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Introduction: 
 

‘The connection between essence and experience is not found in experience, but in the 
idea of the infinite’ (Merleau-Ponty 1962, pp. 51-52). 

 
As the intended submission is a 50/50 split between practice and theory, the written element of 
this dissertation aims to investigate the methods that contemporary fine artists are using to create 
the context that allows for an ineffable experience through audio/visual installation art.1  The 
foundation for this research will be established by examining both the practices of Robert Irwini 
and James Turrell,ii two contemporary practising artists whose primary inquiry(s) focuses on our 
ability to perceive and our perception, through a phenomenological investigation.2    
 
Regardless of whether it is correct, we have the predilection to use the terms phenomenological 
and or ineffable when referring to the  ‘great’3 or ‘sublime,’4 because we believe them to describe 
the same experience. In my view we need to acknowledge that these experiences are not 
interchangeable, and that these terms refer to different theoretical concepts. I believe there is a 
gap in our knowledge and in our ability to differentiate and identify between the 
phenomenological experience and the ineffable experience. Phenomenology is the study of 
phenomena and our perception of such.  It provides a theoretical framework to explore our 
consciousness and the objects that are observed and acknowledged through it.  Ineffability, 
however, is ‘unutterable; too great for description in words’ (Pearsall and Trumbell 2003, p720), 
the term used to describe the experience of a situation or an object, when we cannot speak of it: it 
is a term of summation, and the use of the term is the only way we can describe what we cannot 
describe. 
 
This research aims to enable both the practitioner and the viewer to better determine the 
difference between the phenomenological and the ineffable experience within contemporary fine 
art, and the practices of Irwin and Turrell provide a germane starting point for that research.  
While other practices have investigated and aimed to achieve either the phenomenological or the 
ineffable experience or both, these two artists have established themselves as pioneers within the 
field of perceptual installations, by asking rigorous perceptual questions through the fields of 
aesthetics and science. 
 
What differentiates my practice from theirs however, is the field of inquiry: their practices are 
solely focused on the phenomenological, Irwin himself stated in Jan Butterfield’s article ‘The 
State of the Real: Robert Irwin Discusses the Activities of an Extended Consciousness, Part 1’ in 
Arts Magazine that he did not want to be associated with ‘Mysticical-Twistical’ implications.  I 
can only assume that ‘the mystical-twistical’ is his way of referring to the ineffable. Regardless of 
Irwin’s stance, many viewers to some degree experience the ineffable within his work, Rosalind 
Krauss wrote about her experience with Irwin’s in Jon Elderfield’s book American Art of the 
1960’s-Studies in Modern Art 1: 
 

‘… states of intensity which would escape all possibility of measure, a sensory plenum 
into which one would simply dissolve’ (Krauss 1991, p.132). 

 
In order to learn more about the ineffable it must be the sole aim of the practice: in which case the 
goal is not just the creation of conditions for such an experience, but also the gaining of 
understanding of how and what creates the ineffable experience. 
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The primary focus of my research is to achieve such an understanding, both practically and 
theoretically.  I aim to not just create ocular-centric installations but also work that combines the 
ocular and the aural. While the inclusion of sound art within this research does not seem readily 
apparent, such an inclusion is crucial.5  Our desire to create and understand the ineffable is not 
merely satisfied by visual element alone, and many artists – both with primarily visual 
backgrounds and sound backgrounds – are exploring and testing their work in the hope of 
achieving an ineffable experience.  I feel however, that because such terms lack concrete 
theoretical comprehension within the field of sound, the inclusion of sound in my work and 
research is of extreme importance in the light of the growing number of cross-disciplinary 
practices. 
 
To summarise: this research aims to ground itself within the visual practices of Robert Irwin and 
James Turrell and within the aural practice of William Basinski in order to provide a contextual 
framework. Basinski is a classically trained musician and composer who for the last 25 years has 
been working with the field of electronic music.  He is most well known for his four disc series 
The Disintegration Loops I-IV (www.MMLXII.com). From there onwards I aim to investigate 
and provide further comprehension of the ineffable experience through my own aural/visual 
practice.  It is hoped that such an investigation will enhance not just our comprehension as 
viewers but also that of practitioners.  
 
 
Contextual Review: 
 
The basic context of this research stems from my own ineffable experiences produced by certain 
contemporary fine art installations, and specific songs or tracks of music.  I am calling them 
ineffable for a number of reasons; the foremost being that I cannot quite elucidate what it was 
about them that makes them so important to me. Ben-Ami Scharfstein’s text Ineffability: The 
Failure of Words in Philosophy and Religion is useful in providing explanations behind my line 
of thinking.  The ineffable is that which cannot be spoken of, the unutterable, Scharfstein 
however, asks: ‘is it thus, because my language is limited to only one?’ (Scharfstein 1993, pp. 9-
10)  Could an explanation exist in a different language?  Or is it that I have valued these 
experiences to such a degree and placed them on a pedestal that any explanation might potentially 
devalue their importance to me?   
 

‘ineffable means that its value is uniquely high and fears that if concepts are applied to it, 
it will be denatured and seen other than it really is’ (Scharfstein 1993, p 188).  

 
It is important to keep Scharfstein’s theory in relative context to the experiences I will detail 
below, as I will come back and question their nature within this particular context.   
 

‘… Irwin argues that the artist’s enterprise is different both in terms of its way of 
measuring and what it sets out to measure. “Reasoning appears to be more confused, 
more haphazard, partly because of the scale of what it tries to deal with. The logical, in a 
sense, seems more successful because it cuts the scale down.  In fact, that’s what makes it 
logical:  it takes a very concise cut in the world and simply defines or refines by 
deduction the properties that cut, but never deals with the overall complexities of the 
situation. It only applies within the confines within which it operates, so it seems much 
clearer.  The artist, however as a reasoning being, deals with the overall complexity of 
which all the logical subsystems are merely segments, and he deals with them through the 
intuitive side of his human potential – and here inconsistencies are as meaningful as 
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consistencies.”  Things that would fall outside of the scientist’s purview are precisely the 
kinds of things that activate the artist’s curiosity (Weschler 1982, pp. 135-136). 

 
 
Visual-art based ineffable experiences  
 
Using my practice, I am aiming to better understand the nature of the ineffable experience by 
creating the conditions for them. My impetus and questions stem from the first-hand experiences 
of the work of artists like Robert Irwin, James Turrell and Lucas Samaras, and bands like 
Radiohead, the Pixies, Explosions in the Sky, and sound artists like William Basinski. It is 
because of these formative past experiences, that my eventual enhanced understanding will be 
twofold: it is of equal importance to not only be able to understand the mechanism to create such 
an experience, but to also continually bridge the gaps in my own personal knowledge to continue 
to seek out this type of relationship when created by others.  
 
