement we constructed a lavishly miniature 1:6 scale 

model of a 1904 vaudeville theater based on the Henry Miller Theater on 43rd Street in 

Manhattan. The audience of 23 sat in little chairs and tiny luxurious box seats, and ticket 

prices ran one penny for balcony seats, one nickel for orchestra seats, and one dime for 

box seating—all specifically constructed for the production. General seating included a 

cup of red wine; box seating included a bottle of wine and a valet. On a stage seven feet 

wide by three feet deep, with the performers merely inches away, the audience witnessed 

the 23rd Episode in the lore of our heroes Garvey & Superpant$! The audience—our 

guests—experienced hyperkinetic slapstick entertainment conceived, written, orches-

trated, and designed by the five actors who made up the National Theater of The United 

                                                
45 Bishop, Claire. Installation Art. London: Tate Publishing, 2005. 10 
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States of America. And a heavy metal band. In this intimate and delicate atmosphere we 

cavorted around the conflict of ourselves as human beings in relation to the identities we 

feel thrust at us from every direction; how we are continuously identified and re-

identified by the frames through which we are seen and by whomever happens to look 

through them; and studied the efficacy of our conscious and unconscious struggles 

against that which might just be “too much.” 

 “NTUSA’s aesthetic explores what Duenyas refers to as a “made-up nos-
talgia” for the heyday of American theatre, and what Stanley calls “the time 
of the birth of the American spectacle.” Their performances combine the 
showiness of vaudeville with the earnestness of a road company working to 
entertain its audience. The company is inspired by Broadway musicals such 
as Hellzapoppin’ (1938) and Guys and Dolls (1950), as well as Fred Astaire’s 
dance films of the 1930s and 1940s. All of their productions include big song 
and dance numbers that reference movie musicals and Broadway styles.”46 

 

3.3.2 What’s That on My HEAD!?! (2003/2004) 

 In 2004, I designed, engineered, and constructed a 30-audience-member dark-ride 

for the NTUSA’s historical spectacular What’s That on My HEAD!?!, created as a 

“game-show ride through American history.” In the show, the audience carriage traveled 

the length of a 4,000 square-foot warehouse space in DUMBO, Brooklyn, docking into 

multiple sets and stages. I also co-directed the show, and designed sound for the produc-

tion (see Figs. 9, 10, 11). 

 Del Vecchio points out that “audience members of What’s That on My HEAD!?!—

literally connected to one another—form a temporary community and “America” is 

                                                
46 Del Vecchio, Jessica. “The Most American Thing in New York City: The Historiography of 

the National Theater of the United States of America.” TDR: The Drama Review 54, no. 
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whatever meanings they make out of their confusing collective experience. Charlotte 

Canning defines community as ‘the articulation of a way that people are bound to-

gether.’”47 

 This “binding together” is a very important concept in my work. Creating a 

unified, connected group out of what entered the theater as a disparate set of individuals 

is one of the hallmarks of my work, and the work of the NTUSA. It is through this 

unification that we recognize one another and forge a common connection among 

people, and attempt to see ourselves in new lights, breaking rote patterns and creating a 

future of possibilities. 

 

Figure 9 What’s That on My HEAD!?!, constructing the audience platform. Photo 
NTUSA © 2004 

                                                
47 Ibid. 
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Figure 10 What’s That on My HEAD!?!, testing the audience platform. Photo 
NTUSA © 2004 

 

Figure 11 What’s That on My HEAD!?!, the saloon scene. Photo NTUSA © 2004 
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4. THE ASCENT 

4.1  Intro/Description 

 The Ascent, which debuted at the Experimental Media and Performing Arts Center 

at Rensselaer (EMPAC) on May 12, 2011, is a live-action, theatrical ride/experience that 

combines mind-control and levitation via a custom-built, dynamically driven automated 

show-control system. This interactive installation is experienced by a single partici-

pant—or rider—and a small of group of 20 to 30 audience members watching from an 

observation deck. The experience is dynamically driven by an individual rider’s brain-

waves and thought patterns. Outfitted with an EEG (electroencephalogram) headset, 

which reads the rider’s brainwaves, and wearing a waist harness, individual riders 

marshal their calm, focus, and concentration, and attempt to levitate themselves thirty 

feet into the air through fields of dynamically responsive sound and light. The experi-

ence is full of obstacles and contradictions. As riders ascend via the power of their 

concentration, sound and light create a storm of stimuli that conspires to distract them 

from achieving their goal: levitating into “transcendence,” and “winning” by becoming 

the central figure in a playfully overblown Renaissance tableau. The paradox is that in 

order to succeed, the riders need to release their desire for achievement, and contend 

with what might be the biggest obstacle: themselves. 

