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Abstract 

There is a place where the human body and its surroundings come close to convergence, almost to 
the point of being one. This convergence is the threshold condition, when one body crosses from one physical 
space to another. As a point of entry and a point of departure, the threshold acts as conduit from one space to 
another. In terms of this intimate space, the threshold affects the human senses and possesses a certain energy, 
aura and movement. 

The Japanese Shinto shrine becomes a critical lens to study the phenomenon of “otherworldly 
threshold” due to the culture’s close relationship between the ideologies of the sacred versus the mundane. 
In contemporary Japanese urban culture, the existence of the otherworldly threshold is an essential element 
around which cities grow and develop. In the case of Tokyo, the otherworldly threshold is a typology that 
has existed before the founding of the city. The Shinto shrine is a stable and stationary element of the urban 
fabric. The city has to design with and around this preexisting condition. The threshold is observable in the 
strange contrast between the ancient and contemporary structures that have developed in the city of Tokyo. 
Using Tokyo as a location of research with its gathering of sacred sites, this thesis analyzes how the concept 
of “otherworldly threshold” is altered in accordance with the present day evolution of the city. How do the 
otherworldly and the mundane intertwine through the existence of threshold? 
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Introduction 

How does the experience of the otherworldly affect architecture in our passage through threshold? 
Can an experience of the otherworldly be evoked by passing through an architectural threshold without the 
connection to cultural context or purpose of program? Should this question be answered affirmatively; can 
the architectural elements present to create this experience transcend through different cultural conceptions 
or ideologies? Beyond architecture, how does the idea of threshold affect the world of cinema? Is the 
transformative nature of the threshold condition equivalent in architecture as it is in cinematography? 

The project is focused on the creation of an otherwise subjective experience that can be brought 
using the bodily sense reaction to architecture and media. The importance of this project lies in studying 
how the human body responds to its surroundings and is able to declare a space as “otherworldly”, a space 
removed from normalcy and the mundane. By incorporating the senses of sight, hearing, scent and touch, 
every individual connects with space. Is there a set way that these senses can be manipulated to distinguish 
the certain experience of “otherworldly”? These are concepts mentioned and referenced by Thomas Elsaesser, 
Bernard Siegert, Juhani Pallasmaa, Jean-François Lyotard, David Leatherbarrow, Jun’ichiro Tanizaki, and many 
other theorists and that would be valuable to analyze. The overall objective of the project is to have viewers 
begin to question their individual notion of the “otherworldly” and its relationship to their own bodies and the 
spaces they inhabit. 

The thesis is separated into three parts. The first section of the thesis is devoted to the architectural and 
philosophical research behind the Shinto shrine and its relationship to threshold. The second section concerns 
the philosophy behind cinematography and threshold. The third section is the created architectural and cinema 
aspect inspired by this research into threshold. The primary objective of this exhibition project is to have the 
reader question their own sense of the “otherworldly”. Japan as a case study with its relationship between 
Shintoism and its contemporary society is one critical lens among many possible conditions that can be studied 
to understand this connection between a space A and a space B. Threshold as conduit becomes an important 
factor to understand the established relationship. The in-depth cultural and historical study is meant to create a 
fundamental understanding of the reasoning behind how a structure takes form. This study is then coupled with 
architectural and cinematic theory to further analyze the implications of the threshold condition and its power 
as a conduit of the “otherworldly”. What makes a space “other”? What is it about a place that transports us 
elsewhere and why? 

The experience created is an elongation of the threshold condition where the sense of boundary and 
space is blurred. The experience is coupled with another purpose as the viewing screen and room for an 
experimental essay film that was created in tandem with the thesis. The space and the experimental essay film 
both address the threshold topic with questions and thoughts on the threshold condition. The choices that are 
taken to create the experience are made to evoke a sense of the “otherworldly” by its close relationship of scale 
to the human body and the temporal qualities that displace the physical and mental state of the body. 
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Chapter 1

 The Shrine and the Idea of Being 

For the construction of Shinto shrines in Japan, the idea for the early Japanese people was the belief 
in the kami. For the early Japanese believers of Shintoism, the concept of kami was an essential part to 
understanding in Shintoism where countless spirits of nature populate the earth. To create a space of worship 
and veneration to the kami required the careful creation of the threshold condition to define a space for them, 
the worshiped and the people, the worshipers. The word “kami” encompasses the western notion of spirit, 
god, celestial being and entity. The kami could embody the spirit of concepts, emotions, entire landscapes and 
even household objects. The idea of the kami was truly cemented by the introduction of foreign influences from 
China that brought supplemental ways of understanding the cosmos; the greatest influence coming from the 
introduction of Buddhism. 

Gene Blocker in his book Japanese Philosophy discusses the origins of Shintoism and its relationship to 
Buddhism during its early conception. “Buddhism transformed Shintoism. Buddhism gave the kami personalities 
and human-like representations in painting and sculpture; also, through writing and by providing a model 
to emulate, it gave indigenous Japanese magico-mythological shamanism a more systematic and coherent 
theoretical foundation, in short, what could be called “a religion”1. Through this introduction of another religious 
movement, the already existing spiritual beliefs evolved to differentiate itself from the novel and foreign ideals 
that came in the 6th century. The nature spirits that were unnamed became more defined and were given 
attributes to embody; they became the kami. Blocker comments that, “The absolute nature accorded by the 
Japanese to their beliefs of that time is evidenced by the fact that these had, and indeed needed, no collective 
name. What later became known as Shintoism was at this point an amorphous set of shamanic folk practices 
of a basically animistic nature”2. The naming of the kami was an act to differentiate the already existing beliefs. 
The term also does not differentiate the nature of gender unless the mythology of a certain kami by name is 
ascertained. For example, Inari, the patron kami of fertility, agriculture and worldly success depending on the 
location and story has been portrayed as male, female, androgynous or sometimes as a collection of kami. 
The nature of the word kami is in itself a fluid concept where the spirit world is another world coexisting and 
influencing the world of humans. 

Also fluid is the kami’s temperament. The kami are believed to possess multiple personas; the gentle 
nurturing persona nigi-mitama and the assertive disharmonious persona ara-mitama are such examples. To 
the early Japanese people, the kami could help and influence their daily life from simple gestures of generosity 
in the form of finding a lost object to miraculous events resulting in the inexplicable healing of a dying family 
member. That was if the kami was respected. Shintoism was historically linked to agriculture-based cults that 
developed entities that, “supported by shamanistic techniques in which the forces of good were appealed to 
and those of evil appeased in order to maintain the bountiful rhythm of earthly life”3, as Blocker further states 
on his writings on the origin of Shinto beliefs. The worship of the kami was the worship of the phenomenon of 
1  H. Gene Blocker, Christopher I. Starling. Japanese philosophy (New York: State University of New York Press, 2001). Pg. 28 
2  H. Gene Blocker, Christopher I. Starling. Japanese philosophy (New York: State University of New York Press, 2001). Pg. 26 
3  H. Gene Blocker, Christopher I. Starling. Japanese philosophy (New York: State University of New York Press, 2001). Pg. 27 
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being. If the kami was not properly respected, the livelihood or normalcy was at risk of disharmony. A kami that 
was scorned could easily perform negative acts and cast misfortune. The kami were not infallible beings with 
only feelings of either pure goodness or pure evil; the kami live as humans lived and felt the same emotions. 
The greatest difference from humanity was that the kami was not visible in the human realm and played a role 
in supernaturally assisting humankind from the beyond. This power and belief in the kami led to the people 
respecting, honoring and praying to them. To the believers, the kami resided within places of great natural 
beauty. Every mountain, lake, river, forest, tree and rock possessed a kami within it. For the Shinto practitioners, 
the most sacred of places where the people could worship was in the sight of the kami among the natural 
landscapes they inhabited. 

This early worship of the kami, began with the people marking the sacred site. No longer was the visible 
beauty of nature enough to differentiate the world of the human from the world of the kami. The kami were 
seen as something beyond the physical realm and needed to be identified and given respect. The trees were 
wrapped in sacred rope and sacred paper talismans. The boulders were given a boundary of pebbles and rocks. 
Primitive boundaries took form and demarcated the land to show the extent of where a kami resided. Even in 
today’s shrines, there are multiple reminders of this past where boundaries of this kind possess the same power 
as they did in the past. Shimenawa, lengths of sacred rope, are hung from shrine entrances, trees, rocks, family 
alters and even construction sites. From these ropes, shide, zig-zag shaped sacred streamers, are hung as a part 
of this tradition of sacred identification. The variant of boundary making using stones are known as iwakura. 

