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Obscura 
 
 
Introduction 
 

From the architectural element to Microsoft, windows are analogous to notions of the 

portal, the frame, and the screens of film, television, the computer and mobile phone. In the 

most basic interpretation as an architectural form, they exist on every continent in every 

country for the admission of natural light and air. Similarly, the window as metaphor has a 

long history in philosophy, poetry and art around the world. They represent a passage to 

other worlds, new ways of thinking and ideas, a frame for voyeurism, spiritual insights, as an 

escape from the banality of daily life, as well as a medium for inner reflection. The window’s 

function is paradoxical: providing a physical separation from inside and outside while still 

enabling cross examination, existing as both an internal and external form simultaneously. 

They are usually transparent but also have a reflective surface. They close out and close in. 

Windows frame both virtual and physical realities thus challenging notions of time and 

space. 

The establishment of a break between a place appropriated as one’s own and its other is 
accompanied by… a mastery of places through sight. The division of space makes possible a 
panoptic practice proceeding from a place whence the eye can transform foreign forces into 
objects that can be observed and measured, and thus control and “include” them within its 
scope of vision. To be able to see (far into the distance) is also to be able to predict, to run 
ahead of time by reading a space. (de Certeau 36) 
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Looking out a window is often associated with daydreaming, which in itself is a 

medium of time and space travel. This is the metaphorical pinnacle of window as a portal to 

otherness - an escape from time, space and physicality. However, if by definition a window 

exists in the tangled binaries of interior and exterior / transparency and reflection, then it 

must also be a portal to oneness or selfness. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, who affected 

Minimalist theory with his book Phenomenology of Perception (Wolf), poetically stated, “to 

reflect is to recover the unreflected” (250). 

I adopt a critical attitude toward perception and wonder “what I actually see.” The task of a 
radical reflection, that is, a reflection that attempts to understand itself, consists 
paradoxically in recovering the unreflective experience of the world in order to import the 
attitude of verification and reflective operations back into experience, and in order to reveal 
reflection as one of the possibilities of my being (Merleau-Ponty 251). 

 

While looking out the window, one may be seeing out, telescoping into the future or 

unknown space, all the while daydreaming, or looking inward, consciously reflecting on 

desires and the devices to fulfill them or metaconsciously tuning into a meditative state. 

The duality of this experience (the simple and daily act of gazing out a window) is at 

the heart of my thesis question. Phenomenology, quantum physics and consciousness are 

the broadest ideas behind my project, Obscura, while the physical dissection of a window is 

the most straightforward. The entry point for the project was an exploration of the physical 

and metaphorical expressions of window. Physically, I took the elements of a window and 

undressed them one by one: the frame, glass, coatings, screen, etc. Through this process, I 
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was also attempting to dismantle the metaphorical concepts of beyond / outer / other / 

exterior / separateness by highlighting the tangled hierarchy of an absolute binary: without 

an inside, there is no outside, no exterior without an interior, and vice versa. The concepts 

exist simultaneously and are entrenched to the point where one does not exist without the 

other – a chicken and egg dilemma. Which comes first, inside or outside? Mother or child? 

Time or space? You or me? How are these signifiers nested together in an interwoven 

whole?   

 

Through the looking glass 

In his study of the prose-poem by Andre Pieyre de Mandiargues entitled The Egg in 

the Landscape, Gaston Bachelard uncovered the universe in the miniature: 

Like countless others, our poet is sitting dreaming at the window. But he discovers in the glass 
itself a slight deformation, which spreads deformation throughout the universe. “Come nearer 
the window,“ Mandiargues tells his reader, “while you force yourself not to allow your attention 
to be too much attracted by the out-of-doors. Until you have seen one of these kernels that are 
like cysts in the glass…” But what happens to the outside world, when it is seen through this 
little glazed lune? …From the miniature of the glass cyst, he can call forth an entire world and 
oblige it to make “the most unwonted contortions.” The dreamer sends waves of unreality over 
what was formerly the real world. “The outside world in its entirety is transformed into a milieu 
as malleable as could be desired by the presence of this single, hard, piercing object, this 
veritable philosophical ovum which the slightest twitch of my face sets moving all through 
space” (156-157). 