4.1.1  Contradictions in Experience 

 In The Ascent, there are two separate experiences happening simultaneously inside 

of one overarching structure—that of the rider, and that of the audience. The rider must 

have a very personal, focused, interior experience in order to “succeed.” This quiet 

interior focus creates great dynamic change in the room, as the rider’s calm and focus 
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generate an awe-inspiring spectacle for the audience to enjoy. The success of the rider’s 

inner calm will trigger an overwhelming outer spectacle, that carries with it a “grand 

prize” if the rider can reach the top of their ascent. This sets up a peculiar and playful 

dynamic for both audience and rider alike. The experience is almost like a contest in 

meditation, which carries with it an inherent contradiction. The rider must forget about 

achieving in order to achieve, and must release the goal in order to achieve the goal. The 

prize at the top of the ride also carries with it thematic contradictions—a truly immersive 

meditative journey on the part of the rider yields an over-the-top and humorous Renais-

sance-style spectacle, breaking the meditative journey and bringing the rider into the 

spotlight, as a giant Mylar sun aligns behind them, blinding the audience in a sort of 

solar eclipse or aligning of the planets. This reflects the opposing ideologies of both 

Artaud and Brecht as mentioned earlier in this paper. The journey upward is in a sense a 

real meditative experience for the rider, while the ending explodes the artifice of the 

experience, calling attention to its own showmanship and grandeur. 

4.2  Context/Three Frames 

 The Ascent is an immersive, interactive experience that combines the above 

mentioned frames of performance, installation, and ride. 

4.2.1 Performance 

 The Ascent is both a performance and a metaphor for the act of performance itself. 

It is a performance in that the rider is meant to go through the experience of ascending in 

front of an audience. These spectators are like witnesses to the rider’s ascension. The 

experience is constructed so that as the rider ascends, the corresponding environment in 

the room becomes very intense, loud, and extremely bright, reminiscent of a shuttle 
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launching into the sky, a nuclear explosion, or the mythic image of a deity ascending 

into the heavens as a group of witnesses shield their eyes from below.  

 The Ascent is also a metaphor for the act of performance itself. One way of looking 

at performance is the ability to lose yourself, to transcend your being and enter into a 

role on behalf of the group of spectators watching you. It is through this transcendence, 

this ability to transcend and lose oneself in a role that an audience is allowed to glimpse 

the human and the divine at once. 

4.2.2 Installation 

 For both the rider and the audience, the experience is of entering into a vast space. 

The space is dynamic and alive, and all of the technical elements in the room—sound, 

light, and ultimately the rider’s rate and height of ascent—are dynamically responding to 

the rider’s brain-states. The world of the rider and the world of the spectators, while 

sharing the same space, are very different. The audience is on an elevated platform 

looking down into a blackened space, almost as if on the viewing deck of a futuristic 

launching pad, or at some sort of secret military weapons test. They have each entered 

into a complete world, where the rules of the everyday, of physics, gravity, and human-

ity are suspended and altered. 

4.2.3 Ride 

 There is also an amusement park attraction aspect to The Ascent. It is indeed a ride, 

and the rider’s body is being physically moved up into space, through various degrees of 

immersive sound and light environments. There is also a carnival-like element to the 

experience. It is reminiscent of a “High Striker,” a type of strength tester or “strongman” 

game found in many carnivals and midways. Traditionally, high strikers involve a big 
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rubber mallet or sledge-hammer, a wooden structure, and a bell. The goal is to strike a 

lever which shoots a small piece of steel up a cable in order to ring a bell at the top. As 

with a high striker, the object of The Ascent is to “ring the bell,” or rather, to unlock the 

secret dynamic content which will reward you at the top. There is a parallel in its carni-

val-like test of strength—in this case calm, and mental fortitude—which is surprisingly 

difficult to achieve. High striker bells are surprisingly hard to ring, (though there is a 

trick to succeeding—provided the striker isn’t “rigged,”—a solid hit to the outside facing 

edge of the striker lever, the edge closest to you, usually hits the bell. They are designed 

so that the moment of force is strongest when the outside edge is hit).  

The Ascent similarly is surprisingly hard to conquer, and while there is no “trick” to it, it 

is not difficult to learn, and is akin to discovering a new muscle that must be exercised in 

order to strengthen.  