Together, all of these identification processes possess a dual purpose. First, they are believed to ward off 
evil spirits thus purifying the boundaries which they define. Secondly, these boundaries serve as yorishiro, or 
objects capable of attracting kami and thus allowing them to inhabit the physical space. This idea of boundary-
object relationship gives the Shinto practitioner the view that every object can potentially house a kami. In 
comparison to the trees and rocks, there are defined kami for objects of the household including toilets, ovens, 
writing utensils and so on. The most prolific among the yorishiro is the maneki-neko, figurines of cats with a 
raised paw, which are popularly sold as tourist souvenirs. The original intention was to attract the kami of luck. 
Similarly, in commercial fashion, iwakura stones are popularly marketed at jeweler and accessory stores for 
customers to choose stones that they connect with to customize into wearable items for a price. Beyond its 
purpose, yorishiro have the potential to become a collectible for its commercial and aesthetic value beyond its 
original spiritual value.  

Beyond attracting the kami, the size of the kami was also something that had to be considered. An entire 
mountain possessed a kami, but so too did the smallest rock. The same respect was offered to both, but at the 
extent necessary for both kami of varying importance and scale. At some point, demarcation became ritual 
where building to scale was appropriate. For example, hokora, or miniature Shinto shrines are usually found on 
side streets and are devoted to minor kami that protect travelers. A patron kami of a town would have actual 
land with a precinct devoted to it. These shrines also served beyond being the home of a kami. 

Nishi and Hozumi in their book, What is Japanese Architecture? state that, “nearly every town or farming 
village had at least one shrine which served, along with the Buddhist temple, not only as a center of religious 
life but as a playground for children, a place of rest and relaxation for adults, and a focus of neighborhood 
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interaction...”4. The physical condition of the shrine served as a center of social life beyond the purpose of a 
religious site. These sites have become a reminder of the kami’s presence regardless of the passage of time. 

The Shinto shrine is a peculiar building typology that paradoxically fades into the urban fabric 
but also calls attention to itself as a form. “The building is thus already a symbolism, already a system of 
references beyond itself. This is by virtue of the metaphorical nature of some of its elements”5, as claimed by 
Leatherbarrow. Shinto shrines are then symbolic in every sense as the physical structure is purposefully given 
a task all for the veneration of the kami. The origins of the shrine find its beginnings as features in the natural 
landscape where such characteristics as the column become replacements for the tree or the wooden fences 
become replacement for the sacred rope. The most prolific and first indication of a Shinto shrine is the torii, the 
gate. The sole function of the torii is to mark the formal entrance into the sacred grounds of a shrine precinct. 
This idea of gateway and door is a human conception of space that permeates throughout multiple cultures. 
As given by Siegert’s understanding of the door, “Fores…in liminibus profanarum aedium ianuae nominantur,” 
Cicero noted: ‘Doors are called the access points [ianuae] at the thresholds of profane buildings.’ The door is 
intimately connected to the notion of the threshold, a zone that belongs neither to the inside nor the outside 
and is thus an extremely dangerous place”6. The notion of the door is defined by its power as a divider of spaces 
both physically and metaphysically. As Ashihara points out, “The idea of transience of things is deeply embedded 
in the Japanese culture, and one tends to emphasize the essence of things, rather than their material reality”7. 
The mystique and allure of the gate is based in what is held beyond and the context of the torii is particular 
fascinating given its respective meaning and history. 

The literal English translation of the kanji characters, 鳥居, of torii is understood as “bird abode”. The 
etymology of the kanji characters that make the word along with the meaning is unknown. Many scholars 
believe that the practice of constructing torii migrated from mainland Asia. The origins may be in other gate 
typologies such as the Chinese pailou, the Korean hongsalmun and the Indian torana. The scale of the torii is 
not for humans; it is for the kami, the beings of Shintoism. Since antiquity, natural markers in the landscape 
determine the location of the shrines. Hills, forests, streams, rivers, mountains, lakes, and other natural 
phenomena all become vessels that house the kami. Nakamura addresses this deep connection with nature; 
“The way of thinking that recognizes absolute significance in the temporary, phenomenal world seems to be 
culturally related to the traditional Japanese love of nature”8. In many cases, a shrine pays homage to a natural 
phenomenon that may or may not still be present depending on how much a location has altered over time. 
Where the boundaries were once the natural landscape, a new meaning is given. The elements of nature house 
the kami and their location requires identification. A transition takes place from the existing, from rope to wood 
and eventually to gate construction. The torii becomes an abstraction of this natural demarcation and a human 
made construction identifies a Shinto shrine. 

Across the twenty-three special wards of Tokyo, shrines are quickly identifiable by their torii gates of 

4  Kazuo Nishi and Kazuo Hozumi, What is Japanese Architecture? (Tokyo: Kodansha International, 1985). Pg. 48 
5   David Leatherbarrow, Architecture Oriented Otherwise (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2009). Pg. 39 
6  Siegert, Bernhard. Cultural Techniques : Grids, Filters, Doors, and Other Articulations of the Real. New York: Fordham Uni-
versity Press, 2015. Pg. 194 
7  Yoshinobu Ashihara, The Hidden Order Tokyo through the Twentieth Century (New York: Kodansha International, 1986). Pg. 
120 
8  Hajime Nakamura, History of Japanese Thought (Tokyo: Kegan Paul Limited, 2002). Pg. 98 
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varying size and materiality. The grand scale of the steel torii gate of Yasakuni shrine and the miniature size of 
Inari-honored street-side shrines serve the same purpose; they become the threshold between the world of 
the human and the world of the kami. The torii gate as a form gives physicality to the existence of an invisible 
world that Shintoism acknowledges and venerates. Depending on the shrine, there may only be one or there 
may be many. If there are multiple torii, they become indicators of the sacredness of the land. The furthest 
torii becomes the boundary that the kami has power over while the closest tori represent the holier nature of 
the site surrounding the shrine. There are exceptions depending on the kami that is venerated. For example, 
small roadside shrines devoted to Inari possess a smaller one-person sized torii. This type of shrine and torii are 
designed for the individual and are not so much for the grand public rituals and rites. The larger shrines that 
venerate major kami possess larger torii. 

The torii of a high density residential zone shrine possesses a sense of mass unlike the other buildings 
surrounding it. Besides a two story house could be a torii of similar height made of pillars with the width of a 
grown man. The proportion is designed for the kami and not for humankind. Before passing through the torii, 
it is common practice to bow before the gate to offer respect to the shrine grounds and to kami it represents. 
It is also customary to not walk in the middle of the torii or to walk along the central axis to the shrine. That 
path is reserved for the kami; it is polite to allow them room and to walk on either side of the central path. 
Nowadays the practice is either been left unlearned by foreigners photographing a picturesque scene or not 
acknowledged as an unimportant superstition by the younger generations. After passing through the torii, the 
process of ritual has begun. Worshipers follow a set number of tasks once they have entered the shrine grounds 
with an emphasis on purification where the mind and body have to be cleansed before a prayer can be made 
to the kami. After passing the torii, there is the chozuya or temizuya, the purification fountain. Here the human 
cleanses and purifies themselves before proceeding further to offer their gift to the kami at the shrine. Ladles 
are laid out atop a basin of flowing water which is then covered by a shed-like structure that protects the basin. 
A person would pick up the ladle and scoop from the flowing water and pour the water onto both hands to 
wash over the trough at the foot of the basin. Water is cupped within ones hands once poured from the ladle 
to rinse and wash the mouth and spit out to purify. It is very rude to bring the ladle to the mouth since the 
unwashed mouth is considered unclean and would spoil the purification items. The remaining water left in the 
ladle is tipped to wash the rest of the ladle before resting it back on the basin. All of these actions should be 
done within one scoop of the ladle. The entire ritual speaks to the necessity to purify oneself in the sight and 
presence of the kami. 

