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Abstract 

 

Divide 

 

Matthew Ray Smith, M.F.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisor:  Richard Isackes 

 
This thesis documents the creation and execution of an interactive art installation.  

Divide seeks to explore the relationship between the built environment and individuals 

within this environment.  This exploration is viewed through a variety of “lenses,” 

including placement criteria, methods of display, and the power of authority as given or 

perceived by individuals.  Methodologies utilized by architects and installation artists are 

explored throughout.  I place emphasis on the process of creating meaning within a given 

built environment, thus establishing a place rather than a space. Illustrated within this 

thesis is the process utilized to create Divide.  This process provides a means by which to 

compare a variety of existing research.  This thesis discovers how and where to 

contribute to future research. 
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Introduction 

 I find myself discussing with more and more individuals what it is I actually do as 

a theatrical designer.  These conversations generally cover topics including skills needed 

to be successful, places I have worked, people I have worked with, and how applicable 

these skills are to the world outside of live entertainment.  The notion of working outside 

of live entertainment often opens up the conversation surrounding my interest in the built 

environment and its ability to influence those within it.  This direct relationship between 

a given environment and those interacting within it continues to drive my work as an 

artist and designer.  My time spent as a graduate student in the field of communication 

began my thought process on communication through design.  Studying communication 

helped me to gain an understanding on a variety of topics and theory-based lines of 

thought.  

 I enter the design process from a slightly different point of reference than I 

did several years ago; a lengthy body of work surrounding a number of communication 

theories and practices heavily influence this new vantage point.  The most notable 

influence is perhaps the body of research surrounding visual rhetoric.  Rhetoricians 

Charles A. Hill and Marguerite Helmers assert that rhetoricians are asking how visual 

images are themselves carriers of meaning.1  Broadening our understanding of visual 

images to include everything we see throughout our daily lives allows us to rethink and 

reposition visual rhetoric.  When we begin to view our built environments as visual 

                                                
1 Charles A. Hill and Marguerite Helmers, Defining Visual Rhetorics, (New York:  Routledge, 2009), 64. 
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images, we may begin to understand and ask questions of the rhetorical strategies being 

employed. 

Communication scholar Darryl Hattenhauer explains that architecture not only 

communicates, but also communicates rhetorically.2  These rhetorical strategies have a 

direct influence over our behavior in a variety of ways, which instigated my desire to 

create Divide.  The question of how visual images are able to carry meaning proved to be 

the framework by which Divide began to take shape.  To understand how visual images 

can carry meaning, I began to observe places throughout our world that seem to carry a 

great amount of meaning to those who visit them.  For myself, I found that memorials 

would serve as a strong foundation from which to build. 

 Memorials, much like Divide, allow each participant to create his own meaning 

from the experience.  The creation of meaning and its relationship to the built 

environment is fascinating to me.  By creating meaning within a given environment, we 

are able to distinguish the environment as a highly articulate site.  The infusion of 

meaning distinguishes place from the geographic relation of space.  Space, Gieryn 

contends, is what place becomes when the unique gathering of things, meanings, and 

values are sucked out.3  By transforming a given space into place, Divide has provided an 

opportunity for meaningful events.  Space, in this instance, is the proxemic relation of 

place, while place incorporates the physical nature of the environment to create site.  

                                                
2 Hattenhauer, Darryl. “The Rhetoric of Architecture:  A semiotic Approach.”  Communication Quarterly 
32 (1984):  71-77.  
3 Gieryn, Thomas F. “A Space for Place in Sociology.” Annual Review of Sociology 26.1 (2000):  463-96. 
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Once this site has been established, it is up to each participant to assign meaning in 

reaction to the newly defined environment. 
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Process 