 While on the surface both a high striker and The Ascent are tests of “strength,” 

there is no real judgment in success or failure. A high striker is meant to be difficult and 

is designed to have a high rate of unsuccessful attempts. The fun is in the trying and 

seeing how high one can get. The Ascent, as well, is meant to be difficult, and while each 

rider will have a measure of success and a satisfying experience, it is those rare few who 

can reach the top and “ring the bell,” or reach “transcendence” and unlock the secret at 

the top of the ride. 

4.3  The Seven Stages of the Experience and Level Design 

 Technically, The Ascent is broken into seven stages, and it should be noted that 

while the rider and audience are inside the same room, they have distinctly different 

experiences. The zones detailed below indicate the overarching structure of the experi-
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ence, while the term “level” indicates the stages of the experience that the riders would 

encounter as they would progress through their ascent. We approached this “level” 

design in terms of game-play and gaming mechanics, focusing on the rider’s experience, 

time limits, and contingencies for “wins” and “losses.” 

4.3.1 Zone 1: Audience Entrance/Pre-show 

 The audience enters into a dark room and takes their place on the observation deck. 

There is an ambient glow, and a pre-show sound design that is moody and environ-

mental. It combines playback of electronic music with environmental sounds from 

nature, namely wind and rain. We constructed five different pre-show environments with 

similar moods. In the case that audience members wanted to stay and watch multiple 

ascents, we could avoid repetition and keep the environments alive and engaging. The 

perimeter of pad lighting is glowing on the floor. 

4.3.2  Rider Prep 

 Riders are prepped in the dressing room, while another rider is in the room experi-

encing the ride. A rider is called to the dressing room and is fit with the EEG reader—a 

headband with a single sensor that sits in the middle of the forehead on the “third eye.” 

The rider is shown a computer monitor and is able to test his or her focus by making two 

lines meet in the center of a bar. They are told that this visual cue will also be visible to 

them above the audience's head as a representation of how on-target their meditative 

state is. They are also told that for some people it is easier to close their eyes and just 

listen to the pulsing of the bass drones coming from the sub woofers, which are also 

dynamically responsive to the EEG signals. A faster pulse means that the rider has the 

necessary focus, slower pulses mean that the rider is losing focus. The rider is then fit 
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into the harness, and is given some safety precautions. They are also given the safety 

sign—making an X with their arms—which would signal to the technicians that the rider 

wants to be let off the ride. 

4.3.3 Zone 2: Rider Entrance 

 As soon as the rider enters, the room is already listening to the rider’s EEG signals 

and the effect is as if the room has become electrified. There is the sound of heavy 

current, like as from a Tesla coil, and there are two lighting towers facing the audience 

which begin to flicker as if the rider’s energy field is affecting the flow of current in the 

room. The rider walks to the center of the space, where an attendant is waiting to clip the 

rider into the rig. The attendant reiterates the safety sign to use in case the rider wants to 

unexpectedly get off the ride, and also points out the visual cue bar located above the 

audience’s head, which is already responding to the rider’s brain signals. The attendant 

leaves and the lights dim. 

4.3.4 Zone 3 (Level 1), duration 1m:30s 

 This is the first level or “zone” of the ride. The room becomes quiet, and the rider 

begins to focus. There is a sound of quiet wind circling the room. After ten seconds of 

on-target brain signal, sound and lights begin together, with the subwoofers pulsing, and 

the LED light on the floor behind the rider dynamically responding to the rider’s brain 

signals. After 20 more seconds of on-target brain signal, the rider is lifted off of the 

ground. There is corresponding sound and light to signal this take-off, and the rider 

continues meditating and rising through to the next level of the ride. The rider has one 

minute and thirty seconds from the start to complete this level. The sound and lights are 

murky and vaguely reminiscent of being underwater, with sound accumulating as the 
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rider begins to ascend. 

4.3.5 Zone 4 (Level 2), duration 2m:00s 

 The passing from the first zone to the second zone is indicated by a surprising 

lightning strike and thunder roll. We used subwoofers underneath the audience deck to 

add an exciting and visceral rumbling element, and this strike is the first use of this 

element. The audience also feels that the rider has passed into a new level. The rider now 

has two minutes, plus whatever time wasn’t used in the previous zone, to reach the next 

zone. Zone 2 sound and lights build on the previous zone, with the lighting addition of 

the gobo rotators (detailed in the following section on lighting), which create an other-

worldly light-shining-through-water effect. 