So far I have referenced Lucas Samaras in a secondary manner and placed more importance with 
artists like Irwin and Turrell, but it was Samaras’s Mirror Roomi installation at the Albright Knox 
Art Gallery in Buffalo, New York, that gave me my first ineffable experience.  This work is 
crucial of this research for two reasons: it gave me my first memorable ineffable experiences, and 
it was instrumental to my formative thinking. It is a piece I encountered while I was quite young, 
and it continues to give me the same ineffable experience regardless of my getting older. The 
Mirror Room to a child is both imposing and exciting.  It is a small cubed space with a door that 
opens on one side.  When I first noticed it, it was located on the ground floor of the museum in a 
space all by itself. The only things in the room were a guard, a bench to sit on to take your shoes 
off and the sign on the wall.  The very first time I went into the Mirror Room I went with my 
sister: I was about six and she was about four.  When you enter the room, the first thing you have 
deal with is yourself, the entire interior is mirrored: ceiling, floor, walls.  It’s also really 
claustrophobic: the interior space isn’t very large and there are a chair and table inside the space, 
which are also mirrored.  I remember standing in there, fascinated by the endless repetition of 
myself and slightly scared of it.  I wasn’t scared in a self-conscious way; rather I was scared 
because I was looking at something I couldn’t explain. I just remember telling my mum, when we 
came out, oh it was really incredible but I can’t explain it. Regardless of my age or intellectual 
capabilities, I knew something fundamental had happened, but I couldn’t explain it, I just didn’t 
have the words, and in a way my lack of ability to speak about this piece scared me. In retrospect 
what makes this work so important within the context of the research is that it shows the dual 
nature of the ineffable – which can also be labelled as sublime – experience.  Gaston Bachelard 
uses ‘our’ idea of the home as theoretical framework.1  You have a basement, a ground and first 
floor, and then the garret (attic), if you were to set your idea of a sublime [used here as 
interchangeable with ineffable] experience within this house model, with the basement being 
sinister and the garret being warm and comforting, it allows for the sublime to be multi-faceted 
(Bachelard 1969).  Bachelard’s theoretical model provides this research with a context to 
understand the multi-faceted nature of the ineffable experience; the ineffable is often categorised 
as mainly a positive experience, but I feel it is necessary to recognise that an experience that 
primary produces fear or anger is just as valid in terms of ineffability. If I were asked where I 
position my concept of the ineffable within Bachelard’s house model, I would choose to position 
it in the entryway of the house, halfway between the cellar and the garret. 
 
Robert Irwin’s Excurses: homage to the square3ii at the Dia Centre in New York City, was a two-
part installation on the third floor of Dia’s former Chelsea space in 1998, of which I only saw the 
second part. The installation took over the entire floor; what Irwin essentially did, was use the 
existing footprint of the building and to create a construction of square rooms the footprint of 
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which corresponded with the beams in the ceiling and the existing support columns throughout 
the space.  Dividing the room into eighteen chambers, the frame was made out of wood, and the 
walls were made out of milky white, but still translucent scrim material.  Along the seam or 
corners of each chamber different coloured fluorescent light fixtures were hung vertically. The 
exterior windows were also scrimmed over, and as a result the mixture of natural and artificial 
light combined with the scrim gave the whole room a hazy feeling. The light itself became 
tangential, almost as if it could be grasped.  At the time, I was surrounded by a bunch of people 
who really didn’t like it, so I sort of acquiesced to their opinion. But, it wasn’t that I didn’t like it: 
I didn’t get it.  I was unsure of what it was that I was supposed to get from the work. I remember 
thinking it was terribly cool, but coolness didn’t explain it to me.  It was only after I left the 
building and noticed that the way I looked at the world was different, that I ‘got’ the work.  I went 
to see this particular piece as many times as I possibly could, before it closed in the summer of 
1999.  What was so fundamental wasn’t my enhanced level of perception but the way the work 
made me feel those many times I saw it.  I can find no other word for it but sublime.   
 
This was a particularly formative day for me because after we saw Irwin’s installation, we went 
to PS1.  PS1 is housed in a former school building in Long Island City, Queens, just across the 
river from Manhattan.  LIC is a fairly industrial neighbourhood and the buildings are relative low 
to the ground, affording expansive views of the skyline.  On the third floor of the building is an 
installation, Meeting Placeiii by James Turrell.  This installation opens as the sun is setting; you 
walk into a plain room, with white walls and warm coloured wooden benches that surround the 
interior of the room.  Recessed into the benches is a warm yellow light.  When you first enter, that 
is all you see, and as you enter you are instructed to sit and wait.  We all piled in as a collective 
and sat in this austere but safe feeling space: within a few minutes there was a sound as a square 
section of the ceiling was removed, and then the work ‘began’.  Simply put, the intention of the 
work is to watch the sky change from light to dark through this hole in the ceiling; the entire 
room has been constructed to emphasise this change, including the colour of the wooden benches, 
the lighting, the size of the room. It was good to have seen and experienced Irwin’s work prior to 
Turrell’s, because my ability to perceive had been enhanced.  My reaction was very much the 
same: I was dumbfounded by what it was I couldn’t say or relate.  Terms like cool and awesome 
were used, but in no way come close to explaining what happened as the sky changed, or what 
happened to me as I watched the sky changed.   
 
 
Aural-based ineffable experiences 
 
Thus far I have focused much attention towards the visual, and it is important to shift focus and 
explore my fundamental aural experiences.  My love for music parallels and equals my love for 
art and ever since I got my first Walkman when I was about eight years old, I have been trying to 
bury myself in the immateriality of the sound that came out of my headphones.  I will talk about 
four different artists/groups in chronological order. 
 
Firstly the Pixies:  like everyone else in America I got into the Pixies too late to ever see them 
play live, but just in time to buy every CD.  I was given a copy of their album Doolittle in my first 
year at university.  The album is fundamental to me because it made music important again; I 
wanted it to become part of me.  Suddenly I had to hear Doolittle all the time, very loud, and it 
was the first track, Debaser that truly stood out.    The very first time I heard Debaser I had goose 
bumps and my heart beat a little differently.  I wanted to throw myself around the room because I 
couldn’t explain what about the music was doing this to me.  Even now listening to it, my fingers 
tingle and the last 22 seconds of the song absolutely ‘kill’ because it’s just so good. I really don’t 
know what else to say.   
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Secondly, Radiohead.  Like the Pixies, Radiohead make music that has changed me: not just in 
the way I listen to music but the music itself has changed me. I can name a dozen or so tracks that 
are paramount, but the most important is Let Down.  Track number five on Ok Computer never 
fails: whenever I hear the first few notes I have to close my eyes. This song makes me feel 
incredibly sad in the best way, I am not sure how, but I can’t listen to the whole song without 
crying. I have no other way of expressing myself but through tears and I cannot explain why. 
 
Thirdly, Explosions in the Sky. This is slightly more complex because it introduces another 
element: drugs.  I bought their record The Earth is not a Cold Dead Place, partially because I 
liked the cover, and partially because there was a tiny sticker on it that said it would change my 
life, and I like that sort of challenge. I have shied away from introducing drugs this early, but 
marijuana was critical to my listening experience: the first time I heard this song I was sitting in 
my flat, looking out the window in the summer of 2004, watching the sun set over Glasgow, 
extremely high listening to this album.  As music it absolutely soars: from the quiet intro of the 
same chord repeated over and over, until the bass comes in low and throbbing, then one guitar 
layers over another.  As sound it was so big, it filled the room but it also filled my head. I 
couldn’t hear anything else.  Like with Radiohead, I become overwhelmed emotionally when I 
hear this song. What it does to me I cannot explain, but I am not afraid of its melancholy, rather I 
crave it.   
 