 Although I have been interested in architecture, installation artists, and lighting 

designers for many years, it was not until very recently that I began to make direct 

connections between these elements and their ability to communicate nonverbally.  As 

my thoughts wandered between creating a space that directly relates to myself as an 

individual and what I wanted to communicate or declare about myself, I began to shift 

my attention onto others.  This shift in focus allowed me the opportunity to further 

explore visual rhetoric.  I have become a more expressive artist with an improved and 

informed decision-making process due to this exploration.  Rather than design a space 

that serves as a self-proclamation, I decided to design a space that allowed all participants 

the opportunity for self-reflection.  This opportunity for self-reflection in this newly 

defined place served as the driving force behind all design choices made.  Creating a 

lasting effect for participants within this newly defined place served as strategy for 

designing Divide.  Blair, Jepperson, and Pucci state that this lasting effect is a result of 

the open and differing interpretations of the rhetoric that is being communicated in such 

environments.4 Continuing to place the environment in the foreground of my efforts, I 

began to design the space that would house Divide. 

                                                
 
4 Blair, C., Marsha S. Jeppeson, and Enrico Pucci Jr.  Public Memorializing in Postmodernity:  The 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial as Prototype. Quarterly Journal of Speech 77 (1991): 263-288. 
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 The experience of Divide set out to ask questions of participants and await 

responses.  The installation carried out this task by presenting two prompts to the 

participants: “I am…” and “I am not….” These prompts, realized through the use of light 

boxes that faced the participants upon entry into the installation, were in direct 

conversation with the participant kiosks.  Two interactive touch devices were provided at 

these kiosks for participants to engage and respond to the prompts.  Two projection 

surfaces, ambient sound, and a light sculpture to serve as the primary light source 

completed the installation. 

Although I conceived the majority of the visual design elements, there were 

several design elements of Divide that resulted out of collaboration.  My primary 

collaborator for Divide was Jared LeClaire.  Jared’s primary role throughout this process 

was that of software programmer.  Jared was tasked with designing and implementing the 

network of information and animations that created the visual interactive language for the 

participant.  Contained within this visual language was the touch interface, animation of 

entries, and final collage of entries.  A combination of each of these design choices 

served as the primary form of communication between Divide and each participant. The 

choices made here were critical to the overall communication strategy of Divide.  With 

each choice, the visual and aural language of this installation was being carefully crafted 

to function as a readerly text.  Divide functions as a readerly text by allowing participants 

to ingest information as it was presented, then react to the information which they have 

just discovered.  When I speak of the information discovered, I include not only the 

written prompts of “I am…” and “I am not…” but also the entirety of the installation. 
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Figure 1:  participant comment 

The method of illuminating the space, creating the soundscape of the space, as 

well as manipulating proxemics of objects and participants, all contributed to the 

communication strategy of the installation.  It was my hope that these methods would 

create an environment in which participants would feel comfortable during this 

communication interaction.  Communication scholar Bruce Ackerman best illustrates this 

importance of the comfort level of the participants.  “I can use neither force nor reason to 

impose dialogue on you.  All I can do is ask my question and await your reply.  If you try 

to stare me down and impose brute force upon me, I will act in self-defense.  If, instead, 

you answer my questions, I will answer yours, and we will see what we will see.  The 

choice is yours.”5  Ackerman illustrates the power and flexibility of a communication 

interaction. 

                                                
5 Ackerman, Bruce, Social Justice in the Liberal State, 371, quoted in Mark Kingwell, A Civil Tongue:  
Justice, Dialogue, and the Politics of Pluralism (Univeristy Park:  Pennsylvania State University Press, 
1995), 61-62. 
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The communication interaction I find interesting is one in which the environment 

plays a role. I believe that certain criteria must be met in order for communication to 

occur.  First, there must be a dyad present.  In the absence of a dyad, there is no 

opportunity for shared meaning or co-creation of meaning to take place.  The 

requirements of the dyad are met by the built environment of Divide and the participant.  

Second, once a participant is present within the installation, Divide immediately begins 

communicating.  As the individual observes the built environment of Divide and how this 

environment behaves, an interpretation of actions takes place and these actions, whether 

verbal or nonverbal, have performed a communicative act.  Lastly, and perhaps most 

importantly, are the outcomes that transpire after some form of communication has taken 

place.  I propose that these outcomes are perhaps the most important aspect of 

communication due to their potential impacts.  For better or worse, it is the outcomes of 

communication acts that have an impact on the individual, culture, and perhaps the world.  