4.3.6 Zone 5 (Level 3), duration 2m:00s 

 Another, louder lightning strike indicates the passing into Zone 3, in which the 

heaven lights are now slowly revealed. This is where the ride now also becomes more 

challenging, as the rate of ascent slows, which means that the rider must hold their focus 

for longer and more consistently in order to reach the next level. The rider has two 

minutes plus whatever remaining time they have accumulated from the previous levels 

in order to break through this final level and ring the bell. This is also where the room 

becomes increasingly loud, bright and intense. The sound is that of a storm swirling 

around the space, with Górecki’s 5th symphony heard through the increasing chaos. As 

the rider ascends, the lights accumulate as well, becoming brighter and brighter, with 

sound becoming louder and louder. 

4.3.7 Zone 6 (The Prize) 

 If the rider succeeds in getting to the very top of the ride, the prize is activated, 
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similar to the high striker game mentioned earlier. Suddenly the lights go out and the 

swirling storm escapes the room as if through a vacuum. The rider is suspended in a 

moment of blackness, and then bells and fireworks go off as a Mylar sun is lowered into 

view behind the rider. The finale of Mussorgsky’s “Pictures at an Exhibition” is the 

fanfare soundtrack that parts the heavens and lowers the rider down to align in front of 

the sun. Lights are specially focused into the Mylar sun so that the angle of the reflection 

is directed at the audience. This effect through the hazed room creates a solar flare that 

cuts its rays through the haze, radiating out from behind the rider, and casting them as if 

the central figure in a classic Renaissance tableau as fireworks continue to burst. The 

sonic quality of the fireworks is visceral and they feel as if they are bursting right in the 

room, resonating in each audience member’s chest. 

4.3.8 Zone 7 (Denouement) 

 The rider is then lowered through the sound of pouring rain, the pad lights now 

illuminated like a landing pad, and the rider touches ground as the ride comes to a close. 

The room resets to a new pre-show ambient environment, and the attendant meets the 

rider in order to unclip them from the rig and lead them out the door as a new rider 

enters the room. 

4.3.9 Wins, Losses, and Consolation Prize 

 While the terms “winning” and “losing” don’t seem in the spirit of an experience 

designed to be a meditative journey, they have a place as part of the game-play and 

represent one of several conscious contradictions inherent in the work. When a rider 

“lost,” or didn’t succeed at meditating all the way to the top “prize,” there were a series 

of smaller prizes that would end the experience and bring the rider back down to the 
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ground. Each of the three levels had its own consolation fanfare, each increasing in size 

with the increase in level. This is akin to the “meter” on the high striker, which would 

rate or score how high the striker had traveled toward the bell. The consolation fanfares 

consisted of distant fireworks that would increase in volume and proximity depending on 

which level the rider achieved, as well as a playlist of about a hundred songs chosen for 

their upbeat and positive attitude. A consolation track would be chosen at random, and a 

song would accompany the rider back down to the ground. 

4.4  Design Elements 

4.4.1 Themes and Inspirations 

 Thematic inspirations for The Ascent are drawn from Renaissance imagery, 

combined with 1960s-era futurism á la Stanley Kubrick’s film 2001. Because of the 

inherent mythic and futuristic qualities of the interface (mind-controlled flight), I wanted 

to simultaneously evoke the sacred and the secular, a feeling of mysterious spiritual 

mysticism coupled with futurism. Imagery is inspired by scenes of shuttle launches, late 

Renaissance paintings of the Ascension, audience orientation during nuclear weapons 

tests, 1960s futurism, and religious iconography. 

 Electricity was also an important theme. The main interface of the experience, the 

EEG reader, is responding to electrical currents emanating from the rider’s head. I was 

taken by this idea that the human body is like a power conductor, and I wanted to 

symbolically amplify this power both sonically and visually. 

4.4.2 Architecture 

 The Ascent was mounted in the Goodman Studio at EMPAC, a room noted for its 

three thousand-plus black acoustic tiles. We strategically covered about thirty of these 
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tiles with squares of Mylar, which called attention to the striking architecture of the 

room, while giving it a futuristic feeling (see Fig. 12). The Mylar also served to reflect 

light in random patterns around the space. I also wanted the room to feel like it was a 

live organism, a direct extension of the human figure ascending and dynamically respon-

sive to the rider’s brain data. From the second the rider entered the room, I wanted there 

to be the feeling that the rider’s presence was distorting the electrical fields in the room, 

and that the rider’s presence was already affecting the elements in the room. 