Once the ritual purification is complete, the person would continue on towards the shrine along a 
path known as the sando. In older shrines, the sando was meant to be a gap between the purification and the 
offering processes to allow time for the worshiper to meditate on what they would ask or pray for the kami. As 
time went on, the sando developed to have trees lining the path to having lanterns and decorations donated 
by patrons. The most elaborate of conditions for a sando are found in shrines devoted to Inari where the sando 
is lined by a corridor of vermilion torii gates. Once past the sando, the practitioner would usually approach the 
front of the shrine to the offertory box or the saisen-bako to make their offering and prayer. Unlike the western 
world in Christianity, where worshipers are expected to enter the house of worship, the main shrine in Shintoism 
is reserved only for priests and priestesses. Depending on the size of the shrine there might be a main assembly 
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hall that only allows exceptions for special occasions such as weddings and funerals. The hall contains the inner 
sanctum which houses an object of great significance to the kami and is believed to be the item that houses 
it. This object is highly guarded and the closest connection to the kami. Proper worship is not done by being in 
sight of the object but by giving the kami an offering. The image of the kami is not as important or even existent 
in comparison to the act of charity that the person performs on behalf of the kami. A monetary offering is the 
norm when making as offering to the box in front of the shrine. The money that is collected is used to upkeep 
the appearance and maintenance of the shrine. The common practice is to offer a go(five)-yen coin which is 
equivalent to the US five cents. The monetary value may not be substantial, but the superstition is that the 
five yen or go-en is numerically indicative to good luck and its favored by the kami and practitioners alike for 
its lucky symbolism. The process of worship is informed by architecture just as much as it is informed by the 
knowledge and mentality. Intention and action is what brings the practitioner into a mindset of being. When 
the individual is aware of a relationship of the self to its surroundings and the meaning of place, there becomes 
an extraordinary moment of reflection. How is it that this reflection can inform a better understanding of our 
existence in the physical and mental realms? 

In order to understand the relationship of a building to its city, one must understand the history of 
that city. For Tokyo, the history is filled with a rich diversity of events that have led to its development as one 
of the largest metropolises in the world. The urban fabric through its organization and architecture becomes 
a cultural marker for the populace. Stanley Tigerman’s quote explains this notion of the building as identifier: 
“Traditionally, buildings were conceived of as representing not only their time, but eternal civilization as 
well”9. The city of Tokyo through the ages is symbolic of the many eras that it has survived. Each building and 
neighborhood speaks the diverse history and values of the time for which they were constructed. The shrine 
becomes a statement that can become iconographic of the area where it is constructed or as a reminder of 
social values to the community. The context of the Shinto shrine cannot be fully understood unless the setting 
in which the shrine is located is understood as well. While many shrines are built in the natural environment 
among the natural phenomenon that the “kami” possess, let it also be known that there are numerous shrines 
located in and throughout the cities of Japan. The megalopolis region of the Taiheiyō Belt consists of the cities of 
Tokyo, Shizuoka, Nagoya, Kyoto, Osaka, Kobe, Himeji, Tokushima, Okayama, Takamatsu, Hiroshima, Matsuyama, 
and Fukuoka to name a few. These urban centers in the region are connected by train systems that traverse 
the river valleys and coastline at the foot of the mountains and account for over 81,000,000 inhabitants. This 
densely populated urban region of Japan is home to some of the most famous examples of Shinto Shrines and 
Buddhist Temples. Examples can be found throughout the old capital of Kyoto such as the Fushimi Inari Shrine, 
Heain Shrine, and Yasaka Shrine. The Ise Grand Shrine is also a prime example due to its proximity along the 
railways connecting the region. A major reason that many of shrines reside within the city is rooted in how the 
urban region developed after and around these religious sites. Tokyo demonstrates this interesting connection 
between the spiritual otherness versus the contemporary normality due to the fairly recent history of Tokyo in 
comparison to the other more ancient cities of Japan. 

Tokyo is a host to many of these ancient shrines that predate the founding of the city. The Kanda Shrine 
located in Chiyoda, Tokyo is one such example that possesses a 1200 year history. Tokyo was originally known as 

Threshold: Images and Shadows of Things Divine (New York: Rizzoli International Publications Inc, 1982). Pg. 56 
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Edo (江戸) which translates as ‘estuary’, given its location at the mouth of the river valley in the Kanto region. 
It was not until the 1868, when Emperor Meiji relocated the imperial capital from Kyoto to Edo, that Edo was 
renamed Tokyo (東京) which translates as ‘east capital’. The history of Edo began officially in 1457 when the 
first castle was constructed to guard the region. At the time, Edo was a small fishing village with little political or 
cultural significance. The perceived future of an uneventful existence took a major shift when Edo became the 
seat of power for the Tokugawa Shogunate in 1603. This influential shift of political power led Edo to becoming 
one of the largest metropolises of its time with over 1,000,000 people by 1721. This rich history of circumstance 
is what makes the shrines of Tokyo so fascinating; there are a collection of shrines with different situations 
that developed due to the urban changes of the time. There are shrines that predate Tokyo, perhaps even Edo, 
founded on locations of the natural landscape. Other shrines were constructed to accommodate the then new 
status of the city as an important political center where they were constructed as political statements. Then 
there were shrines that were built at the height of the urban sprawl to accommodate the spiritual necessities 
of the people. This collection of shrines becomes all the more fascinating when put into context within the 20th 

century. The past hundred years has proved to be an era of the most radical change where two occurrences 
obliterated the city of Tokyo: The Great Kanto Earthquake in 1923 and the Bombing of Tokyo during World War 
II. From both of these occurrences, the city would completely rebuilt itself and with it, some shrines were rebuilt 
in a new image to follow the resurrection of the city. There is a resilience to the Shinto shrine in Tokyo unlike 
other building typologies; they are usually left to exist while other building types are demolished to make way 
for new construction. 

Traditionally, the shrine is meant to symbolize the influence of a kami and becomes a place of worship. 
Shrines can be devoted to a number of kami. When a number of shrines share devotion to a certain kami, it is a 
part of a shrine network. The largest of these networks is devoted to Inari with over 32,000 shrines. Inari is the 
kami of fertility, rice, tea, sake, agriculture, industry, prosperity and worldly success. Inari is portrayed as both 
male and female and is represented by the fox and the popular vermilion torii that mark the kami’s shrines. The 
popularity of this particular shrine is due in part to the kami’s versatility in blessings. 

The Shinto shrines of Tokyo take many forms and purposes. Yet their treatment within the city can 
be organized into a series of categories to better understand their relationship to the urban landscape. Eight 
examples of shrine were analyzed to grasp a better understanding of how the shrines may relate to one another 
within the city. The eight can then be understood in a series of different typologies that exist within the city of 
Tokyo based on how they interact with the urban fabric. The four typologies are the following: the ideal shrine, 
the intact shrine, the antiquated shrine and the contemporary shrine. The Ideal shrine is the quintessential 
example of what a Shinto shrine should be. There is a strong connection to the natural landscape and the path 
of worship or the process is very physically readable. The intact shrine is a shrine that is left respected by the 
neighborhood and region that has developed around it. This type of shrine may predate the urban landscape 
and has been left unchanged since that time that it was constructed. The antiquated shrine refers to a shrine 
that has been overtaken by the urban context where it has overshadowed the purpose of the shrine or perhaps 
has stripped it of its original intention. The contemporary shrine refers to a shrine that has integrated itself 
into the urban fabric in a way that makes it a part of the growing urban condition rather than as outliers to the 
progress that has developed. 
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Types of Shrines 

1) The Idealized Shrine 

The form of Shinto shrine that exemplifies the characteristics of the quintessential shrine. A large amount of the 
natural landscape is preserved for the shrine grounds. The main shrine is placed in the center of this landscape, 
away from other buildings not related to the complex. The way of procession is large, direct, and imposing. The 
threshold conditions are extremely out of scale in comparison to the human and made for a greater being. The 
shrine is primary to the setting.