Once the communication act has come and gone, it is the outcome that we as individuals 

are left to understand and contend. 

 Divide employed a variety of methods by which to gather outcomes.  

These outcomes came in the form of entries entered into the installation, anonymous 

comment cards, and the literal changing of the physical space Divide occupied.  Each of 

these methods provided a different lens to view and interpret information left behind.  

This information contains much insight into how Divide performed an almost cathartic 

role for participants.  John Peters, a communication scholar, describes a uniquely human 

challenge: “the huge barrier here is the strangeness that we never see: our own faces.  We 
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haunt ourselves like aliens.  The main ghost that stalks me is my self; the only person 

whom everyone else knows but I never can.”6  Divide provides the opportunity for such 

self-reflection to not only take place, but also acknowledge the difficulty of such a task 

and provide perhaps a place that is most beneficial to this task. 

                                                
6 Peters, John Durham, Speaking Into The Air, (Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 2000), 256. 
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Outcome 

Whether or not Divide communicated effectively with participants can be 

examined first in the entries within the exhibit itself.  Throughout the duration of the 

installation, there were approximately 130 entries for each of the two prompts.  Not 

knowing how many participants to expect for the installation, I was pleased with the 

turnout.  Taking the time to read each of these participant entries, I quickly began to 

recognize that participants were able to feel comfortable enough to share intimate 

thoughts within the installation.  By turning over complete control to the participants, the 

absence of lewd or obscene entries served as positive reinforcement for the designed 

environment.   

 

Figure 2:  participant comment 

Many of the anonymous response cards stressed gratitude for having experienced Divide.  

Words including:  “thank you,” “thanks,” “beautiful,” “powerful,” “happy,” “content,” 

and “relaxing” were among those words participants used to express their gratitude for 

the experience.  Designing an environment that allows for such emotions to be felt also 
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allows for the participant to feel comfortable to interact with the installation more freely.  

This free interaction continued to shape Divide throughout the duration of the installation. 

 

Figure 3:  participant comment 

The effectiveness of this built environment can be difficult to judge.  I am relying on the 

previous work of communication scholars to provide a reference, or a foundation by 

which I can base my observations.  Sonja Foss postulated, “When people come upon 

works of visual art, they have both aesthetic responses (perceptual or sensory 

experiences) and rhetorical responses in which colors, lines, and other qualities begin to 

refer to images, emotions, and ideas beyond themselves.”7  Sonja’s words speak directly 

to the power of design as a method of communication.  The designer of a given space 

empowers a certain amount of authority over the participant’s experience.  By further 

understanding the reactive thought process a participant undergoes, the designer is able to 

make choices based upon the desired outcome.  Speaking directly to Divide, the 

manipulation of color, line, and imagery all serve to create an environment that is both 

                                                
7 Foss, Sonja K, Ambiguity of Persuasion:  the Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial, (Communication Quarterly 
34, 1986), 326–340. 



 11 

evocative and provocative simultaneously.  The dual nature of such an environment not 

only allows, but also encourages each participant to further distinguish this given “place” 

from “space”.  The resulting thought process and perhaps participant entry with Divide 

help to solidify the memory of the experience for the participant, thus allowing this 

“place” to continue on with the participant in the future.  The preference of the design 

elements of Divide is to serve as an “invitation to encounter”8 while providing a “place” 

for individuals to reflect, assess, and participate with something greater then himself. 

 

Figure 4:  participant comment 

                                                
8 Blair et al (1991) 



 12 

 

Conclusion 

To serve as producer, conceptual artist, designer, and technician for Divide is to 

think of, act for, and respond to others in a more respectable and careful manner than I 

have ever before experienced as a designer.  This experience has truly opened my eyes to 

the power of design as a form of communication.  While carefully crafting what Divide 

was to become, I found myself constantly wanting to reaffirm choices I was making, 

defending my choices to myself, and feeling a level of concern and ownership over the 

installment than ever previously thought or experienced.  To create Divide was truly an 

honor and rewarding experience.  Although this thesis installation was only open for a 

short time, I believe the effects of Divide are far reaching. 
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