 

 

Figure 12 The Ascent build, with Mylar on tiled walls of the Goodman Studio at 
EMPAC. Photo xxxy © 2011 

4.4.3 Dynamic Feedback 

 Because the EEG interface is invisible to the rider and spectator, and also not 

something people are accustomed to using, it was very important to provide dynamic 

feedback for both the rider and the audience at once. A rider needed to understand how 
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they were faring in terms of the robustness of their brain state, and an audience needed to 

have some sort of measure by which to gauge the rider’s progress on their ascent. 

4.4.4 Rider Feedback 

 The rider had two measures of dynamic feedback. One, an LED strip located above 

the audience’s head, gave the rider a visual representation of the robustness of their brain 

state. As the rider focused, they could see two blue squares, which would meet at the 

center, or drift apart, depending on the rider’s brain state. The closer the squares were to 

the center, the more on-target the rider’s brain state; the further apart, the less on target 

the rider’s brain state (see Fig. 13). Sonically, this feedback was represented by low 

pulsing frequencies emanating from two subwoofers behind the rider, which pulsed 

faster for an on-target brain state and slower for one that was less so. Another sonic 

element was a sound of wind that circled the room. At the beginning of the ascent, as the 

rider was still on the ground, the wind circled the room quietly and slowly and the sound 

was localized and sounded as if it were at ground level. As the rider ascended, this wind 

became more intense in its volume, as well as in its speed of circling the room. As the 

rider ascended, the sound dynamically responded to the rider’s height and elevated with 

the rider to the top of the room. 

4.4.5 Audience Feedback 

 While we wanted to provide adequate feedback for the gauging of progress, it 

was clear through our early tests that if there were a literal, visual representation of 

progress, like a meter, the audience would tend to only watch the meter. It was important 

to provide clues to progress, and to set up patterns of association rather than spelling out 

progress directly. The audience had three associative elements that they could rely on to 
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Figure 13 Lauren Sacks preps a rider for The Ascent. The bars on the monitor are 
an example of the dynamic feedback offered to the rider. Photo xxxy © 2011 
 

gauge the rider’s progress. The first was the pulsing sonic frequencies that would 

dynamically accelerate and decelerate depending on the rider’s brain state. The second 

was the bank of LED lights on the floor directly behind the rider, which would dynami-

cally correspond in blue, green and red depending on the rider’s robustness of brain 

state. Blue light signaled on-target brain states, green light signaled a middle-range brain 

state, and red light would signal an off-target brain state. The third indicator was move-

ment, which also dynamically correspond to the rider’s brain state. With these elements, 

the audience could begin to see patterns in the rider’s progress. For example, slowing 

pulse frequency, and red light would slow down and ultimately stop the rider’s move-

ment upwards. Fast pulsing and blue light would correspond with the rider progressing 

upwards. These patterns are not obviously correlated when watching the experience, but 
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set up an unconscious set of patterns and expectations that would allow the audience to 

sense that there were rules to the experience without those having to be spelled out 

overtly. 

4.4.6 Space Layout 

 The audience was situated at one end of a vast room, on an elevated platform, an 

observation deck of sorts. The rider was opposite the audience, in the center of the rear 

third of the space. This orientation allowed the audience to have a vicarious experience 

of the rider’s ascension, but also made them symbolically represent a group of witnesses, 

with the rider to “rising” before these witnesses, and becoming the mythical focal point 

of the experience (see Fig. 14). 

4.4.7 Lighting 

 All lighting was fully automated once the ride began, and constructed so that as a 

rider ascended at their own pace, the lighting would accumulate and build inside of each 

level. We also built a degree of randomness into this accumulation in order to avoid 

repetition if an audience member was to watch multiple ascents. This randomized 

accumulation also gave each ascent a distinct “personality,” as no two were identical. As 

mentioned above, the lighting needed to function both aesthetically and dynamically. We 

needed to create a multi-tiered, aesthetically epic, and pleasing visual field, and also 

needed the lighting to provide dynamic feedback for both the rider and the audience. 

 Along with standard theatrical lighting instruments, lighting designer Ben Kato 

decided to use many LED lighting units because of their high lumen output, as well as 
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Figure 14 An audience watching a rider during The Ascent. Photo xxxy © 2011 

 

their ability to shift color and respond dynamically to computer control. We brokered a 

small deal with the lighting company ETC and were given eight instruments from their 

Selador™ line. We also used a Philips Colorblaze as the main LED strip which the 

audience would see directly behind the rider (see Fig. 15). Other lighting elements 

included custom constructed practical lights made to look like landing pad beacon lights, 

which delineated a 16-foot-square perimeter on the floor around the rider (also see Fig. 