Lastly, William Basinski’s Disintegration Loops I-IV. In comparison to the three aforementioned 
groups, Basinski doesn’t make ‘pop’ music. His work can probably be best described by saying 
that he creates a context between the ideas of noise and sound being music as much as they are 
noise and sound.  Most well known for tape compositions, through this research I came across his 
four-disc set the Disintegration Loops I-IV.  The work came about by accident, when Basinski 
was digitising his old tape loops and because of their age the tapes began to disintegrate during 
the process.  The work is haunting, and beautiful. If I would not have heard it before I began 
working with sound, I would have wanted to start working with sound from that point onwards.  
Each work lasts anywhere between twelve minutes to thirty minutes.  As they play you can 
almost hear the time passing and the sense of loss becomes palpable.  
 
What then of Scharfstein’s theory? 

  
‘ineffable means that its value is uniquely high and fears that if concepts are applied it, it 
will be denatured and seen other than it really is’ (Scharfstein 1993, p. 188).  

 
Is it possible that the term ineffable glorifies these experiences, and that I have merely defined 
them as such so that they do not lose there remembered importance? In retrospect I think that 
Scharfstein’s statement has the ability to be useful within the methods and methodologies of this 
research, but who is to say that what I experienced is or isn’t ineffable? What this highlights is 
that there is no true way to differentiate between what may be considered just ‘special’ and truly 
ineffable – such a differentiation is subjective and establishing or illuminating the difference must 
be down to the specificity and intention within the artistic practice.  
 
 
Literature Review: 
 

‘The word perception indicates a direction rather than a primitive function’ (Merleau-
Ponty 1962, p. 13). 
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When looking for the ‘gap’ that literature provides in relation to the ineffable, it would be easy to 
say the gap exists simply based on the nature of the subject.  The ineffable is that which we 
cannot speak about, the unutterable experience or thing.  Any attempt through language is 
deemed a failure because we are not directly addressing the ineffable experience, but rather 
matters that surround it.  This research is trying to fill that gap: through my practice and 
theoretical writings my goal is not just to speak of the ineffable experience, but also to hopefully 
attain a better understanding of the ineffable as a concept.   
 
 
My theoretical approach is to find the ‘space’ in existing theories, as they relate to immersive 
installations, and new-media based installations in particular.  I established in the previous section 
that Irwin and Turrell influence my field of inquiry.  Maurice Merleau-Ponty in turn influences 
their field of inquiry. Merleau-Ponty’s most well-known work Phenomenology of Perception is 
the text that both artists refer to as being paramount in the shift of their practices towards a more 
enhanced understanding of perception and perceptual states, although in informal conversation 
with Weschler in the writing of this book Irwin highlights the importance of another Merleau-
Ponty text The Primacy of Perception (Weschler 1982, p.206). Although my research is focused 
on the ineffable experience, using certain aspects of phenomenological thinking will be 
necessary.  While important to the understanding of the ineffable, phenomenology and ineffable 
are not interchangeable terms and refer to vastly different things.  As stated above, the ineffable is 
‘unutterable; too great for description in words’ (Pearsall and Trumbell 2003, p.720) 
Phenomenology on the other hand is ‘the study of essences; and according to it, all problems 
amount to finding definitions of essence: the essence of perception, or the essence of 
consciousness (Merleau-Ponty 1962, p. vii). Within the respective fields of installation and sound 
arts, much emphasis has been placed on ‘phenomenological aspects’ of various practices.1 The 
primary focus for both Irwin and Turrell is to create work that deals with the idea of perception 
and the almost mechanical nature of perception; they have no real interest in exploring the idea of 
a ‘higher’ or sublime experience. Within the field of sound, the term phenomenology is used 
because of sound’s immaterial physicality; it’s invisible yet it’s tactile.  It could be construed as 
rash and ill-informed to say that phenomenology is used incorrectly, because each practitioner has 
a subjective approach, but I feel that it is. This, in my view, is the result of the confusion between 
what constitutes a phenomenological perceptual experience and an ineffable experience.2   
 
 
What then of the ineffable?  Or rather: what kind of ineffable experience does this research aim to 
preoccupy itself with?  In an exchange with Dr. Fiona MacPherson from Glasgow University, she 
further outlined the three types of ineffability; ineffability is not merely just the unutterable.  
Firstly, there is the school of though that believes the ineffable exists in our everyday.  For 
example, for those who believe that the ineffable is an everyday occurrence, the way I see orange 
and the way you see orange is an ineffable act.  While you may be able to conduct scientific 
experiments that prove we both see orange, we cannot be sure that we are seeing the same kind of 
orange.  Secondly, there is the ineffability that exists out-with our current known languages, but 
we cannot say that an explanation does not exist, because if we do not know all the languages that 
exist, how can we say it cannot be said?  Lastly, the ineffable that exists completely out-with 
language, both known and unknown, for which there is no probable linguistic possibility for 
comprehension.  André Kukla in his text Ineffability and Philosophy provides a more 
comprehensive foundation for Dr. MacPherson’s outline.  ‘The implausibility of untranslatable 
languages is being used as an argument against accepting their possibility’ (Kukla 2005, p. 40).  
The very nature of the implausible speaks of the three ‘kinds’ of ineffability.  Are we merely 
tagging and placing ideas and concepts under the umbrella of ineffability because we have no 
way of decoding a language we may only know through intuition?  Or is it more a case of poor 
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translation? Kukla asks us to consider the ineffability within the scope of Donald Davidson’s 
theories on ineffable language:  
 

‘We are now for the sake of argument Saturnians, we discover that we exist as do 
Plutonians and that we both have our own languages, we know because we can translate 
and converse with each other in English, however Saturnian and Plutonian are 
incommensurable with each other’ (Davidson 1974, p.186) (Kukla 2005, p.41).  

 
What Dr. MacPherson outlined were simplified ideas along much more complex theoretical 
structures.  As ineffability has so much to do with language, we must look at the ramifications of 
semiotics: does ineffability have it’s own semiology?  Or is it conceptually necessary to really 
root ineffability to language if the context of this research relates to the third kind of ineffability, 
that which cannot be translated in any language? ‘Ineffability is essentially about language, 
whereas language is only incidentally implicated in conveyability’ (Kukla 2005, p. 18).  I would 
like to revise Kukla’s statement; we believe ineffability is essentially about language… we 
believe it to be so because we are limited by self-imposed restrictions about how we are supposed 
to comprehend the ineffable.  If it’s too great for words, why then not search for an alternative 
method for interrogation and comprehension?  I should take the opportunity to stress that I am not 
attempting to redefine the ineffable experience; rather I am aiming to provide a foundation for 
continual elucidation of the ineffable experience in the context of immersive installation art.  
Perhaps then it is important to look back to Davidson’s thesis ‘there is no such thing as a 
language, not if a language is anything like what many philosophers and linguists have supposed’ 
(Davidson 1986, p.446) (Kukla 2005, p.20).  
 
 
While there is not a defined semiology of the ineffable, appropriating de Saussure’s sign/signified 
model is germanei.  The idea of the sign and the signifier is both paramount within the ineffable 
and the phenomenological; as the phenomenological is our lens, we must go back to Merleau-
Ponty and look at his use of this model.   
 
Before going further we must define the act of perception within Pontian terms:  
 

‘To perceive is not to experience a host of impressions accompanied by memories 
capable of clinching them; it is to see, stand forth from a cluster of data, an immanent 
significance without which no appeal to memory is possible’ (Merleau-Ponty 1962, p. 
26). 

