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Rift 
An Interactive Installation Exploring the Dynamic Between God and Man 
 

Rift is an interactive installation that puts the participant into the role of Man              
attempting reaching out to God through a veil. The role can also be reversed, wherein               
the participant plays the role of God reaching out to Man. The installation is based               
heavily on concepts of the fourth dimension and is merged with traditional theological             
themes. 

 
For my graduation thesis, I created an installation to explore the dynamic between God and 
Man. I designed and built an interactive experience where the audience embodies the role of 
Man attempting to reach God through a veil. The role can also be reversed, where the 
participant can also become God trying to reach out to man. I also correlate this relationship 
with ideas related to the fourth dimension that I encountered early in my research. However, 
as the project neared completion, I encountered a problem. One of the challenges I faced in 
conceptualizing and planning this installation involved misinterpretation and 
misunderstanding. Would audience members be able to realize the roles I had in mind for 
them while they interacted with my work without a brief description of the work? After much 
thought, I realized that the artist cannot expect to impose specific roles onto the audience and 
that it is up to the audience members themselves to discover their role through the result of 
their own interactions and personal interpretations. 
 
An Overview of my Project’s Concepts 
 
I am no longer religious. Growing up in a Mormon household and being exposed to religious 
diversity from primary to secondary school, my waning interest in my own religion was 
replaced instead with a fascination of how alternative belief systems constructed its own 
theology. Regardless, my interest in the questions posed by both sides of the religious debate 
is what drives my motivation to pursue this topic. In the past, I have explored the process of 
slowly losing faith in a religion, along with it personal and social issues that come with it. For 
this project, however, I wanted to take a more abstract, conceptual, and somewhat 
mathematical direction to the topic. 

My project’s concept is an amalgamation of two ideas: the “veiled” heaven and our 
limitations in perceiving of the fourth dimension. Regarding the former, the veil is a strong 
symbolic object in religion, either used to cover up the sacred or disguise the vile. In 
Christianity, the veil is often used to conceal holy objects or spaces from the unworthy. It is 
also used to symbolize the separation between God and Man. As well as conceal, the veil was 
meant to protect us. In many religions, seeing a god with our bare eyes would overwhelm and 
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consume us. “...you cannot see [God’s] face, for no one may see [Him] and live.” (Exodus 
33:20, The New International Version).  

One of the Mormon concepts hammered into my head was the idea that heaven is a 
closed-off realm that was hidden behind a “veil of forgetfulness”. This was more of a 
metaphysical concept to describe the transition of being in God’s presence and then being 
sent to earth as mortal beings. Cryptic statements aside, this imagery of a veil separating God 
and Man was compelling enough to be a part of my work.  

Regarding the fourth dimension, it will take a little more of an in-depth exploration. 
For the sake of my work, the fourth dimension is not to be confused with its more common 
interpretation as time. Rather, I am talking about the fourth dimension as an additional spatial 
dimension in geometry. I had been toying around with this idea for a while, and this project 
has given me the opportunity to explore the idea in-depth, even if its involvement in my final 
product may be sparse or go unnoticed. 

As a brief primer for understanding this concept, it would be best to start all the way 
to the 0th dimension: A single dot. If we layered 0-D objects side by side, we would get the 
1st dimension: A line. Continuing along that pattern, combing 1-D objects together would 
result in a 2-D Object or a square, and combining 2-D objects would result in a 3-D Object or 
a cube. But by layering 3-D objects, would that result in the fourth dimension or another 
more complicated 3-D object? Therein lies our limitation. 
 

 
Figure 1 

 

Our existence in the world is limited to only three dimensions. We can move left and right, 
front and back, and up and down. However, our perception of the world is limited to two 
dimensions. For instance, when we look at our hand, we only see the part that is facing us, 
not the back. Everything in front of our eyes is flat, we are just hardwired to perceive it with 
depth. However, this restriction would be eliminated if we lived in a four-dimensional world. 
We would perceive everything in three dimensions (i.e. we would see left and right, front and 
back, and up and down all at the same instance) and move along them freely as well (i.e. 
move upwards). 

Theologian Edwin Abbott created the perfect analogy for understanding this topic in 
his fantasy novel Flatland: A Romance of Many Dimensions. In it, we are introduced to A 
Square, a citizen of the 2-D world “Flatland”. A Square is flat. He lives in his flat square 
home, seeing the world only as lines (two-dimensional existence, one-dimensional 
perception). One day, he hears a disembodied voice that turns out to be a three-dimensional 
visitor, A Sphere. As A Sphere attempts to enter this 2-D landscape, A Square cannot 
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perceive of A Sphere in his 3-D form and only sees a series of lines growing and shrinking 
before him (See Fig. 2). 

A Square scoffs at the possibility of there being more than two dimensions. That is 
until he is pulled out of his 2-D world and is introduced to the third dimension. As a creature 
from a higher geometrical dimension, A Sphere was able to see all sides of A Square. He was 
able to enter and navigate his way through Flatland because of his additional dimension of up 
and down. 

 

 
Figure 2 

 

The theological influences and implications are easy to spot. According to mathematician 
Rudolf Rucker, “A Square’s trip into higher dimensions is a perfect metaphor for the mystic’s 
experience of higher reality.” (Rucker, 1984). With that in mind, I thought it would be 
interesting point out parallels between the A Square and A Sphere relationship to that of Man 
and God. In both instances, the “lower being” (Man or A Square) has a great difficulty in 
understanding the scope of the “higher being’s” existence. Of course, A Square is eventually 
exposed to the wonders of the third-dimension, but would this experience not be similar 
stories of God revealing himself to prophets in the Bible? It would certainly rationalize the 
idea of God being omniscient and omnipresent. 
 