15), light towers made to look like NASA hangar work lights (see Fig. 16), gobo rotators 

(see Fig. 17), and about 80 standard theatrical lighting units in the air which gave an 

overwhelming shining-down-from-heaven effect (see Fig. 18). 
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Figure 15 close-up of the landing-pad lights, and the Colorblaze LED strip. Photo 
xxxy © 2011 
 

 

Figure 16 The NASA-inspired work-lights at left and right. Photo xxxy © 2011 
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Figure 17 The gobo rotators shining from above, and two ETC VIVID-R at left and 
right. Photo xxxy © 2011 

 

Figure 18 The “heaven” lights. Photo xxxy © 2011 
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4.4.8 Haze 

 It was also very important for us to use haze in order to create both an ethereal 

effect in the room and to maximize our LED color fields. Because light bounces off of 

haze, we were able to create walls of light that maximized our dynamically responsive 

LEDs. We opted to use a Le Maitre Radiance hazer because of the smaller particle size 

of the haze, which reflects light more elegantly. The haze enabled us to see individual 

shafts of light, and to create a smoky, cavernous effect in the room. 

4.4.9 Sound 

 Sound was constructed in MAX/MSP by artist/designer/engineer Jody Elff, and 

was fully automated once the ride started. We broke sound into two categories: dynami-

cally driven, and playback. The dynamically driven sound responded to the data being 

received from the EEG headsets—this was the pulsing from the subwoofers that would 

beat faster or slower depending on the robustness of the rider’s brain state. In addition, 

the circling wind was indicative of the rider’s height. The playback was triggered 

depending on where the rider was located at any given point in space, and was broken 

into the corresponding “zones.” As the rider passed through each zone, the playback files 

would build and accumulate in random patterns in order to avoid repetition. And while 

each zone had its own distinct environment, the way these environments accumulated 

and built were dependent on the rider’s brain activity.  

 Among many sound flies and samples used in the sonic palette, we chose to use 

two identifiable pieces of existing music, Górecki’s Symphony #5 for the final stage of 

the ascent as the heaven lights are activated, and the finale of Mussorgsky’s Picture’s at 



 

 58 

an Exhibition for the “prize.” 

4.5  Technical Framework 

 The Ascent is fully automated and run by a central “main-brain” show-control 

concept, currently in development, called the Infinity Simulator. While still in a concep-

tual phase, the idea of the Infinity Simulator is to create a cohesive, stand-alone control 

system capable of fielding multiple sensory input data, and translating this data into a 

wide range of communicable output commands across many simultaneous communica-

tions protocols. We began constructing the Infinity Simulator in the programming 

language C, in order to gain control over EMPAC’s automated theatrical rigging system, 

and in the case of The Ascent are using this code to control and automate the two main 

rigging events: the rider’s ascent and descent, and the sun, which is an element of the 

“prize.” Due to deadlines and time constraints, we incorporated the programming 

environment MAX/MSP into our “main-brain” concept to handle a variety of other 

communications parameters (dynamic interaction with sound and lights) we didn’t have 

time to custom code. However, for ease of reference I will continue to refer to this 

“main-brain” show-control system as the Infinity Simulator.  

 While the Infinity Simulator is still in development, somewhat kludge, and some 

of it uses MAX/MSP, its soul is such that it can dynamically control theatrical rigging, 

sound, lighting, video, and many other elements used for the purposes of live entertain-

ment. The Infinity Simulator enables the creation of new forms of theatrical, live-action, 

visceral, mixed-reality experiences across multiple media. 
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4.5.1 Automation and Show Control 

 In the case of The Ascent the Infinity Simulator translates the EEG headset data 

into control for rigging, sound, and lights via OSC (Open Sound Control), MIDI Show-

Control, Java, MAX/MSP, and C, over UDP, WiFi and Bluetooth (see Fig.19). 

 

Figure 19 The Ascent system component flow-chart. xxxy © 2011 
 

4.5.2 BCI and EEG 

 BCI stands for Brain Computer Interface, and is the main interface for The Ascent. 

BCI refers to a series of devices designed to create a communication pathway between 

the brain and an external device. An EEG (electroencephalogram) reader is an electrode 

or series of electrodes worn on the head that read electrical impulses created in the brain. 
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These impulses are produced by neurons firing, and EEG is the general term for the 

measurement of the five different frequencies found in the electrical impulses emanating 

from the scalp—Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Delta, and Theta. While it is outside of the scope 

of this paper to delve too deeply into the scientific framework and underpinnings of how 

EEG reading functions, however in layman’s terms, each of these frequencies, or 

“brainwaves” correlate to a specific mental mode, or brain state. The company Neu-

roSky, a developer of consumer-grade EEG devices, divides the seven brainwaves into 

the following categories: 

• Delta: Deep, dreamless sleep, non-REM sleep, unconscious. 