明治神宮- Meiji Shrine 

In a sea of skyscrapers in the center of Tokyo sits a giant patch of greenery. Yoyogi Park is situated in the center 
of Shibuya, which is now one of the more popular commercial wards of Tokyo. Sitting besides the eclectic 
fashion neighborhood of Harajuku, the upscale boutiques of Ometesando, and Kenzo Tange’s undulating Yoyogi 
National Gymnasium, the shrine welcomes pedestrians with its imposing wooden torii gates that indicates the 
sacred lands that lay beyond. The Meiji Shrine is dedicated to the spirits of Emperor Meiji and his wife, Empress 
Shoken following his death in 1912. The site of the park was originally an iris garden that the Emperor and 
Empress were known to visit. The shrine at the heart of the park, is encircled by a forest of over 120,000 trees 
of 365 species donated from all over Japan. The forest, Yoyogi Park, is located in between Shibuya and Shinjuku, 
which are the largest commercial districts in Tokyo. This sense of centrality between these important wards 
geographically states the importance of this shrine to the nation as a whole. The shrine becomes the heart of 
the park, at the heart of the city Tokyo, the capital. The theme of centrality is powerfully stated by the strong 
contrast that the grounds of the shrine states in its deference to the surround buildings beyond its borders. Yet 
by walking the path leading to the shrine, one would never expect that they are within Tokyo let alone a city at 
all. The trees reach heights that miniaturize the scale of the human to the point that a horizon of trees is all that 
one can see. The only break to this illusion is ones proximity to the torii gates at the edge of the park’s path; they 
become a frame displaying the city beyond, a safe distance away from the wilderness of the shrine grounds. 

2) The Intact Shrine 

The form of Shinto shrine that retains the closest resemblance to its original intention. The shrines and grounds 
are proportional to the human body. The shrine complex is respected and given space within the urban fabric. 
The way of procession is left intact and is built around consciously. The threshold conditions are readable when 
approached. The shrines possess an importance to the surrounding context as a part of the neighborhood. 
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神田神社- Kanda Shrine 

The Kanda Shrine is an ancient shrine that existed before the founding of Edo, present day Tokyo. The shrine 
was said to have been founded in 730 CE whereas the Edo was founded in 1457 CE. Historically, the area around 
the shrine was once a part of a fishing village. The shrine has served as an important location for people of 
all social classes during the Edo period when shoguns paid their respects to the shrine. Following many fires 
and earthquakes, the current iteration was built in 1934 and survived the firebombing of Tokyo in 1942. Due 
to proximity to Akihabara Electric City, many technophiles come to the shrine seeking amulets to bless their 
electronics. In modern times, the neighborhood of Akihabara has treated the Kanda Shrine as an important 
landmark in the urban fabric and has left a large area of the shrine’s precinct respectfully untouched by 
urbanization. The shrine inhabits a city block surrounded by low-density residential and commercial structures. 

3) The Antiquated Shrine 

The form of Shinto shrine that is left changed by its surrounding urban condition with the passage of time. The 
shrines and grounds are now out of place with the urban context. The urban fabric with larger constructions and 
taller buildings overpowers the shrine complex. The way of procession is hidden amongst the city. The threshold 
conditions are readable only when run into. Shrines are secondary to the rest of the everyday usages of the 
surrounding buildings. 

花園神社- Hanazono Shrine 

Hidden among the dense neon glow of signage and glowing storefronts sits a dark alleyway dimly lit by old-
fashioned wooden lamps. Flanked on either side by office buildings with a convenience store and sushi bar 
on the ground floor, the cypress and the torii gate emerging from the alleyway appears as a strange anomaly 
in a district well known for its nightlife. The shrine was constructed during the Edo Period to honor Inari, the 
androgynous god of fertility and success. This particular shrine is an important site as one of the main shrines 
within the Shinjuku region. The name “Hanazono” translates to “flower garden” and the site was once a part of 
the imperial gardens with fields surrounding the shrine complex. The shrine’s status as an antiquated shrine is 
due to the diminished state of its appearance in comparison to the rest of the district. When the shrine was first 
established, it would have sat undisturbed by other structures. When Tokyo was chosen as the center of power 
for Tokugawa Ieyasu, the new proposals of extending the main roads from Chiyoda Castle within reach of the 
Hanazono Shrine and beyond would completely alter how the district would develop. Inns became a popular 
business that established themselves along what is now modern-day Shinjuku. The idea of the district being one 
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of entertainment and of vibrant nightlife would be ingrained into its history for the next few hundred years. This 
major shift of power for the city re-framed the shrine as a feature that would be protected yet left surrounded 
by the new commercial structures that would surround it. The current shrine was rebuilt in the 1950s following 
the firebombing of Tokyo when much of the shrine complex was burned to the ground. 

4) The Contemporary Shrine 

The form of Shinto shrine that is integrated into the modern day conditions that the city has formed. The shrines 
and grounds are integrated into the surrounding context. The shrine complex is equal by the urban fabric with 
altered form and program. The way of procession is fitting to the shrine’s surrounding context. The threshold 
conditions are subtle yet readable. Shrines are equal to the surrounding context.

赤城神社- Akagi Shrine 

This particular shrine is a branch from the Akagi Shrine Network belonging to Mt. Akagi in Gunma Prefecture, 
located roughly 75 miles away from Tokyo. The original lord of the region during the shrine’s construction 
in 1330 was from Gunma Prefecture and decided to name the shrine for his hometown. Hidden along the 
border between Shinjuku and Chiyoda ward, the shrine was centered in the neighborhood of Kagurazaka. The 
neighborhood is an old district with its main roads connecting to the old Edo Castle. This condition made the 
area a prosperous commercial zone. The neighborhood grew to become a popular “hanamachi” or “flower 
town”; an entertainment district where there would be many teahouses and geisha houses for patrons to 
visit. As of recently, the district is a popular neighborhood for French and Italian ex-pats which results in an 
eclectic neighbor that embraces a Euro-Japanese culture. The streets are lined with French bakeries and sushi 
bars alike, with the public speakers playing French accordion music on weekends and having more hair salons 
and pizzerias than the local population requires. The Akagi Shrine is situated on a street adjacent to the main 
thoroughfare allowing it to breathe away from the traffic. As of 2010, the Akagi Shrine was renovated by Kengo 
Kuma and Associates. The Shrine feels modern with the plaza and stairs that leading up to shrine composed of 
large slate blocks. The shrine was redesigned with the traditional and contemporary with equal measure; the 
Japanese Cypress is still used as the main structural beams while a new corrugated aluminum roof graces the 
top. Kengo Kuma also designed the court that surrounds the shrine which incorporates an apartment building 
and a café. Before the renovation, a tea house once existed on the precinct which led Kuma to redesign a 
more contemporary version to integrate the community with the grounds. There then becomes the fascinating 
occurrence of common everyday dining and socializing happening within sight to the daily rituals of the priests 
and priestesses tending the shrine grounds. 
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金刀比羅宮 - Kotohiragu Shrine 

Hidden in the business district of Toranomon with its towering office buildings is a shrine nestled beyond the 
main street. The Kotohira Tower in front of the shrine is raised atop massive pillars that allow for pedestrians 
to walk through to the shrine beyond where the precinct is completely surrounded by office towers. In the 
shadows of these structure, the shrine sits close to the ground in comparison with its unusual clean-cut slate 
and asphalt plaza. The Kotohiragu Shrine is a branch from the Kotohiragu Shrine Network in Kagawa, a head 
shrine located roughly 430 miles away from Tokyo. The shrine kami is patron to sailors and ship transport and 
would have made sense historical nature of the district givens it proximity to Tokyo Bay. The current shrine is 
said to bestow worshipers with family safety, business prosperity and maritime safety; a purpose which serves 
the shrine well from its central location within a business district. The neighborhood of Toranomon is as old as 
the Edo Castle from which the city was built. The name of the district translates as “Tiger Gate” and would have 
been the southern most gate leading to the castle. The district is currently a business district filled with many 
corporate headquarters and international embassies. 