 
Perception is an active act, it doesn’t happen in retrospect because to remember is not to perceive, 
and ‘to perceive is not to remember’ (Merleau-Ponty 1962, p.26).  My argument is that the 
ineffable experience is an extension of memory and emotions: it is in the culling of our memories 
that we recognise and begin to understand the significance of a particular experience. ‘We see 
that our experience is integrated into certain patterns the loss of which is the loss of self’ 
(Scharfstein 1993, p.31). Running parallel to this is the notion of the sign/the signified.  All work 
created generally within the context of my practice, and more specifically within the context of 
this research, is made with the notion of ‘the phenomenal field’ [see appendix D] a term used by 
Merleau-Ponty to contextualise the space of the phenomenological.  As I have described earlier 
that the two terms phenomenological and ineffable are not interchangeable, I am widening the 
concept of the phenomenal field slightly to include the ineffable.  The concept of the 
‘phenomenal field’ is can be illustrated quite simply and I shall explain it as follows: imagine a 
landscape with a figure in the middle.   The figure represents our perceptual ‘something’ residing 
within a larger phenomenal field. When focusing on the figure we are only semi-conscious of the 
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landscape, and vice versa.  Our perceptual ‘something’ is always part of the perceptual field, and 
our perceptual field is integrated with our perceptual ‘something’ (Merleau-Ponty 1962, pp. 3-4).  
Transposing this model onto de Saussure’s sign/signified model, the figure can be the sign, the 
field the signified or vice versa. 
 
 
Terminology: Mimetic vs. Activated Spectatorship 
 
What then does this mean within the context of immersive audio-based installation art?  Using 
my aforementioned personal examples, within Samaras’s Mirror Room, am I the sign or the 
signified?  I believe actually that I am neither in that equation, rather the installation is the sign 
and the ineffable experience is the signified, and I am the catalyst.  Claire Bishop in her book 
Installation Art classified Samaras’s Mirror Room as being a work of Mimetic Engulfment. 
Bishop uses the analogy of lying bed at night as a way of further describing the mimetic 
experience within installation art: 
 
 ‘Few of us have not lain in bed at night and felt ourselves slipping out of  

consciousness, our bodies enveloped in darkness as if by a soft black cloud. Yet in  
 an age of pervasive electrical illumination we rarely experience darkness as a  
 completely engulfing entity. Even at night, streetlamps and car headlights slip  
 through chinks in the curtains to offer limited visibility. Stepping into a pitch  
 black installation may be one of the few times we experience total, consuming  
 darkness. We leave behind a bright white gallery and step into a dark passageway  
 that twists and turns on itself to block out the light. As we fumble for the  
 reassuring presence of a wall to orient us, the blackness seems to press against our  
 eyes. Even when the light of a video projection becomes visible as the main focus  
 of the work, we strain to locate our body in relation to the dark environment’  
          (Bishop 2005, p. 82).  
 
Bishop goes on [via Minkowski, Caillois, and Freud] to build the case for the introduction of the 
term mimetic engulfment, which according to her, describes the idea of ’slipping out of 
consciousness’, a notion that relates to but is not identical to Scharfstein’s idea of the ‘loss of 
self’.  
 
I am unsure of Bishop’s use of the term mimetic within the greater context of this research.  She 
connects her rationale back to Eugéne Minkowski and his text Lived Time (1933). His description 
of the dark is that of a pervasive element, one that invades the body (Bishop 2005, p.82).  My line 
of questioning then may border on the pedantic, but Samaras’s Mirror Room, rather about a space 
that is engulfing and instead of invading the body, pushes the corporeal forwards, its emphasis on 
physicality quite possibly destroys any sense of self.  My view is not the predominant one: 
Gordon M. Smith, the former director of the Albright Knox Art Gallery in Buffalo, New York, 
where the Mirror Room is located has been quoted as saying: ‘When you’re inside it, you feel 
you’re floating on a cloud.  Infinity stretches out in all directions.  You see yourself reflected 
thousands of times’ (Reeves 18 Nov 1966) (Bishop 2005, p.92).  
 
What I am not debating is the correctness or lack thereof in Bishop’s use of the term. However, 
within the context of this research, her definition of mimetic engulfment cannot be used.  In a 
previous critical essay, I attempted to redefine the term: 
 

‘Within the context of this research the mimetic state is not the complete annihilation of the 
self that Bishop describes, rather a being fully mimetically involved with a piece of art 
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work, which involves a trust between the viewer and the artist: the viewer is sacrificing 
aspects of their ego and their intellectual understanding and is willing to give in and believe 
in what the artist has put forth.  The mimetic state, in regards to this research is not merely 
an obliteration of the physical self; it is the active letting go of preconceived notions in 
order to achieve heightened awareness’ (Spaulding 2007, p.4). 

 
In retrospect, I too, am most likely misinterpreting the term mimetic, the actual definition is as 
follows: ‘1 relating to or habitually practicing imitation or mimicry 2 of or exhibiting mimesis’ 
(Pearsall and Trumbell 2003, p. 918).  Minkowski, who Bishop based her rationale on, used the 
idea of mimicry in relation to animals, particularly insects, which use their ability to mimic as a 
way of camouflage.  My focus, when looking at the relationship of the viewer to Samaras’s work, 
is on the total sense of immersion, of the ‘loss of self’ as described by Scharfstein (Scharfstein 
1993, p.31).  Perhaps it would be more useful to think of such a relationship in an active sense, 
and Bishop does speak of the idea of ‘activated spectatorship’ (Bishop 2005, p.102). Yet, the 
works described as inducing this ‘activated spectatorship3’ are often related back to Nicolas 
Bourriaud’s idea of ‘Relational Aesthetics’ ‘an art taking as its theoretical horizon the realm of 
human interactions and its social context, rather than the assertion of an independent and private 
symbolic space’ (Bourriaud 2002, p.14).  Bishop describes ‘activated spectatorship’ when ‘the 
viewer is surrounded and given a role within the work’, as opposed to just ‘just looking at’ 
painting and sculpture. Often, but not always, the work she acknowledges as inducing this 
activated spectatorship has an element of politicised aesthetics (Bishop 2005, p. 102).  She refers 
to artists such as Rirkrit Tiravanija, Thomas Hirschhorn, Santiago Sierra, Felix Gonzalez-Torres 
and Hélio Oiticica.  Ignoring the concept of a politicised aesthetic, which is a prevalent aspect 
according to Bishop within the work of these artists, my aim is to use the idea of ‘activated 
spectatorship’ as it does seem apt in relation to the kind of work I am aiming to create within the 
context of this research. Not only that, but it also speaks about the nature of Irwin’s and Turrell’s 
practices, even if tangentially.  Irwin was/is asking his viewers to engage in the work in a way 
that allows them to have a perceptual shift; I am asking my viewers to engage with my work in an 
activated manner, not simply to walk around it and or look at it from a different point of view, but 
to engage in a non-passive mental way.  Bishop’s definition does refer to an actual activated 
physicality, for example in relation to Tiravanijia’s installation Untitled (Still) 1992 at 303 
Gallery in New York City, which involved moving the gallery’s offices into the exhibition space 
and turning the office space into a refugee kitchen where Tiravanijia cooked curries for gallery 
visitors (Bishop 2005, p.118).  What most of these texts refer to however, is almost a technical 
theoretical construct of immersive installation art: what is lacking is any attention for the 
experiential effect or outcome of the actual installations themselves.  One of the most difficult 
aspects of this research is finding appropriate source material on both the experience itself and the 
emotional response; the lack of literature is not merely limited to the visual arts.  At this stage I 
am hesitant to say that activated spectatorship is the correct term, however I do think it has the 
potential to more specifically allow me to come to a more complete terminology.  
 