 
Looking at the world through a tiny bubble defect in the glass pane of a window has the 

power to change a viewer’s whole perspective on the world. Bachelard continues, “we can 

read the landscape in the glass nucleus. We no longer look at it while looking through it… 
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the miniature deploys to the dimensions of a universe. Once more, large is contained in 

small” (157). 

 This alludes to the subtle push and pull that happens when looking out a window. By 

virtue of the human eye, we can only focus on one thing at a time. You can focus on a bird 

flying past in the distance or a twinkling star; or, you can focus on a tear in the screen, a 

smudge on the glass surface, or meet the reflection of your own eye. Sitting still, you can 

change your perspective without even the literal blink of your eyes. As soon as you do, 

however, that one thing you focused your attention on first becomes blurred. Through your 

sense of vision, you can propel yourself into the exterior space or focus on the interior, all 

the while holding a single thought in the ambiguous space of your mind. 

In this nebulous realm and delving into the glass pane of Mandiargues’ window, much 

like M. C. Escher’s Drawing Hands, you enter into the world of the self-referential – a world 

that refers to a world that refers to a world. Such is how we perceive ourselves and 

understand consciousness itself. Quantum physicist Amit Goswami explains the 

phenomenon as a “tangled hierarchy” in his book Quantum Creativity.  “In the brain, 

perception requires memory, and memory requires perception… when you enter one you 

get caught in it; you identify with it… In other words, the work of the brain is a tangled 

hierarchy” (27). Consciousness is therefore entangled; as soon as we ask ourselves, “Am I 

conscious?” we must acknowledge the disjunction between the “I” who is the subject of the 
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question and the “I” who is asking the question.  Through my thesis project, I ask, “where 

does the external end and the internal begin?” Where do you end and I begin?” 

 

The dark room 

It is my intention that the experiential quality of Obscura captures both the uneasiness 

and the comfort of the idea of being entangled with your external world. Through a series of 

nesting cubes, you are simultaneously drawn into the piece and jettisoned from it. Scale 

changes denote the echoing positions of macrocosms and microcosms within one another. 

Sheer screen overlaid with mirrored squares contrasts transparency and reflection. The 

outermost cube - within the “white cube” of the gallery space (O’Doherty) - is made from a 

steel frame six by six by seven feet high and cloaked with two layers of window screen that 

are covered with a loose grid of three inch-square acrylic mirrors. Upon entering this space, 

the viewer is surrounded by more mirrors and a ceiling of platinum window film, which 

reflects the interior upside down. In the center is a cube constructed of glassless window 

frames, weathered by time but painted a pristine white, approximately two and a half feet 

square. This houses another steel framed cube with mirrored glass interior walls, which have 

small windows etched out from their slate gray outward facing surfaces. Within this echoing 

space, an architectural form with window cut outs nests a five-inch square, frosted glass 

cube. You must look down and into the center of the cubes to see it. The glass glows with a 
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video montage that is projected from underneath. The flickering light of the projection has a 

campfire-like quality in the semi-darkness of the large, mirrored cube, drawing the viewer 

into the imagery. However, highlighted by the montage format, the content, perspective, 

orientation, and motion of the clips are as varied as the individuals who provided them. Each 

clip exposes a view from a window, but the locations of the windows stretch from Manhattan 

to New South Wales to Seoul to the countryside in Ireland. In addition, the windows 

themselves are within homes, workplaces, buses and cars with the unique atmospheric 

sounds faintly playing in the background. The sequence of the clips loosely follows a twenty-

four hour cycle, starting before dawn and ending in the wee hours of the night. 

Like the individual video clips, each cube is a complete entity of its own accord. 