Tokyo is a city of impermanence. The urban landscape of Tokyo is defined by the constant threat of 
disaster. Shelton brings up the reoccurring issues concerning the scale of urban destruction and its frequency; 
“There is hardly a city in Japan which cannot recall near obliteration at some point in its history or at least the 
repeated destruction of whole districts. (In this sense, Tokyo’s experience of substantial destruction in 1657, 
1668, 1682, 1772, 1855, 1872 and 1923 from earthquake and/or fire is not unusual)”10 The country sits on one 
of the most active geological fault lines on the planet lending itself to a multitude of natural disaster ranging 
from earthquakes, tsunamis and volcanic eruptions. Not to mention the meteorological occurrences of typhoons 
during the rainy season. This high chance of destruction led to the current layout of Tokyo where skyscrapers 
are structurally designed to become firewalls. Unlike the western city where the city ascends in height allowing 
a distinguishable city center, Tokyo and many Japanese cities have multiple city “centers” or “nodes” of a sort. 
These “nodes” appear at major crossings and intersections where entire lines of traffic and transportation are 
lined with skyscrapers protecting low-rise residences and districts in-between the major thoroughfares. The 
urban layout also follows the ancient organic pathways of earlier periods giving the cities a complex network 
of converging transportation systems unlike the grid-like pattern found in much newer American cities. This 
organism lends itself to a way-finding process based on the landmark rather than the identification moniker. 
Instead of the number streets of Manhattan, a local is more familiar with the general zone of a location based 
on ward and local landmarks. Kyoto is one of the few examples of Japanese cities that follows a grid pattern for 
its urban planning due to its early influences by the Chinese Tang Dynasty Capital city of Chang’an. The inherent 
design of the urban landscape has had to adjust to the precincts of the shrines. Given that many shrines when 
founded remain in the location that they were founded, many urban planners design with these locations in 
mind or at least in context where the shrine is left untouched. 

 Barrie Shelton, Learning from the Japanese City: West meets East in Urban Design (New York: Routledge 1999). Pg. 158 
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The amount of impermanence has also led to the fascinating relationship of building to its populace. 
Shelton connects this idea of destruction to the modern day sensibility of impermanence; “Japan’s cities have 
long traditions of temporariness: that is, of temporary fabric... In Japan, very few buildings reach back over 
centuries and of those that do, most are parts of religious complexes and castles”11 The age of the buildings in 
Tokyo gives an impression that the city is novel and modern. Yet the age of the city itself gives another quality 
of antiquity even though only few remnants remain of that time. The fact that many of Tokyo’s wards were once 
individuals towns and cities gives the historical context of a city that is actually many. The location of certain 
shrines and temples gives a marker of where these town centers once focused around. 

Lessons of the Shrine and the Sando 

The Shinto is composed of a series of experiences defined both architecturally and through the ritual. 
There is a definition of space that allows for practitioners to access this series and to approach the shrine as 
intended. For the non-practitioner, the loss of certain rituals would result in an incomplete understanding of the 
space and its purpose of procession. The destinations in between the outside and inside of the shrines exists, of 
course. To reach to the space where prayers are offered is in one sense a goal, but not the point of the journey 
to the location. The act of transition is a powerful motif that propels worshipers and no worshipers alike through 
the shrine precinct. Among the most potent threshold conditions that exist is the sando. 

The sando becomes a fascinating experience of the shrine to study. It is the path of pilgrimage to the 
main shrine of the precinct. Historically, the path would have been just that. A path between the site where the 
shrine begins and at its end the building that houses the kami. As time went on, the sando was decorated and 
lined with offerings. These offerings began to evolve into physical stone statuettes and lanterns that began to 
permanently mark the path which practitioners were meant to take on their ascent to the shrine. Or rather, the 
path marked where hundreds of others had once walked before. The most fascinating of these sando conditions 
is that of the Inari shrine which instead of a path of stone lanterns is a path of torii. Among the most iconic of 
sando lined with torii is the Fushimi Inari Shrine in Kyoto. 

Inari is more well known as a kami of fertility and good fortune. In the many guises that the kami 
possess, as a man, woman, fox, and even a group of kami, Inari is honored throughout Japan with tens of 
thousands of shrines. The shrines vary in size from small side shrines versus the larger precincts that overtake 
entire mountains. The most recognizable motif of Inari’s shrines are the guardian foxes, an animal that are seen 
as the kami’s messenger, and the sando of torii. Rather than the suggestion of a path, the sando transforms 
into a corridor condition due to the nature of the gate condition. A relationship is established between 
multiple layers of duality. What is outdoors versus the indoor condition where a corridor is created yet it is not 
completely enclose? There becomes a play in the solid form where light and shadow are at odds with each 
other. There is also the passage of time where the person walking through is aware of the age of the gates being 
different from one another and the passage of bodies through the space. These layers of threshold create a 
space that is other in the sense that is it felt physically and metaphysically. Otherworldliness is achieved and 
sustained by the human awareness.

 Barrie Shelton, Learning from the Japanese City: West meets East in Urban Design (New York: Routledge 1999). Pg. 157 
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The Idea of the Otherworldly 

Architects and media artists alike have discussed and wondered about otherworldliness within their 
work. For the architect, the designer of built space, this ethereal feeling or experience of a space is found 
equally between spaces of strong presence and spaces of subtlety. The strongest of these values can be found 
within the buildings typologies of close intimacy to the individual or the group. The main example of a group 
intimacy can be found within the typology of the religious building and the intimacy of the individual within 
the home. Both typologies are comparable in their purpose to satiate the human desire for mental rest and 
purpose. It is unseemly to assume that the workplace, places of commercial interaction or locations tied to the 
material world as linked to this sense of the sacred or otherworldly. It then becomes a matter of discussing what 
physical factors of the built space create this phenomenon of “alternative to normalcy”. 

Architects agree that there a complex combination of possible influences to the sensibility of “otherness” 
or “sacredness”. To some, it is the interaction of space to light and how natural daylight can penetrate and 
space and provide an otherworldly occurrence through the passage of time. For example, Juhani Pallasmaa 
as cited by Bermudez believes that, “Light and silence are also initiators and mediators of sacred and spiritual 
experiences”12. Light in time blends the bright and darkness to form a soft touch of the ethereal. Others claim 
material as the main feature. What is light without the correct material to shine. Is it the cool and polished 
surface of concrete with its truth to form and weight? Or is it natural planed wood that is freshly waxed with its 
brisk scent of the forest and its warm tones that shift with the changing seasons? Or it may not be material at 
all but the setting in which the building may find itself. It must certainly be the location. The connection to the 
natural setting with the buildings relationship to the ground as a factor that makes the landscape and building 
a part of a harmonious relationship between man-made and natural. Does the building sink into the ground 
forming a subterranean relationship and has the grassy hill caress the foundation or is the building suspended 
atop pillars separated apart and above the ground on a plane higher than the humans that designed it? It is 
understandable that there are so many interpretations of where the sacred or otherworldly comes from. Every 
person possesses a unique perception of the physical world and this perception creates a different feeling, 
hence it is impossible to disprove or prove what is right or wrong in the realm of the ethereal except for one 
truth. The truth is that all perceptions of the sacred and otherworldly are correct in the eyes of those that 
are attuned to the senses. It is only through the bodily experience and its attention to it that the sacred or 
otherworldly aura of a building or built condition can be realized and experienced as a phenomenon. 

Media artists can also have a similar stance on this perception of what the sacred or otherworldly may 
be. The world of the cinema can make the claim that the camera lens is a frame from which to perceive the 
wonders of existence. Through the powerful view of the third person, the omnipotent viewer, all things are in 
the vision of the audience. The lens becomes an extension of our senses and heightens the awareness to the 
situations presented on-screen. The ways in which media and the otherworldly interact become interlinked 
by the human body’s reaction to it or with it. An example of work that possess this quality can be found in 
the projects designed by TeamLAB. One of their projects, Message Pillar, deals the concept of transcending 
boundaries where there is a pillar of light that if camera tracked by their app on a smart phone produces a 

 Julio Bermudez, Transcending Architecture (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America. 2015). Pg. 23 
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flowing vortex of statements and messages left behind by previous users. The user then can add their own 
message to the pillar and it will be left to encircle the pillar for other viewers on the app to see when there are 
present in front of the pillar with their apps on. This project addresses the nature of what we see and how the 
pillar as a physical object can be touched and exists in a tangible realm but possesses a meaning beyond that 
physicality. The importance lies within the possession of the users access to a phone and the hidden messages 
that only appear with the help of an app. This notion of other meaning left by strangers and people that 
came before possess a very familiar type of transcendence similar to the way that transience is treated in the 
otherworldly existence of the Shinto shrine sando. Both possess a sense of timelessness where the message 
be it written or built is left without a sense of age and it ever present and that the hidden meaning or access 
to this message is only visible or understood when the audience is aware. Whether awareness be in the ritual 
understanding of the torii construction or the use of a downloaded app, the importance of awareness creates 
this experience of understanding that gives insight. This use of awareness can also be made sight specific 
such as an example of TeamLAB’s exhibition, Digitized City, Digitized Nature, which incorporates Fukuoka 
Castle as a backdrop. Throughout the grounds of the castle are a series of media art installations using light 
and projection as an interaction piece that alter according to how people approach them. The main concept 
of the entire installation is to address how non-material art can turn nature and the built condition into art 
without causing harm to it. This presence of another layer of complexity to the sites adds a fascinating dynamic 
between meaning, interpretation, and context. The site of the ruins of Fukuoka Castle shine with the light of 
the installation and breathe according to the presence of people giving a new sense of how history can be 
interpreted at this sight. The media art composed of light is given meaning by its location but in turn, the ruins 
are displayed by the art in a more lifelike manner, perhaps anthropomorphic character. The joint combination 
of the location and the art give off the presence of the spirit. The spirit of location speaks to its audience that 
walks through the grounds. The closer the audience comes to the castle, the light beckons it to come closer. 
Once the audience is close enough, the light shies away and the ruins become silent. There becomes a feeling of 
consciousness where the art and the built condition possess a sentience or a semblance of it. 