 
Aural References: Technique vs. Theory 
 
Audio is the other major area of my research. Retrospectively however, the texts I have read thus 
far do, while they are informative from a historical point of view, not provide adequate 
information about ineffability and sound.  Noise Water Meat: A History of Sound in the Arts by 
Douglas Kahn was effective in providing a historical foundation and conceptual understanding of 
where the sonic arts are today and how they progressed there.  However, explaining the nuances 
of musique concrète is not the aim of this document. 1 Thom Holmes’s text Electronic and 
Experimental Music very much falls into the same category. 2  The lack of literature of course 
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provides this research with a very good basis from which to continue, yet it also raises the 
question on how to interrogate the end result of all the aforementioned work, be it by the Pixies, 
Radiohead, and Explosions in the Sky or William Basinski.  There is writing about the theoretical 
periphery of the work: on the context that created it, its elemental makeup, and potentially the 
mechanics of it, but yet verbal descriptions of what the work does and of the effect the work has 
are virtually non-existent. This means that the knowledge gap is wide and plainly transparent. To 
date Andrea Fraser’s text Why does Fred Sandbeck’s3 Work Make Me Cry’ has been the most 
useful and only readily available source in dissecting the relationship between art work and the 
viewer’s emotional response.  
 
What makes Fraser’s essay so crucial to this research is how she analysis’s and contextualises her 
response to the work. Essentially, Fraser describes three different instances when viewing artwork 
brought her to tears: two of the experiences happened in Europe. The first was when she saw 
Raphael’s Virgin and Child with St. John the Baptist at the Louvre and then again in Vienna, 
when seeing Rembrandt’s self portraits at the Kunsthistorisches Museum.  In both instances she 
related her tears to the water-stained walls and rubbish on the floor at the Louvre and the frames 
on the Rembrandts being cracked and dusty (Fraser 2005/2006, p.33). Attempting to provide 
herself with an additional explanation, she even explored the idea of the Stendhal Syndrome, a 
syndrome that typically affects Americans when they go to Europe and are confronted with the 
overwhelming aesthetic beauty and old-world grandeur (Fraser 2005/2006, pp.33-34). It was 
however, when viewing Sandbeck’siii work at the Dia Beacon and she was once again brought to 
tears that she was able to connect her emotional response directly to the work.  Fraser’s essay 
explores a variety of avenues as to why that happened: was it due to the minimal nature of 
Sandbeck’s work; did the absence of concrete materials allow her to place more of herself inside 
of Sandbeck’s colour thread spatial demarcations?  In order to understand her response, she 
looked at Phyllis Greenacre’s essay On the Development and Function of Tears,4 via Lars Börje 
Löfgren,5 who also describes being moved to tears by what he called the sublime and other 
scenarios where his response was to weep.  Löfgren borrowed a term from Greenacre called 
‘pathological weeping’, which he used to describe ‘situations where weeping is outside the grasp 
of the observer’s empathy or sympathy’. (Löfgren 1966, pp.375-383), Fraser herself also 
highlights one of Greenacre’s other main arguments: that the most common association for 
weeping is that of a feeling of loss (Fraser 2005/2006, p.35).  However Fraser was not weeping 
because of loss per se, she was ‘pathologically weeping’ because there is something within 
Sandbeck’s work and the aforementioned Raphael and Rembrandt that touched a place within her 
that required she step outside of herself. Fraser’s descriptions of her feelings relates to the idea of 
slipping out of consciousness, previously mentioned by Bishop.  Sandbeck’s work moved Fraser 
outside of herself: her emotional response, put in a very crude theoretical way, negates any sense 
of self.  By being moved to tears, Fraser was outside of herself, the sensation, which Bishop 
describes in this essay on page 8, and Scharfstein below: 
 
 ‘The feeling and the fact of ineffability both depend on our inability to recover our 
memories fully, as well as on our ability to remember unconsciously what we have consciously 
forgotten’ (Scharfstein 1993, p.3)  
 
 
Levels of Consciousness 
 
Thematically the idea of ‘stepping outside of oneself’ can refer not just to the theoretical.  Within 
the contextual review I referenced drugs, particularly marijuana in conjunction to my experience 
with Explosions in Sky’s song First Breath After Coma.1 While the bridge between the ineffable 
and drugs is not a tenuous one, the inclusion of such experience in relation to this research can be 
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considered tenuous simply because of the negative association of using drugs as a method. It 
therefore has the potential to negate this research. First and foremost there are ethical 
considerations. Secondly, the inclusion of illegal substances has the potential to devalue the 
research simply by association, and therefore I think it is necessary to clarify their role within the 
research and stress their importance.  The idea of exploring an enhanced or ‘expanded’ 
consciousness through drugs is not new: Walter Benjamin spent years studying and writing about 
the effects of Hashish on both his theories and his person.2  Fiction writer Aldous Huxley detailed 
his first mescaline experience in The Doors of Perception, 3 and perhaps most famously Dr 
Timothy Leary devoted much of his time at Harvard University to studying his perception of the 
brain’s expansion through psychedelic drug usage (LSD etc.).4  Using drugs as a means to 
expansion, however, is not limited to theoretical practices alone: artists such as Gilbert and 
George made works like Smashed (1973),i which consisted of photo documentation of them 
getting drunk on Gin and the film Gordon’s Makes Us Drunk, showing them drinking gin and 
remarking occasionally that Gordon’s Gin was getting them drunk. Another noteworthy artist 
who has taken mind altering substances while performing is Marina Abramovic. Her performance 
piece Rhythm 2 1974 is a germane example: to test whether a state of unconsciousness could be 
incorporated into a performance, Abramovic did a two-part experiment. First, she took a pill 
prescribed for catatonia, (a person's muscles are immobilized – remaining in a single position for 
hours at a time). Abramovic's body reacted violently to the drug, experiencing seizures and 
uncontrollable movements. While lacking any control over her body movements, her mind was 
lucid, and she observed what was happening. Ten minutes after the effects of the first drug had 
worn off, she took another pill – this time one prescribed for aggressive and depressed people – 
which also resulted in general immobility. However, this time her body was present, yet mentally 
she was completely removed, and she subsequently had no memory of the lapsed time. 
(Wikipedia Contributors 2007).  
 
These examples identify artists who use drugs as part of their practices. The lines become blurry 
if we extend the contextual periphery outwards: artists such as Larry Clark, Nan Goldin and Jean-
Michel Basquiat all come to mind, because their life-styles and their practices are/were closely 
intertwined. Their inclusion here is merely to show the variety in which artists are using drugs: 
some to change the outcome of their practice, and some because the lines between lifestyle and 
practice are blurred. While previous examples have only acknowledge the relationship to practice 
and drugs within the visual arts, the use of drugs in the field of sound and music is not under-
explored.  
 