However, the forms also come together creating a grander whole. As in life, seconds, 

moments, hours, days, etc. build upon each other to create a lifetime. Physically, material is 

still understood by most as the sum of many small parts that make a whole, like the 

hydrogen and oxygen atoms that bind together to make a drop of water or the cluster of 

carbon atoms that form a diamond. Similarly, the nesting cubes of Obscura can stand 

independently but also come together as an emergent whole. 
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From concept to form and back 

The decision to utilize the cube as form originates from the Minimalism movement of 

the 1950s. Although earlier painters, such as Piet Mondrian and Kazimir Malevich who were 

the movement’s precedents (Wolf), explored the square as basic shape, it was the 

Minimalists who touted the cube as the basic form of art. One of the key actors of the 

movement, Robert Morris, addressed the use of cubes in his essay Anti Form:  

In recent object-type art the invention of new forms is not an issue. A morphology of 
geometric, predominantly rectangular forms has been accepted as a given premise. The 
engagement of the work becomes focused on the particularization of these general forms by 
means of varying scale, material, proportion, placement (217). 
 

Another instrumental figure in the Minimalism, Sol LeWitt is 

noted as saying that “cubes are uninteresting on their own, but 

when interlocked… they can serve a new purpose - as building 

blocks that evoke irrational systems” (Wolf).          Sol LeWitt, Two Open Modular Cubes, 1972 

Amid the wake of post-minimalism, critic and artist Brian O’Doherty, in his 

examination of the ideology of the modern gallery space, named the gallery “the white 

cube”. In his series of essays originally published in 1976 in Artforum, he proposed that the 

gallery itself attempts to strip art of its context. “As modernism gets older, context becomes 

content. In a peculiar reversal, the object introduced into the gallery “frames” the gallery 

and its laws” (15). By extension of O’Doherty’s theory, Obscura plays against the notion of a 
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window framing these rules, “A gallery is constructed along laws as rigorous as those for 

building a medieval church. The outside world must not come in, so windows are usually 

sealed off…” (15). 

 

 

Antony Gormley, Room for the Great Australian Desert, 1990 
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In his ‘Box’ and Room’ series, Antony Gormley, a long-standing influence on both my 

aesthetic and conceptual inspiration, used the cube in deference to Minimalists, in terms of 

the self-referential, architecture, meditation and reflection, all the while skirting O’Doherty’s 

concept of the gallery space: 

BOX is a self-referential empty case in human form. Trying to link an internal state with a 
thing, with reference to the "I" box of Robert Morris, or the black buried cube of Tony 
Smith… 

ROOM III is the minimum space the human body can occupy. I was measured in a tight 
crouching position, and as with ROOM II, two concrete volumes were made, one for the body 
and one for the head. I wanted this work to be exposed to the most extreme environment 
possible, positioned with the horizon visible from 360 degrees. I found that environment in 
the centre of Australia, and placed the sculpture at an undisclosed location, where the work is 
still sited today. This is a work that cannot be experienced palpably; no one is invited to see it 
but people are invited to think about it. 

I thought it necessary to make a duplicate of this work, so there is a ROOM V. (ROOM VI was 
lost.) ROOM V, 1990, is a perfect copy of ROOM FOR THE GREAT AUSTRALIAN DESERT but 
was not made in Australia. It is a bunker or meditation cell, and describes a human place in 
space at large, using the language of architecture.   

For me, ROOM is a contemporary Buddha. It asks what has happened to the human in our 
time of massive urbanization… It is a place of power and potential; a space apart, taken out 
of the shared spaces of the world; a place of reflection (AntonyGormley.com).    

 

Other contemporary artists called upon as references for this project include Yayoi 

Kusama and Do Ho Suh. Kusama’s use of light and reflection in her “Mirrored Room” (2013) 

inspired the creation of echoing spaces. The form and content of the work are also relevant, 

“It is a planetarium contained in a room the size of a large walk-in closet. Cosmic and 

intimate at the same time, it merges inner and outer space, science and mysticism, the 
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personal and the impersonal” (Grimes).  Similarly, Do Ho Suh’s "Seoul Home/L.A. 