• Theta: Intuitive, creative, recall, fantasy, imaginary, dream. 

• Alpha: Relaxed, but not drowsy, tranquil, conscious. 

• Low Beta: Formerly SMR, relaxed yet focused, integrated. 

• Midrange Beta: thinking, aware of self & surroundings. 

• High Beta: Alertness, agitation. 

• Gamma: Motor Functions, higher mental activity.48 

 Since 2007, a few companies have been creating consumer versions of brain-

control interfaces and EEG readers for use in developer applications. We began experi-

menting with a 16-node headset created by a company called Emotiv, and using an OSC 

translator, began interfacing the EEG signals with the rigging console. This EEG reader 

was cumbersome, as we had to use saline solution to wet the 16 nodes which had to be 

positioned in precise locations all over the user’s scalp. This posed a big problem for 

ease of use, particularly for people with a lot of hair. The Emotiv would also drop its 

Bluetooth signal at ranges above 20 feet, which was a problem, given the height of the 

                                                
48 NeuroSky. “Brain Wave Signal (EEG) of Neurosky, Inc.”: NeuroSky, Inc., Brain-Computer 

Interface Technologies, 2009. Print. 5 
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riders’ ascent in the space. We then switched to a company called NeuroSky, which 

offered a single-node, headband-style EEG reader called a MindBand. This single node 

sat on the forehead in the “third eye” position, and was very quick and efficient to put on 

and take off. The MindBand also had a much more robust Bluetooth signal over a wider 

range. 

4.5.3 Rigging 

 The rigging system is a custom-installation created for EMPAC by a company 

called StageTech, and its control console, also a proprietary StageTech device, is called 

the NOMAD control board (see Fig. 20). The NOMAD sends signals to series of winch 

motors, located in the grid of the theater, which lower and raise steel cables according to 

the NOMAD’s command. When one bridles two, three, or four of these cables together, 

the rigging system can transform simple up-and-down movement into complex flight 

paths that can travel anywhere inside of a given footprint of winch positions.  

 Included in the NOMAD’s on-board custom software is an OSC (Open Sound 

Control) module included specifically for EMPAC’s use. This module was included for 

remotely triggering cues in the NOMAD console. We exploited this OSC module, using 

it to send continual positioning commands, creating real-time control of rigging posi-

tions. 

 The Infinity Simulator translates the EEG data into position commands for the 

NOMAD console. We control the rate of ascent, as well as a host of other parameters 

based on the robustness of the rider’s EEG readings. If the rider loses focus, the Infinity 

Simulator tells the rigging to slow down the rider, eventually lowering them slowly until 

the rider can get back “in the zone.” 
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 The rigging system also played an integral role in the automation of sound and 

lights. Much of the real-time triggering of sound and lights (everything not dynamically 

driven by the EEG headset) was based off of rigging positions. All of the level design, 

and the accumulation of lighting and sound elements, was based on a resolution of 

height assessed in real time by the Infinity Simulator. 

 

Figure 20 Head rigger Bill Fritz at the NOMAD console, Yehuda Duenyas in 
background. Photo Vicki Kereszi © 2011 

4.5.4 Lighting 

 As stated earlier, the lighting was split into real-time dynamic response to the EEG 

readings, as well as pre-programmed cues. The design was implemented via an ETC 

ION console, and controlled via the MAX/MSP portion of the Infinity Simulator which 

would trigger macro cues through MIDI Show Control (MSC). 
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4.5.5 Audio Setup and control 

 The sound design was built in MAX/MSP, and was also controlled via the 

MAX/MSP module of the Infinity Simulator. We created a nine-channel audio system, 

four-channel surround on the audience/ground level, as well as a matching four-channel 

surround on the grid level in the air. In addition, we had one channel designated for two 

sets of subwoofers, one set behind the rider, and one set underneath the audience obser-

vation deck. 

 Sound had two technical components: playback of sound files, and live inter-

reactive generative content controlled by the rider’s EEG signals. MAX/MSP controlled 

all of the sound environments via data based on rigging position and EEG input. EEG 

and rigging data were first processed through the MAX/MSP module of the Infinity 

Simulator, which in turn sent JAVA messages to the MAX/MSP audio patch. 