Musicians have been using drugs for a considerable period of time: not just when listening to but 
also when creating music.  A well-known example of this is the Beatles’s use of LSD during the 
recording of Rubber Soul in 1965, continuing through Revovler in 1966, followed by Sgt. 
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band in 1967.  Other artists such as Jimi Hendrix, Jefferson 
Airplane, the Doors, and Cream also took LSD.  The use of LSD within music was covered 
extensively in a BBC documentary called The History of Psychedelia, broadcast in May 2003. 
(Wong 2003).  Drug use in relation to sound and music is not limited to LSD alone: the Happy 
Mondays, a band from Manchester (UK), mixed a variety of styles and can fit unilaterally into the 
Acid House movement, a sub-genre of techno, known for its repetitive hypnotic trance-like style. 
The experience of the music is enhanced by the use of Ecstasy by both the creator/performer and 
the listener (Wikipedia Contributors 2007).  Reggae artists such as Bob Marley used marijuana to 
create a ‘chilled out’ vibe, and bands such as the Velvet Underground owe much of the way their 
sound was created to their substance use, which in their case, and specifically Lou Reed’s, was 
the use of heroin. Jazz trumpet player Miles Davis also took heroin, but in his case his sound and 
musical production deteriorated due to his use of the drug.  I am certainly not promoting a general 
condoning of taking drugs in artistic practice in general, but what I am trying to stress is the 
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ability to access a certain kind of mental ‘space’, which can often be facilitated through the use of 
certain drugs.  It is the access to this particular mental space through the use of drugs specifically 
for that purpose that is valid as a research method.  
 
 
While Huxley’s experience was ocular-centric, his experience of mescaline allowed for a greater 
transcendence within his experience. 
 
 

 ‘Mescaline had endowed me temporarily with the power to see things with my eyes 
shut…’(Huxley 1954, p.26) 

 
 ‘Space was still there; but it had lost its predominance.  The mind was primarily 
concerned, not with measures and locations, but with being and meaning’ (Huxley 1954, 
p.9). 

 
Huxley’s experience with mescaline implies or parallels and further illuminates Jung’s theory(s) 
of the collective unconscious. 
 
I feel it is crucial to make clear that the inclusion of drugs has been my choice and was made at 
an early stage within the research. It is my belief that in order to create ineffable experiences for 
others you must in some way be able to access the ineffable within yourself, not merely through 
the passive act of memory but through an active first person account.  My personal experiences 
are driving this research and the knowledge I have gained through various substances is a 
significant element in this research, and part of my pre-existing embodied knowledge comes out 
of past and present experiences with various drugs. To better understand, it is worthwhile to 
contextualise these ideas within Jung’s idea of the collective conscious/unconscious and the role 
they play within the human psyche.  In his essays Archetypes of the Collective Unconscious 
(1954) and The Concept of the Collective Unconsciousness (1936/37).  Jung breaks down our 
‘unconscious’ into two parts, personal unconsciousness and collective unconsciousness (Jung 
1968, p. 3).  While both play an important role in our ability to perceive and ‘experience’, this 
research is focused on the collective unconsciousness. The personal unconscious, while 
important, is inborn: it is ingrained within us, thus limiting its transparency, but the collective 
unconsciousness has across the board similarities: 
 

‘… in contrast to the personal psyche, it has contents and modes of behaviour that are more 
or less the same everywhere and in all individuals.  It is, in other words, identical in all men 
and thus constitutes a common psychic substrate of a suprapersonal nature, which is 
present in every one of us’ (Jung 1968, pp. 3-4).  

 
What makes this notion so important is the idea that there is an unconsciousness entity within 
each individual that allows for an ineffable experience to be had. More importantly, following 
this idea there has to be a definable matrix to better understand the relationship between the 
ineffable and the collective unconscious that will enable a greater majority to experience the 
ineffable.  While not everyone does drugs, to some degree drugs have allowed my thinking to be 
looser and more intuition based, focusing less on the ‘theoretical’ framework and more on the 
immediacy of what the ineffable experience is. It also allows me to interact with sound in a way 
that I cannot necessarily do while being sober.  
 
 
 ‘Stepping outside of oneself’, is the notion that is close to the apex of this research, and thus far, 
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regardless of the diverging fields, no text has found a way to examine this aspect of our 
contemporary spectatorship. Is this current lack of information due to our linguistic inabilities?  
Perhaps, but the answer is far more complex than our lack of language. The ineffable resides 
outside of language, but is it also possible that it has resided outside of various fields of inquiry. 
However, Jung’s theory of the collective unconscious has the potential to be a key instrument in 
gaining an enhanced understanding of the ineffable.   I am not claiming that the ineffable is a new 
notion; I think however, that there is a revived interest in exploring something so primal and 
necessarily to human existence. In the Phenomenology of Perception Merleau-Ponty cites Stein’s 
usage of a quote by Weizsäcker ‘…sense-experience is a vital process, no less than procreation, 
breathing and growth’ (Stein p.354) (Merleau-Ponty 1962, p.11) that underlines my belief.  
 
 
Emerging Questions: 
 
Do contemporary multi-media immersive installation artists differentiate between the idea of the 
ineffable and the phenomenological, or is the common assumption that the terminology and the 
experiences are interchangeable? 
 
What methodological framework(s) need to be established [or created] in order to generate, 
qualify and measure ineffable experiences? 
 
Will the added element of sound in conjunction with the visual better enable practitioners to 
create the conditions for generation of the ineffable experience, or is the preferred inclusion of 
sound merely a subjective choice/need? 
 
 
Methodology and Methods: 
 
Rationale 
 
The methodological approach and the subsequent methods have been selected to investigate this 
practitioner’s ability to create an ineffable experience from audio-led immersive installations.  
Because this research is practice-led, not just one methodology will be used. However, at this 
stage it is foreseen that a qualitative methodological approach is most conducive and will be 
thought of as primary, because it will allow the researcher to triangulate the generated data, thus 
providing the possibility to balance reflexive methods with more traditional ones, like action 
research and grounded theory.   
 
 
Because of the vast gaps in the literature with regards to the ineffable experience within the 
context of immersive installation fine art, the research questions have helped shape and form the 
methodological approach. Although the lack of literature has provided a stable foundation, not 
just for the primary inclusion of the researcher’s practice, it has also highlighted the importance 
of the researcher’s own experiences and thoughts: both during the creative process and on the 
work produced.  Wisker’s explanation of the qualitative methodology best addressed the 
complexities of conducting this particular research: ‘Qualitative research is carried out when we 
wish to understand meanings, or look at, describe and understand experience, ideas, beliefs and 
values-intangibles such as these’ (Wisker 2001, p. 138).   
 
Within this context the primary method can be categorised under action research. I feel however, 
that it is important to acknowledge the shortcomings of action research from the get go. Jack 
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Whitehead and Jean McNiff acknowledge these as such in their text Action Research Living 
Theory:  
  
 ‘While practitioner research seemed to present exciting new departures, its procedures 
were not yet well developed, especially in terms of making judgments about quality’ (Whitehead 
and McNiff 2006, p. 12).   
 
The overall view is that action research cannot be substantiated because of sub-standard methods 
for judging and assessing the knowledge created: ‘we are aware of the need to develop coherent 
standards of judgment for assessing the quality of practitioner research (Whitehead and McNiff 
2006, p12).  Regardless of these flaws, action research still establishes itself as crucial to this 
research: ‘In action research, the focus swings away from the spectator research and onto the 
practitioner researcher’ (Whitehead and McNiff 2006, p.13).  It is important to bring back the 
focus of this PhD: the questions come forth not just out of theory, but the primary line of inquiry 
comes from my practice, and action research is one of the only methods to acknowledge the 
inclusion of the ‘embodied knowledge’ that practice produces.  Furthermore, the focus in 
literature on methods and methodology is on education, or the social and environmental sciences; 
while the viability of action research in relation to knowledge might not be so apparent within 
those fields, it is my belief that this research will enhance our understanding of the importance of 
action research within the field of fine art.   
 