Home/New York Home/Baltimore Home/London Home/Seattle Home" (1999) deals with 

internal and external space. As he explained for the PBS series Art 21, "My Korean house 

project was about transporting space from one place to the other, a way of dealing with 

cultural displacement.” To me, this work also nods to the quantum theories of potentiality 

and entanglement that correlate to my project. “Seoul Home” is a place tied to a distinct 

location, yet locationless and in multiple locations at the same time. 

   
Yayoi Kusama, Mirrored Room, 2013             Do Ho Suh, Seoul Home/L.A. Home/New York Home/ 

                Baltimore Home/London Home Seattle Home, 1999 

 

Conclusion  

As Susan Stewart noted in her book On Longing, windows frame our fragmented, 

inevitably temporal perception of space: 

…once we engage in the mode of consciousness offered by existence within the city, distance 
is collapsed into partiality, perception becomes fragmentary and above all temporal. Inside or 
outside, the typical view of the city is through a window – a view within a definite frame and 
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limited perspective, mediated and refracted through the glass of the city’s abstraction of 
experience (79). 

 

When we look out a window, we may see an urbanscape or the woods, grass or concrete, or 

more likely a collage of many elements. We may focus in on an imperfection in the glass or 

telescope out into the unknown, envisioning our self in the unattainable space and time 

beyond the limits of our physical vision. Like Eames explored in his film Powers of Ten, we 

can go forth out in space or inward within the space of the body. Both directions hold 

mysteries referencing infinite universes. The binaries we set philosophically and fence with 

linguistics are but mental constraints to aid our perception of the world. Yet we still regularly 

escape these boundaries daydreaming.  

Ultimately, the conceptual window mirrors our self and our relationships with each 

other. We know this from experience with those closest to us. We are at once transparent to 

each other and reflect one another. I am defined by you and you by me. As I made my way 

through this graduate program, I routinely looked out a window, into the computer screen, 

down at my mobile phone, or into the eyes of a classmate/professor/friend/relative. Whether 

challenged or embraced by what or who I was looking at, many times I wondered, what 

separates here from there or you and me? Why do I sometimes feel alone in the presence of 

others and content when sitting in solitude while other times the same experiences produce 

the opposite reactions? Which determines the other, exterior or interior? With the conclusion 

of this project, I am reminded that perception is the determinant. 
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Images from the thesis show 
 

 

Direct view of the front entry way 
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Side view 
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Exterior close-up detail 
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Exterior close up detail 
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Interior detail 
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Detail of the video  
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 Detail of the video   
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Detail of the video 
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 Detail looking into a window of the mirrored box  
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 Detail looking into a window of the mirrored box   
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Special thanks to my outstanding friends and family who contributed video clips: 

(In alphabetical order with the location of video noted) 

Andy Brown, Beacon, New York, USA 
Jonathon Claycomb, Atlanta, Georgia, USA 
Michael & Jacque Claycomb, Atlanta, Georgia, USA 
Andrew Dyer, Tamworth, New South Wales, Australia 
Deborah & Justin Heineman, Ireland 
Duane Henning, Seoul, South Korea 
Katy Itter, New Paltz, New York, USA 
Maya Jex, New York, New York, USA 
Haeyeon Jung, Seoul, South Korea 
So-yeon Jung, Seoul, South Korea 
Rachel Kang, Seoul, South Korea 
Blair Kitchener, Seoul, South Korea 
Daniel Kleven, Seoul, South Korea 
Alec Matussek, Seoul, South Korea 
Michael McManamon, Shanghai, China 
Kurt Marsh, New York, New York, USA 
Edward “Bear” Miller, New Orleans, Louisiana, USA 
Thomas Morgan, Atlanta, Georgia, USA 
Zahra Nazari, Silver Springs, Maryland, USA 
Famenikar Rattanapong, Thailand 
Terrilyn Richardson, Atlanta, Georgia, USA 
Mooho Shin, Seoul, South Korea 
Chase Stevens, New Paltz, New York, USA 
Liran Weissenburg, New York, New York, USA 
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