When analyzing the location of sacred sites in the city of Tokyo, the tremendous shift in aesthetic is 
linked to the fact that time separates the old shrines from the contemporary skyscrapers. Shrines have become 
important landmarks within the urban fabric of Tokyo where it is unlikely that they will be demolished or moved. 
As great as the incentive of valuable real estate and purpose may shake the foundations of the shrines existence, 
it is rare for these structures to be altered unless circumstances arise that require it. In Shintoism, there is 
a prescribed set of rituals in order to relieve the shrine of kami in order for a shrine to be altered or even 
demolished, but the likelihood of this occurrence is minimal. This condition of the Tokyo shrine is paradoxical 
when compared to the ritual deconstruction and reconstruction of the Ise Grand Shrine. Every 20 years, the 
complex of major shrines is de-constructed and rebuilt to exemplify the qualities of death and rebirth found in 
Shintoism. This idea of transience exists strongly within the Shinto belief. To see it reinterpreted in the Tokyo 
shrine offers a different perspective. As Barrie states, “It is in architecture… that we find the most potent and 
meaningful use of symbolism, because here the symbol is not only representational, but spatial and temporal 
as well”13. Instead of the shrine being that factor that is transient, the city of Tokyo around these many shrines 

Thomas Barrie, Spiritual Path, Sacred Place: Myth, Ritual, and Meaning in Architecture (Boston & London: Shambala 1996). 
Pg. 16 
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is the transient factor and it grows and rebuilds and destroys in and around them. The shrine becomes a spatial 
and symbolic icon of the city’s resilience throughout the passage of time. 

With any built condition, there becomes the problem of addressing the individual response to the 
physical condition. Is the person within a threshold meant to follow a prescribed path or are they to perform 
their own interpretation? The feelings and intentions that are placed upon a space become subjected to the 
views of a person. There is a boundary of the mind and of the body when a space acts as a provocative gesture. 
What then becomes the commonplace and the other? 
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Chapter 2 

The Concept of Threshold in Architecture and Cinema 

Threshold can usually be defined as the point of a beginning or an ending. The word can also be linked 
to the concept of a magnitude at which a certain phenomenon can manifest. In all meanings of the word, 
threshold in architecture links itself to the idea that there is an existing duality; there must be a space before 
and after the threshold, a point A and point B. The threshold begins with an idea. A physical structure is 
conceived only with a thought in mind that evokes meaning to the creator and its community. 

Architecture and cinema both address the concept of threshold and its meaning in their respective 
fields. Architecture as a medium is a threshold within the physical realm. While the cinema as a medium is a 
threshold of the mind and body. The motion picture becomes transportive as it is an interpretation of the world. 
Yet there is sense of time and place that is captured in motion picture that paradoxically freezes the moment 
while enabling it to continually repeat. Lippit addresses the paradoxical nature of cinema and its relationship 
to time; “In cinema, time is chronic; in other words, it is and is not itself, perpetually”.14 The cinema defines a 
strange and surreal existence of the imagination with the audience with an interpretation of reality that is left in 
a set of threshold limbos. The cinema captures the factor of imagined/perceived reality. This kind of discrepancy 
between the real versus the representation enthralled early moviegoers during the advent of the cinema; 
“Fascination with the technology of cinema ultimately revolved around the apparatus’s capacity to reproduce 
reality”15. This conversation between the physical reality and the interpretation of that reality in another form 
still fascinates us today with the relationships that the condition establishes. 

A particular condition that is created by the cinema is the audience/content relationship. The screen of 
the cinema physically and metaphysically creates a threshold between realities. The reality of the audience is 
still inhabited, yet the content of the cinema emerges as the prominent place of reality. The audience engages 
with the cinema as an alternative reality. As Gaston Bachelard points out in The Poetics of Space, “Outside 
and inside form a dialectic of division, the obvious geometry of which blinds us as soon as we bring it into play 
in metaphorical domains. It has the sharpness of the dialectics of yes and no, which decides everything”16. 
This concept of an outside/inside or perhaps an audience/performance relationship is strongly defined as an 
inflexible relationship. The screen becomes an impassible boundary, yet there still a chance of conversation 
between audience and performance. 

Threshold to the cinematographer is one of the real versus the unreal, the conventional sense versus the 
otherworldly sense. The cinema as an art form presents the notion of an alternative realm that is a portrayal of 
reality and that the body must perceive this portrayal as a possible scenario that the reality can possess. There is 
a multitude of dualities that are presented in cinema: outside/inside, subject/object, reality/imagination, time/ 
timelessness and framing/openness all become possible relationships that can be established. 

14  Lippit, Akira Mizuta, and Lippit, Akira. 2012. Ex-Cinema : From a Theory of Experimental Film and Video. Berkerley: Universi-
ty of California Press. ProQuest Ebook Central. Pg. 41 
15  Gerow, Aaron. 2010. Visions of Japanese Modernity : Articulations of Cinema, Nation, and Spectatorship, 1895-1925. Berk-
erley: University of California Press. ProQuest Ebook Central. Pg. 49 
16  Gaston Bachelard. The Poetics of Space (Boston: Beacon Press, 1958) Pg. 211 
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For example, the essay film becomes a medium that helps to blur this boundary between the dualities 
that become the subject of the film. As stated by Nora M. Alter, “Unlike the documentary film, which presents 
facts and information, the essay film produces complex thought that at times is not grounded in reality but 
can be contradictory, irrational, and fantastic… rather, it gives free reign to the imagination, with its artistic 
potentiality”17. The essay film becomes a way of negotiating between the feelings of the cinematographer, the 
topics of the film and the audience that engages with the piece. The elements of the cinema, the image, the 
text, the voice and sound design become characters on their own that convey multiple layers of information 
that inform and question. The main purpose of the essay film then becomes more than a blunt separation 
of audience versus the screen.  Rascaroli effectively states, “Ultimately, essayistic cinema is multiform, 
unfathomable and exciting because it is an open field of experimentation, in which there are indeed no rules… 
It is a field in which there is no truth, only truth making”18. The idea of the essay film is then not a documentary 
or a documentation of the realities that we see. The format is more of an emotional response of the producer. 
There is then a three-way relationship where the subjectivity of the producer, the audience and the film piece 
itself are given a chance as a converser in the dialogue. Rather than the direct path of the producer’s film as a 
direct regurgitation of information, the essay takes on complexity and layers and develops a voice of its own. 

