The commission for EMPAC constitutes the first time that
the Oakes are experimenting with a nonrectangular canvas,
which extends to the organic perimeter of visual perception
and a full 240-degree field of view. This space accounts for
the individual inflexion of the nose and of the brow bone
within the visual field, gradually fading into darkness at
the widest part of the horizontal periphery. This darkness
along the periphery is achieved through a new technique for
shading, a series of concentric circles that draw a parallel
between light as a wave and sound as a wave. This canvas
is twice as large as the Oakes’ typical canvas size, radically
increasing the degree of the drawing’s curvature, resulting
in a kind of drawing in the round.
In order to outline the periphery of Trevor’s perception,
Ryan and Trevor created the following methodology:
Trevor stood in the center of the canvas looking straight
ahead, while two poles were positioned to mark the precise
location of both of his eyes. Ryan then slowly shined a
green laser onto the canvas with small back and forth
movements (as our peripheral vision is more sensitive
to movement) closer and closer until it reached Trevor’s
peripheral vision. As soon as Trevor was able to detect the
light, a mark was made on the canvas. This process was
repeated to make sure the same contours appeared each
time. After that, the Oakes conducted the same mapping
for both the right and left eye, carefully detailing where
the nose eclipses each eye’s field of view. (The Oakes have
pointed out that if you close one eye, the nose is far more
present in the visual field than when both eyes are open.)
They plotted these lines over the course of three days, first
tracing the outer periphery, then the field of view of the
right eye, followed by the left eye. These abstract lines form
an overlay across the surface of the Oakes’ rendering of the
Concert Hall, tracking the boundary between the visible
and the invisible.
This drawing also marks the first time the Oakes have
approached binocular vision in their work; previously
their gently curved canvases had recorded the visual field
of only one eye, with a field of view of approximately 105
degrees. This visually synoptic work, completed over
a month, overcomes the essential partiality of seeing,
methodically clocking all that appears within a given
scene. Attending to the overlooked complexity of our
visual reality, the Oakes’ drawing practice has exchanged
the single vanishing point defined by the system of
perspective to rim the many vanishing points that define
the outer periphery of our perception.
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ABOUT EMPAC
The Curtis R. Priem Experimental Media and
Performing Arts Center (EMPAC), founded by
Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, is an international
hub for art, performance, science, and technology—
offering adventurous interdisciplinary public events,
support for artists and scholars engaged in creative
research, and the resources of a state-of-the art
facility for digital media production, research, and
performance situated on a college campus.
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THE PERIPHERY OF PERCEPTION
Ryan and Trevor Oakes

In our art we have spent a good deal of time investigating
human vision and what it feels like to see with human
eyes. This has lead, for instance, to drawing the visible
world on spherically concave paper to match the
spherical splay of light that enters through the pupil.
All of our previous spherical drawings have had
rectangular perimeters. The drawing we made at
EMPAC, from inside the Concert Hall, is the first of our
optical recordings to span the entire visual field. The
paper wraps a 240-degree section of a sphere, and has
a perimeter shape that defines where vision stops—
vision’s edges—the periphery of visual perception.
As humans, we direct most of our visual attention to
the central region of our sight, and don’t consider the
periphery or its edges as much. When we decided to
investigate where our vision actually ends, we found
that the edges are defined by the shape of one’s face.
Cheeks and lips are visible at the lowest region of one’s
field of view; beyond them one can see no further in
the downward direction. Baseball players wear black
smears of paint beneath their eyes precisely because
that portion of their upper cheek is visible to them
and can glare in the bright sun. Gazing in the upward

direction, the visible termination is marked by one’s
brow. Each person’s specific perimeter of vision is
different, and responds to the unique contours of his
or her facial features. A heavier brow will encroach
further on one’s upward visibility than a shallower
brow, just as round cheeks will fill the lower region
more than lean cheeks.
We strongly feel that even though the contour of the
visual field is rarely on our conscious minds, the
somewhat irregular shape of its edges may influence
what compositions in art and life resonate as pleasing
spatial arrangements. Depicting the shape of the visual
field is an important step in defining the terms of human
vision, and talking about the entirety of its scope, is
important, as well. For both of these reasons we were
eager to plot and work within the visual perimeter and
see how it behaves. The drawing we made at EMPAC
presents our first move into this territory.
We are incredibly thankful to EMPAC for supporting
this step of exploration.
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ABOUT THE ARTISTS
The work of brothers Ryan and Trevor Oakes is held
in the permanent collections of The Field Museum
and the Spertus Museum in Chicago, and the New
York Public Library. Their public art projects include a
large-scale outdoor sculpture that debuted in Chicago’s
Millennium Park in the summer of 2009, and is now
installed at O’Hare International Airport. They have
exhibited and lectured about their artwork across the
US and abroad, most recently working with the Palazzo
Strozzi Museum in Florence, Italy, during the summer
of 2011, and exhibiting at CUE Art Foundation in New
York City.

Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, founded in 1824, is
the nation’s oldest technological university. The school
offers degrees in engineering, the sciences, information
technology, architecture, management, and the social
sciences and humanities. For over 30 years, the
Institute has been a leader in interdisciplinary creative
research, especially in the electronic arts. In addition
to its MFA and PhD programs in electronic arts,
Rensselaer offers bachelor’s degrees in electronic arts,
and in electronic media, arts, and communication—
one of the first undergraduate programs of its kind in
the United States. The Center for Biotechnology and
Interdisciplinary Studies and EMPAC are two major
research platforms that Rensselaer established at the
beginning of the twenty-first century.

FUNDING INFORMATION
EMPAC 2011-2012 presentations, residencies, research,
and commissions are supported by grants from the
National Endowment for the Arts, the National Science
Foundation, the National Dance Project of the New
England Foundation for the Arts (with lead funding
from the Doris Duke Charitable Foundation; additional
funding from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation,
the Community Connections Fund of the MetLife
Foundation, and the Boeing Company Charitable Trust),
and the New York State Council for the Arts. Special
thanks to the Jaffe Fund for Experimental Media and
Performing Arts for support of artist commissions.

In the fall of 2011, they did a drawing project at the
Getty Center in Los Angeles, and currently are in
residence at EMPAC. In the fall of 2012, they’ll return
to Florence to re-envision an artwork of Brunelleschi,
creator of the first perspective experiment on the books,
demonstrated around 1425.
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