Because of the acknowledged flaws in action research as a methodology, it will be important to 
triangulate the findings through a variety of methods.  At this stage, the most appropriate step 
forwards is a combination of methods, including the acknowledgment of the ‘embodiedness’ of 
ineffable knowledge through a rigorous reflexive journal [alexandrapspaulding.wordpress.com]. 
This will be balanced by responses from a dedicated focus group, which is aimed to remain the 
same throughout the research.  Due to the different fields of inquiry, the make up of the focus 
group will acknowledge the various fields involved.  It is my aim to have either a critic or critical 
practitioner from the fields of sound art, installation art, phenomenological philosophy, and a 
psychoanalyst, combined with someone who is less familiar with all of these fields.  Referencing 
Wisker, I am choosing a qualitative methodology because it acknowledges our need to understand 
meanings, as the data generated will be from my practice. I will also generate data through semi-
structured questionnaires and interviews, combining both the qualitative and the quantitative [see 
attached appendixes for current and previous semi-structured questionnaires].  
 
To summarise: no single method would provide this research with the approach it needs to 
validate itself. However, as these methods have been appropriated from the social sciences, but 
have not been adapted to the particularities of practice-led art research, a combination of 
methodologies and methods will be applied.  It will be crucial to allow the structure to be both 
rigid enough to generate strong research, but flexible enough to allow the questions to be 
answered in the appropriate way. Therefore a non-singular methodology will best deal with this 
research into the ineffable experience.   
 
 
 
Empirical Research and Analysis: 
 
Thus far, the empirical research conducted, has been focused around four different sound 
installations.  The first installation was created for a group show in Melbourne, Australia in the 
winter of 2006; the remaining three works were created between March and May 2007, and 
staged in Scotland. 
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The Melbourne work, i have secrets of my own…2006i was made up of two tracks, with the 
primary track played on headphones, and the secondary track playing ambiently within the space. 
It is important to note that this and the last work nighttime module 2007,ii both had implied 
contexts: i have secrets of my own was installed within a disused padded cell,iii located within a 
disused jail; nighttime module was commissioned by the Edinburgh City Council to draw 
attention to the regeneration of the Leith Waterfront. Installed in a white gallery space, the overall 
impetus of the work was not just to draw attention to the new but also to remember the old. iv  
 
Although in both cases the work and its presentation was initially informed by the implied 
context of the buildings in which they were presented and the context of the commission, it was 
far more important to me that the work explored the questions that my research has brought forth.  
What distinguishes i have secrets of my own… from nighttime module and the other works is the 
fact that I was unable to experience the work in situ, and must rely solely on documentation of 
semi-structured questionnaires and interviews to understand the effect of the work on the viewer.1  
I fully acknowledge that these semi-structured questionnaires have flaws, as I am still developing 
their structure; yet their ability to function does not suffer completely because of their state of 
development.  Most importantly, the questionnaires centred on i have secrets of my own brought 
forth people’s understanding of the term ineffable and what it means for them.  There were quite 
a lot of mixed reactions, and it has made me consider the issue of the definition of the term itself.  
Do I need to define the word ineffable before people see the work, or can the work itself aptly do 
that job? Ethically there are all sorts of issues to consider when conducting questionnaires: the 
privacy of the participants, how to best structure the questions to provide a foundation for the 
answers to be as objective as possible. Yet, many of these ethical considerations can be applied to 
the viewing conditions of the work itself.  The idea is to create an ineffable experience through 
my practice; I do not however, want to make people think before experiencing the work about 
what is expected to happen.  Therefore it is crucial to find a way to inform the viewer in a way 
that is germane to both the work and the viewer.   
 
 
The second piece panic attack(s) 2007 was created specifically to be installed in the McLellan 
Gallery space in Glasgow.v  This piece came about as a suggestion from my supervisors as a way 
to start to develop a discourse around my practice in relation to the research.  What makes panic 
attack(s) useful in terms of data generation is the response of those who experienced it.  While it 
is important to me that people liked it, that particular notion becomes secondary within the 
context of the quest for an enhanced understanding of the ineffable.  Through a feedback session 
with my supervisors and a very informal questionnaire I gave to friends who experienced the 
work in situ, I was able to come away with an entirely different set of data.  One of the most 
raised issues was the metaphorical nature of the sound work itself.  Questions were asked about 
the nature of the sound itself: was it comprised of jet engines, and if not, did I intend to infer the 
listening to jet engines with my choice of sound?  Was it important that the rhythmic pulsing 
section makes the viewer think of the heart and the body?  This allowed me to come to the 
following conclusion; while I am not aiming to create ‘metaphorical’ work per se, it seems almost 
unavoidable that I create sound pieces that will be experienced as metaphorical by others.  Due to 
Pierre Schaffer’s musique concrète the inclusion of real world sounds is now a legitimate part of 
our musical vernacular, regardless of how mainstream or experimental the sound may be.2   
Because of this, and what I feel to be a certain lack of embodied knowledge in regards to listening 
experiences, I am not concerned with questions pertaining to real life sounds or any illusions the 
works makes in this direction. Because we hear so many sounds, and categorise them in certain 
ways, any low rhythmic pulse is bound to be associated with heartbeats: while that is not my 
intention, I can not blame the listener for not hearing the work in the same way as I do. That 
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particular association happens almost without thinking, as the connection to the heart is primal 
and immediate.  The data gathered, did further draw my attention towards specificity, not just 
specificity with regards to the edit of the sound, but to where the work was installed.  While some 
aspects of the McLellan Gallery were germane to panic attack(s), there were many aspects that 
were not, and the work did not function as I had intended because  I did not better think through 
the space.  I was too focused on the acoustical properties of the space, rather than on  the visual 
impact of it, and it was only through the installation that such schisms made themselves apparent..  
The marble foyer was a perfect acoustic chamber, but the green marble, and the sculptural aspects 
of the building were too opulent and decorative and therefore clashed with the more minimal 
aspects of the sound.  The feedback on the experience of the work and my own experience of 
installing the work in this context have been extremely informative on how incredibly specific not 
just the sound has to be, but also the environment in which it is installed.   
 
 
untitled (and unfinished) 2007vi was created for a film screening at the old Panopticon Theatrevii 
in Glasgow.  Of the three works created up to this point in chronological order – i have secrets of 
my own…, panic attack(s), and untitled (and unfinished) –  untitled (and unfinished) has been the 
most successful in terms of providing me with information that wasn’t already implicit or 
embodied to some degree.  untitled (and unfinished) was a complete failure. The work was 
included within the larger context of a group film screening and live performance night. The 
proprietors of the venue did not allow for the sound to be played loud enough,  and most 
importantly, in no way did the sound and the images sit well together.  While it was originally 
envisaged that there would be a video component to the practical aspect of this research, this 
work allowed me to see that my questions are not concerned with any aspects of video to come to  
answers, and that such parts of my practice are conducted out-with the scope of this research 
and/or post-doctorally.  As the practical aim of this research is the generation of an ineffable 
experience, placing the work within the context of a group film screening makes the ineffable 
almost impossible by default. There were too many variables that broke down any specific 
context my work might have been able to create: the Panopticon Building itself, the contexts 
created by the work of the other artists, the inability to set the volume correctly.  I conducted both 
informal interviews and semi-structured questionnaires with friends who attended the event and 
these factors were the most consistently mentioned as diminishing the impact of the work.  
Beyond these external factors was the simple fact that the images and the sound did not belong 
together, and any possible enhanced experience created by one, was disrupted by the other. This 
information is incredibly useful, not just for the exclusion of video from this research, but also by 
highlighting how even the smallest aspect of the work can jar the experience.  One conclusion I 
came away with from this work, is that the build up to a potentially ineffable experience is a 
fragile process, and every aspect needs to be thought of and considered. An incredibly high level 
of specificity needs to be adhered to, and one potential element of new knowledge that this work 
can lead to is a matrix or checklist that should be followed by fellow practitioners when aiming 
for the creation of a context for ineffable experiences.   
 