Within an element of the film, there is a possibility to the narrative that can be questioned and 
pondered. A voice over of an essay film in itself can be a complex layer by itself to analyze. Voice is one example 
of a potent element that can carry multiple layers within the essay film. Rascaroli brings up the major role that 
a voice can bring to a film; “Types of voice over are also the consequence of specific practices, for instance 
of voice casting, and are liable to be influenced by the productive, ideological and theoretical contexts within 
which they are made. Harun Farocki’s work, for instance, are likely to be highly self-conscious about their use of 
voice-over. As Thomas Elsaesser clarified, in fact, the question of voice-over or, in more general terms, of ‘who 
speaks’ and ‘who looks’ in film, informed the debate on documentary…”19. There is a conscious decision on all of 
the moves created to bring together the elements of a film. The same can be stated for architecture where the 
intent of the designer and the built space as meant to reach an understanding.  Subjectivity is key. The intent 
of the individual becomes a tool that empowers the work as Rascaroli states that “the person who speaks must 
situate herself in what she says, must display her own subjectivity, and take a risk; and must address the person 
who watches, who is hence invited to enter into a dialogue”20. That is to say that the conversation between the 
cinematographer and the film and the architect and the building are not one in the same conversation. They 
become essayists in their own right. Either they write the story in film or in drawing about a reality that they 
face and about a truth that is theirs. Rascaroli defines the role of the essayist as such; “The essayist does not 
pretend to discover truth to which he holds the key, but allows the answers to emerge somewhere else... The 
meaning of the film is created via this dialogue, in which the spectator has an important part to play; meanings 
are presented by the speaking subject as a personal, subjective meditation, rather than objective truths”21. In 
the endless search for truth, how can we as designers of physical and filmic space come to better understand 
the thresholds that we pass? 

17  Laura Rascaroli. The Personal Camera Subjective Cinema and the Essay Film. (London: Wallflower Press, 2009) Pg. 25 
18  Laura Rascaroli. The Personal Camera Subjective Cinema and the Essay Film. (London: Wallflower Press, 2009) Pg. 191 
19  Laura Rascaroli. The Personal Camera Subjective Cinema and the Essay Film. (London: Wallflower Press, 2009) Pg. 49 
20  Laura Rascaroli. The Personal Camera Subjective Cinema and the Essay Film. (London: Wallflower Press, 2009) Pg. 34 
21  Laura Rascaroli. The Personal Camera Subjective Cinema and the Essay Film. (London: Wallflower Press, 2009) Pg. 36 
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Cinema by its nature is transportive in nature. Light arranged in a way that resembles a physical locations 
captures us and we are drawn to the representation. Elsaesser and Hagener challenge us to “consider the 
cinema as a material-immaterial architectural ensemble: even if one describes a visit to the cinema as a social 
and phenomenological event, one can still find many markers that make this visit equivalent to crossing several 
borders”22. The notion of the flat two-dimensional screen projecting an interpretation of a world through 
light on a screen appears simplistic. Yet through this medium, the human imagination is able to create close 
connections on an emotionally engaging level to its audience when orchestrated well. The threshold, frame 
and window all become metaphors of crossing this line of imagination/reality. There becomes an established 
relationship of the audience to the cinematography that is presented to them. Elsaesser and Hagener address 
this point by claiming that, “while the window directs the viewer to something behind or beyond itself… the 
frame draws attention both in the status of the arrangement as artifact and to the image support itself”23. The 
frame is an integral part of cinematography where the audience is directed to look and analyze in the direction 
that is chosen. There is a set threshold to how the audience relates to the film 

The dualities of inside/outside presented through the threshold condition in cinema are very similar to 
that of the physical realm found in architecture. The only difference being the physicality of architecture versus 
the metaphysical realm of the cinema. In their respective fields, both and architecture and cinema address 
the relationships of space and together they create the human body’s interpretation of space through such 
interactions. This condition of threshold becomes a form of demarcation that subconsciously gives us a sense of 
distinction from space to space. The otherworldly is evoked by this suggestion of threshold by its very being and 
we are acutely aware of this condition.  

There are multiple perceptions of threshold that can be found through cinema through the skills 
and techniques employed by its directors and cinematographers. The screen from which a film is displayed 
through its two dimensional boundaries captures the essence of three dimensionality in the audiences’ captive 
imagination. There becomes a bond between the reality the audience inhabits and the reality of the cinema 
that is being depicted. The following examples serve to show the diversity in ways that threshold can be used 
and portrayed in cinema as a methodology. All of these examples in some form or another employ their use 
of videographic elements, be they of the camera movement, the voice or text to create threshold conditions 
between the inhabitants of the screen and those that are outside of the screen. Multiple examples throughout 
the world of cinema can be analyzed to see how they address this concept of threshold. 

The quintessential threshold in cinema is that of the blank screen with no imagery. ‘The Black Screen’ 
by Richard Misek is an essay film that discusses the usage of the blank black screen in cinema. Inspired by use 
of the screen as a place of transition and transmutation, the film uses a mixture of found footage to create a 
progression of movement from one scene to the next in between different films rather than within a single 
coherent narrative. The videographic elements are utilize to show the power of the black screen. The threshold 
is the passage from one film to another, yet the main catalyst that allows for this the black screen. It is a pause, 
a chance for the audience to breathe and imagine what may happen next within the frame. The opportunity 

22  Thomas Elsaesser & Malte Hagener, Film Theory and introduction through the senses (New York & London: Routledge, 
2010). Pg. 39 
23  Thomas Elsaesser & Malte Hagener, Film Theory and introduction through the senses (New York & London: Routledge, 
2010). Pg. 14 
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arises for the audience to disconnect from the imagery without having to disconnect from the filmic world 
entirely. There is a conscious effort on the audience’s part to tie the pieces of the narrative or the film together 
during these chances of pause. In a way, this kind of pause mirrors the way in which human memory and 
consciousness functions. The segmentation through the black screen becomes familiar. 

This concept of segmentation is a major motif of the experimental short film ‘Fuji’ by Robert Breer. The 
film presents the threshold between consciousness and memory through a cyclical segmentation. The film 
begins with real shots of a train ride passing Mount Fuji intercut with still frames of drawings that resemble a 
cup rolling on the floor. The intercuts become more and more abstract with a combination of real footage versus 
the drawn until a point is reached where all the cuts and imagery are hand drawn. The reality of an image is 
abstracted into a memory of forms and lines interlaced with a consistent sound that is identifiable throughout 
the experience of the film. The narrative is sparse where the same imagery of the train ride is referenced, yet 
the film provides a fascinating lens on how the human mind can conjure up multiple realities of the same set of 
frames. The masses, colors, and treatment all contribute to a collective reality of the memory being presented. 
The film’s truth is the combination of all of these segments working together to patch the pieces of an otherwise 
jumbled timeline. The sense of time is skewed and it sets the audience in a perpetual timelessness which 
transports the viewer away from a linear time progression and into a state of limbo. 

Such treatment and experimentation of time are present in ‘Russian Ark’ directed by Alexander Sokurov. 
Its sweeping one shot through the Hermitage in St. Petersburg, Russia gives the audience the perspective of 
an unseen specter roaming the palace/museum walls. The fascinating feature of this film is how the specter 
is portrayed traveling through time as he travels through space is a strange patchwork of events that seem to 
happen throughout the history of the building seemingly at the same time given the space a sense of sentience. 
The movement from era to era provides this unseen threshold with the passage of time. The ending shot is 
perhaps the most poignant where the specter follows a crowd of party-goers leaving a royal ball during the 
mid-1850s being the only entity aware that the events taking place had already happened or perhaps would 
always be happening forever as long as this world that the specter inhabits exists. There becomes a break in 
the concept of duality where the binary of permanence and impermanence are interceded by the overarching 
premise that perhaps all things that have happened are happening and are forever happening. The specter 
attempts to exit the Hermitage with the rest of the party-goers only find that the outside of the palace is a 
large expansive sea. The Hermitage takes upon the title of the film as the “Russian Ark” where the Hermitage 
becomes a cultural relic of Russian history floating upon the sea of time and existence. The threshold of time 
is blurred and there is no definitive sense of one event happening in context to another. Rather that all events 
past and present would happen all at the same time regardless of whether or not the audience can distinguish 
the time period that events were meant to happen. The film removes the audience’s attachment to chronology. 
Sequence is taken away. 

Time and sequence are similarly addressed in ‘Koyaanisqatsi’ directed by Godfrey Reggio. The film looks 
critically at the industrialization of human civilization and its disconnection to nature. The footage is filmed 
mostly through the lens of an observer seeing humanity as another entity that exists as a separate entity. The 
use of time-lapse along with focused close-ups gives the notion of intangibility to the actions taking place, 
ranging from factory mass production to the rushing of traffic at night. The scenes give an endless motion to 
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the action and create this feeling of anxiety and urgency. The use of soundtrack also plays with the footage in a 
similar fashion where large and full sounds of otherworldly synth tones creates operatic chords that mesh and 
follow into multiple layers that border on cacophony. The end of the film builds up to a critical finale of humanity 
reaching a point of great technological advancement that is met with destruction yet with a soundtrack that 
creates a grand and emotive aura of grandeur to the spectacle. The film presents threshold in the sense of 
viewer versus subject. The audience of the film is given the view of the omnipotent being viewing across and 
down upon the world and its ever changing existence and the path of humanity along a road of industrial 
progress. This view enables the audience to capture the sense of alienation and separation from the self where 
they become aware of themselves from a different perspective. The audience is able to imagine themselves 
as both the viewer and subject in this situation and the line is blurred. The audience becomes a omnipotent 
character of the film. 