4.6  Evaluation and Reception 

 The Ascent was open for eight hours on May 12, 2011, and we were able to have 

42 riders ascend during that time. We also had to turn away about thirty people who 

wanted to try the ride but hadn’t reserved slots. 

4.6.1 Audience response 

 There was a wide range of responses to the event. I was particularly taken with the 

emotional response that some people had to watching the riders ascending, as there were 

several instances of audience members crying and becoming very emotionally wrapped 

up in the riders’ progress. It seems there is a mythic power to watching people levitate 

using the power of their own thoughts. Other responses ranged from delight, to being 

perplexed by the “competitive, prize-oriented nature” of a personal, internal meditative 
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event. Another audience member disagreed with the final prize and felt that it was too 

saccharine, kitschy, over-the-top, and rudely broke an ostensibly serious meditative state 

that the rider needed to achieve in order to succeed. In general the audience response 

was very positive, and people stayed in the room to watch multiple riders ascending. 

4.6.2 Rider Response 

 Similarly, riders had a strong response to the experience, describing it as ethereal, 

mediative, and like an out-of-body experience. Riders often closed their eyes, a good 

technique for reaching the top, as visual stimulation inhibits the Theta waves that were 

being measured via the EEG. This created a euphoric sense of not knowing where one 

was in space, and also seeing patterns of light and color on the inside of the eyelids. 

Some riders commented on how nice the heat of the lighting felt when they got close to 

the lighting grid. Some riders were frustrated at not making it to the top and questioned 

the competitive nature of an event that “should” be non-competitive.  

4.6.3 Rates of success 

 Most riders successfully got off the ground, and we had a 49 percent success rate 

of reaching the top. I was aiming for a 35 to 40 percent success rate of reaching the top, 

as then it becomes more of a rarified prize that only a certain chosen few can achieve. 

The fact that almost half of the riders achieved the “transcendence” prize at the top made 

some of those who hadn’t achieved it feel that they were lacking in some way and thus 

soured the experience. However, others didn’t care if they made it or not, and simply 

enjoyed the feeling of ascending into sound and light. 

4.6.4 Total failures 

 There were two riders who couldn’t get off the ground at all, one of whom was 
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very frustrated and angry, claiming that the ride was either broken or B.S. The other was 

at peace with not getting off the ground, and simply said “There is too much going on in 

my head, maybe I can try again another time.” 

4.6.5 Technical considerations 

 Our headsets ran out of batteries about six hours into the event and we needed to 

pause for about 90 minutes in order to recharge. The batteries were rechargeable but not 

accessible to replace, that is we had to take the units and plug them in, in order to charge 

them. We had tested the battery life by wearing the headsets, having them continually 

send data, and during our tests the battery life exceeded ten hours. We believe part of the 

issue was the pairing process. The headsets were in a continual state of pairing with the 

dressing room computer, and then with the Infinity Simulator once they entered the 

room. Because we were not able to test the life of the batteries in show conditions, we 

couldn’t anticipate that the pairing process might account for a drain of the battery 

signal. The future solution to this would be to have more than two headsets, with two 

back-up pairs charging at all times. 

4.6.6 Future incarnations 

 We are currently working on a touring model of the show built into a twenty-foot 

by twenty-foot box-truss rig, and I hope to continue sharing the experience with as many 

people as possible. 
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5. CONCLUSION & FUTURE WORK 

 The Ascent combines the three frames of performance, installation, and ride in 

order to create a uniquely interactive and immersive experience. The process of making 

The Ascent synthesized many diverse fields and has brought together a team of techni-

cians and artists, engaging disciplines such as automated theatrical rigging, computer 

programming, show-control automation, sound design, lighting design, game-play 

mechanics, performance, and theater into a singular, live, interactive theatrical experi-

ence. The Ascent is also positioned in a realm between art and science, and is an example 

of an emerging field called Augmented Physicality.  

 The Infinity Simulator, while still in its early stages of development as a system, is 

an interdisciplinary concept that has sparked a deep interest for me in terms of automat-

ing show-control.  

 And like the Infinity Simulator, my own artistic work and practice is also interdis-

ciplinary. I craft singular experiences which are hybrid immersive/theatrical/ 

interactive/installation-based/ride/attraction/scenarios across multiple media. My work is 

situated between directing and engineering, performance and programming, and my 

purpose is to combine and re-combine technologies, to translate, transpose, and connect 

these inter-disciplines in order to forge a new vision for live experience in the twenty-

first century.  
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