The final work is produced was nighttime module, the piece commissioned by the Edinburgh City 
Council.   To briefly explain the nature of the commission: the Edinburgh Waterfront consists of 
about fifteen miles of heavily regenerated property, consisting mostly of newly built flats in areas 
that were once poverty stricken and or heavily industrialised.3  Riccardo Marini, City Design 
Leader, The City of Edinburgh City Council has been spearheading the idea of incorporating art 
into the redevelopment. One the one had to remember the past but to also generate an interesting 
environment among these new built flats.  I was asked to create a sound-scape that was installed 
in a gallery in Leith, and the questions was for it to reference Leith’s former industrial history, as 
it is radically changing into a desirable place to live.  I took the commission because I saw it as a 
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challenge to not just do what the city council wanted, but to also see how my approach to practice 
was changing as a result of the data generated by the three previously described works. Besides 
from the general ‘referential’ brief, I was not given any further instructions and had the complete 
freedom to create my own work.  I understood the importance of specificity and took into account 
the space before I created the work, using documentation of the site and carefully considering 
how the work was to be heard before I even began to compose the piece.4 As previously, I 
conducted semi-structured questionnaires to gather my data. The pool of people questioned, was 
the most varied by far and because of this the data gathered has the most potential to be useful 
Some viewers have very extensive knowledge of the arts, while others who participated have no 
experience and were part of the City Council or the Scottish Executive.  The responses to the 
questions were the most consistent in acknowledging that people had had an ineffable experience. 
Some said the work would have benefited by not being contextualised as a commission and that 
that was actually the most distracting factor. 
 
It is important to look at the ethical considerations of the research conducted to date, as much of 
the data has been gathered via semi-structured questionnaires and informal interviews, I have 
made clear to the participants that their anonymity is assured and that their answers will only be 
used within the context of this research and in no other contexts.  When thinking about the ethical 
considerations of future research to be conducted it is my aim to speak to the ethics committee at 
the Glasgow School of Art as I am forming my dedicated focus group to make sure that every 
aspect is constructed in such a way that it ensures not only the strength and validity of the data 
generated and gathered, but that all aspects of the research are conducted ethically.  At this time 
there might be instances where I have not detailed the extent to which the ethics of the method 
have been considered:  I would like to stress that this is due only to their proposed nature, but that 
the aims is  to ensure the validity of this research and before any methodology or method is acted 
upon, the ethical considerations will be strongly considered.   
 
 
Within the context of the data already generated, as I move forwards in terms of creating work 
and data, I am extremely confident that methods used to generate such data will become more 
sophisticated, allowing for less distracting information and enabling me to be more informed. To 
date, the most flawed aspect of the research conducted has been the lack of triangulation to ensure 
objectivity versus subjectivity; this is due to the inductive manner in which this research has been 
conducted. As I mentioned in the methodological rationale, the establishment of a dedicated focus 
group will ensure that the kind of data gathered will be more sound and useful.    
 
 
 
Conclusions of Empirical Research 
 
From the research conducted so far, I can foresee the research that will be conducted in the next 
two years as being germane in providing us with various aspects of new knowledge.  The creation 
of what I would like to call an ineffable matrix, which will allow other practitioners to create 
new-media based immersive installations, is an important element.  As illustrated, there is a gap 
in existing literature with regards to the knowledge about ineffable experience and immersive 
new media based installation art, and this research will go a great distance in the establishment of 
a foundation for such inquiry in the future, both theoretically and practically as both fields are 
underdeveloped.  The contribution of this research will include an enhanced terminology not just 
in relation to the kind of art created, through a thorough analysis of the nature of the experiences 
produced.  Just as Bishop has introduced the term the mimetic experience, I aim to create a new 
vernacular and lexicon that can be used in relation to immersive installation art and the ineffable 
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experience. When concluded, this research will provide the fine art field not just with a practice 
that provides a foundation for the creation and understanding of ineffable experiences of art, but a 
terminology and therefore the ability to be able to speak more specifically about this particular 
kind of work.   
 
I do not see it as possible to adequately conduct the research in the remaining year I have left. At 
this stage I see the need for another year in which to conduct the research and write up my 
findings. I am proposing three large-scale installations, as my main sources of data generation – 
two listening rooms and one immersive physical space – and the construction of these spaces will 
take considerable time. These spaces will provide the majority of the data collection for this 
research. Furthermore, I very much see it as crucial to bring together a dedicated focus group, as 
this will best enable this research to be successful. Therefore finding and engaging the right 
people is paramount: because of the time of engagement required, this will require a fair amount 
of coordination of people whose schedules will – because of their professional status – be 
difficult to align in a short time span.  Because of the demands my research will put on these 
professionals, I would also like to find funding for appropriate reimbursement of my focus group 
members, Due to my dependence on a carefully considered focus group I do not see the 
successful completion of the research within the next twelve months and am asking for an 
additional twelve months to continue the research and aim to submit in the fall of 2009 (see 
appendix A for Timeline).  
 
 
Conclusions 
 
The ineffable experience within immersive installation art has largely been elusive up to this 
point.  As illustrated by the research conducted to date, there are no texts that speak directly about 
the subject matter, but the lack of influential literature does not mean that there is little interest in 
an enhanced understanding of the ineffable experience. The subject matter itself is mainly 
inaccessible because of our lack of linguistic ability to elucidate the ineffable, but also because of 
the lack of rigorous inquiry and classification of existing practices. Compounding this fact is 
current understanding or misunderstanding of what the term ineffable means.  In this document, 
on page 6 in the first paragraph, I have outlined that the issue primarily stems from the confusion 
between the phenomenological and the ineffable, and have established why these terms are not 
interchangeable and provided definitions from the field to that effect.  With this in mind, there is 
no doubt as to the importance of this research both within the field of fine art, sound art and even 
the field of philosophy. Ineffable experiences are continually being created and to date, our ability 
to comprehend lags far behind our knowledge and ability to create such an experience within the 
arts.  It is imperative that our cognition of the ineffable within the context of art is enhanced. To 
underline why this research is urgently needed, I would like to refer to Weisäcker’s quote again: 
 
 ‘…sense-experience is a vital process, no less than procreation, breathing and growth’ 
(Stein p. 354) (Merleau-Ponty 1962, p.11).  
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