Art in the Fourth Dimension 
 
Several artists have also expressed intrigue in exploring the fourth dimension. Poet Charles 
Sirato penned the Dimensionist Manifesto in 1936. In it, he highlights the fact that “[the] 
artistic conquest of four-dimensional space… has been completely art-free.” (Sirato, 1936) 
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Figure 3 

 
In my research, I came across Salvador Dali’s Crucifixion (Corpus Hypercubus, Fig. 3). In 
this unorthodox interpretation of the Crucifixion, Christ levitates before an unfolded 
hypercube or tesseract (the fourth-dimensional equivalent of a 3-D cube, 2-D square, etc.), 
seemingly unscathed. It is an unsettling marriage of the ecclesiastical and the mathematical. 
 
Project Execution Overview 
 
In my installation, the audience member plays two roles. The first is as the “interactor”.  As 
the interactor, the audience member acts as someone attempting to penetrate the barrier to 
reach God. And similarly to A. Square in Abbott’s Flatland, this role also turns them into a 
“lower-dimensional” creature trying to understand the scope of what is behind their limited 
physical perception of space. The second role is as the “interacted”. This role emerges only 
when there is a person in either frame. For one to be the interacted, there also needs to be an 
interactor. The role of God is only possible if the role of the Man is present. There is an 
interplay between these roles seeing as they certainly have an established hierarchy (i.e. God 
over the Man), and yet the roles can be shared simultaneously.  

My project can be broken down into three main parts: the physical structure, the 
technical and visual aspect, and the sound design. For the physical structure, I created two 
frames that represent the veils or the barrier that is to be passed. Each frame is custom 
designed and built. A stretchable white sheet is stretched and secured to each frame. The 
sheet is meant to be a sort of flexible touchscreen. This interface was inspired by Aaron 
Sherwood’s Firewall–an installation developed to be a part of a performance art piece—and 
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Everyware’s Cloud Pink. The flexible cloth is an important aspect of the interaction as it 
helps support the act of pushing through. Each frame faces away from each other. A Kinect 
will be placed behind each frame, detecting points of the screen that are pushed, and the 
visuals will be rear-projected onto the sheets. Originally, I wanted to highlight the hierarchy 
of the two roles by making the two frames horizontal and putting one higher than the other. 
Ultimately, I decided to position the frames equally. 

Coming up with the visual aspect was the most stress-inducing part of the entire 
process. For almost two months, I had been stuck trying to figure out the most aesthetically 
appealing and thematically appropriate visuals for the installation. For weeks I poured over 
my notes, circling and highlighting any sentence or term that would translate well into an 
interesting animation. I even went all the way back to things that I had done in Creative 
Media Studio I (SM1702) from my first semester. Was that desperate? Maybe, but it put 
things into perspective. I had come a long way from the first time I ever typed one line of 
code into Processing. I was not going to let a creative block stunt all of that progress. 

So, I created several coding trials for myself. I played around with different particle 
systems and forces. I learned about Delaunay Triangulation and tried (and failed) to 
implement it into my code. Every once in a while, I would start to think I was gaining 
progress, only to be robbed of that glimmer of hope when my code did not exactly fit what I 
needed. There was something missing and I was not sure what it was. Eventually, I went back 
to one of the first coding trials I had done. It was a particle system with a steady stream of 
particles flowing out of the center. The stream would be attracted to the movement of the 
mouse. If clicked, the cursor transformed into a soft repeller force that repelled the stream 
away from the cursor at the last moment. All it took was a couple of tweaks here and there, 
and one crucial line of code: 
 

filter(ERODE); 

 
It slowed my code down significantly, but it turns out that it was exactly what I was looking 
for.  The interactive aspect was more of a headache but took a lot less time to figure out. 
Daniel Shiffman’s Kinect and Processing tutorial was a huge help to my process. I set a 
shallow threshold range for the Kinect to detect whenever the screen was being pushed 
around and limited it to only be detected within a thin section of the Processing canvas. 
Everything else was trial-and-error. 

For the sound portion of my installation, I decided to create a simple choral 
arrangement. I wanted to replicate the soundscape of a spacious church hall. I recorded 
myself singing notes in two octaves in Logic Pro X. This was so that I could sample my 
vocals as an instrument to experiment with different chord progressions and arrangements. 
Using Processing’s minim library, I integrated the audio into my code. The sound design was 
originally a solution to the visual aspects of my work. If the visual did not elicit a “holy” or 
“sacred” vibe, my hope was that the audio would at least solve that. 

 
Conclusion 
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In this paper, I have explored the concepts that revolve around my interactive installation and 
provided an overview of the process in which I used those topics. I have an emotional 
attachment to this project. And at times, my enthusiasm fluctuated dramatically throughout 
the entirety of the process, but a part of me still believed enough in it to push through.  

As I stated previously, I felt that it would be difficult to force an interpretation onto 
the participant when interacting with my installation and impose an outline of roles on them. 
Todd Winkler puts it best in his paper on Audience Participation and Response in 
Movement-Sensing Installations, “Beyond the control of the installation artist are issues such 
as a person’s mood, musical taste, interest in technology, or whether they have the knowledge 
and skills required to participate and understand the installation.” (Winkler, 2000).  

I should not have to feel a sense of ownership over the conclusions that participants 
derive from my work, no matter how strongly I feel about my own set of interpretations. In 
my installation, the audience’s interactions become one with the work. And as they transform 
from mere participants to objects of the work itself, I think that is what is more important. 
 
Project Documentation 
 
A more comprehensive and updated documentation with photos and videos of the work can 
be found at: www.russellbalad.com/fyp-blog 
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