The viewpoint of the audience also plays an important role in Wong Kar-wai’s ‘In the Mood for Love’. Its 
camera lens frames the characters in every shot be it a stairwell or a window. More importantly, the framing of 
the characters is meant to emphasize the situation in which the characters find themselves. The story is one of 
betrayal where both main characters’ spouses are in extramarital affairs with each other leading these scorned 
outliers to deal with the psychological repercussions of this affair. The framing shows this mental state by 
metaphorically trapping the characters within the lens and giving the audience a sense that they are watching 
the characters every move and action from beyond the frame. The audience is given again the ability to be 
watcher and never the watched. The audience is powerful and powerless. They are knowledgeable of every 
detail beyond the threshold of the physical space yet powerless in affecting the inevitable as the characters play 
out their tragic fates. There becomes a finite truth that is established where the frame confines the characters 
both in and outside the cinematic realm. 

The confines of the in/out relationship are also a major part of ‘Tokyo-Ga’ by Wim Wenders. The 
documentary film is treated as a film diary on Wenders’ search for an imagined vision of Japan. In his search, 
Wenders tries to find existing links to filmmaker Yasujiro Ozu and his work. In the film, Wenders admiration 
to Ozu’s filmic portrayal of a pre-war Japan is met with the numbing realization that everything has changed 
or moved forward in Wenders’ eyes. Of the few remaining ties to Ozu’s world, Wenders films them as subject 
in a timeless manner. Such mundane scenes as the train passing, children playing in the park and workers 
walking home in the dim light of a back street are all carefully treated. The threshold here is the passage of time 
where the film creates this narrative of how much Tokyo has altered in comparison to Wender’s imagination 
of Ozu’s pre-World War world but has captured the timeless nature of the events happening within the city. 
Wenders is held within this strange relationship between Ozu’s filmic representations versus the physical reality 
that Wenders is experiencing. There is disconnect between the expectation and the reality and this dialogue 
between his mental image and the physical truth is in a constant struggle throughout the film. The cinematic 
threshold becomes both a truth and a fallacy as does the physical space that was once represented by Ozu and 
again represented by Wenders himself. 

There becomes a connecting thread between the multiple films and their relationship to threshold. 
The cinematic frame tends to create boundaries and segmentation where necessary. The frame also tends to 
create dualities and paradoxes where the film and the physical reality are in a dialogue. What is real and what is 
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less than real? It can be argued that there is truth in all of these thresholds that are presented as it creates the 
connecting factor. Cinema becomes what architecture cannot be and vice versa and this reliance in itself creates 
a dialogue between the physical and the metaphysical. 
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Chapter 3 

Practice Component and Analysis 

The final response to the concepts that have been researched is to create an exhibition focusing on the 
threshold as connector and journey. The room in which the exhibition will take place is to strip its prior purpose 
and given a new meaning through materiality. The main inspiration of this project takes its precedent from 
Shinto beliefs, particularly that a spirit can inhabit a space and that there is a necessity to identify this condition. 
How does one turn the mundane into the otherworldly? To begin, the room is now clean and laid out without 
purpose and without form or color. Given the previous usage of the space as a part of a workspace, what 
mundane materials can be transformed to address the space? An example of a possible material is paper. It is a 
material that students and professors alike use in their daily lives within the workspace. It is also easily acquired, 
discarded and forgotten. Paper also becomes a potentially fascinating medium as it possesses a natural 
translucent nature while also giving its interaction a sense of tactile grace. Within this room devoid of color is 
a series of suspended from the ceiling that will hold a series of flowing paper strips in the form of screens. The 
paper can allow light that shines through it to possess a physical weight and form. Space and screen can create 
a conversation. The space would begin with the paper as a threshold condition based on the frame of a door. As 
one progresses through the space, there is a sense of progression from linear threshold into a dense field and 
from the dense field the physical tangibility of the paper can come in the contact with the light of the cinema. 
There then would be a transition from the physical tangibility of the space towards the metaphysical intangibility 
of the cinema. 

The end goal of this research creates an exhibition piece that exemplifies through designed architecture 
and media an abstracted version of a threshold condition that can evoke a sense of the “otherworldly”. Due to 
the subjective nature of this experience, the project from the standpoint of the architecture will utilize methods 
found in the Shinto architecture precedents such as repetition, density,  and scale shift. The media aspect is 
coupled with this exhibition by projecting onto the space at a certain point. As a threshold condition, there 
are already defined a point of entry and a point of exit. At these points, the elements of architecture or media 
transition in dominance. For example, from the point of entry, the viewer has a full understanding of the spatial 
relationship presented to them but is not be able to see the media while from the point of exit. The viewer 
possesses a clear view of the film projected onto the space but is unable to fully comprehend the built condition 
beyond it. These two elements of architecture and media work together to create the experience of transition 
and a complex layers of threshold. 

A major point discussed was the location of built experiments/exhibitions. In particular, there was a 
question of the suitability of using the university. How does the campus relate as a site and how does this 
construction of a “otherworldly threshold” make sense? Given the precedents of the Shinto shrine within the 
urban context, how does that relationship make sense to a university complex? Is there an actual reconstruction 
of a sacred space on campus? Another point that borders these questions is the issue of cultural appropriation. 
By taking concepts from Japanese culture or aesthetic, does that make sense within a society that does not 
follow these ideals or understand the meaning of the physical forms that the symbol of an architectural 
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condition signify. For example, not only does the torii gate represent the Shinto religion and the demarcation of 
the sacred versus the mundane; the torii is also representative of Japanese culture. Given this connection, it is 
not uncommon for foreign cultures beyond to utilize this image as a signifier for concepts, places, and objects 
Japanese. A sushi restaurant in the US using a torii gate as a main entrance without a relationship to a shrine 
is a possible outcome of this appropriation. Such examples of usage when done without finesse and with poor 
execution can lead to generalizations and kitsch results. The built condition in a kitsch manner would be able 
to become instantly identifiable and transportive but would lack the complex nature of being able to make a 
cultural or metaphysical connection that would include the person experiencing the space. 

Practice Component 

Location – Hayes Annex C 05, University at Buffalo South Campus 

Room Dimensions – roughly 30’x 60’ x 10’ space 

Exhibition as a pilgrimage where the audience is led through a series of “gates” of hanging paper that are 
an abstraction of stills taken from the created experimental essay film piece. The film and space relate in that 
the space is the filmic representation that is frozen and stretched forth into an inhabitable space. The series of 
stills will wind into a continuous loop where portions of film will be projected for inconspicuous locations for the 
audience to discover on their path through the exhibition space.  

The 17 minute experimental essay film named ‘Four Dots’ is separated into 4 portions: 

I 

The Other 

II 

The Mundane 

III 

The Conversation 

IIII 

The Silence 

The title ‘Four Dots’ is a reference to the ellipsis, an omission of speech or writing where meaning is 
understood within context. The experimental essay film is formatted by treating the quotes and text research as 
the voices of the film. The film, inspired by the mythos of Shintoism where spaces have the potential to house 
a spirit, gives the space a spirit and the normal a spirit. “The Other” and “The Mundane” become characters 
that can converse with each other about their purpose and existence. “The Other” is a representation of the 
spaces that people inhabit, where they are the collective knowledge of the people that inhabit it. Whereas 
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“The Mundane” becomes the spirit of the conventional where normal conversation and the memory become 
blurred into incoherence. The silence then gives the audience a chance to recall their own sense of the being 
and to develop their own dialogue to the film. The film is composed of shots taken in Japan and in Buffalo that 
exemplify the framing of the subject in cinematography and architecturally. 
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Conclusion 

The definition for “otherworldly” in this study is defined as the individual self-acknowledging its place 
within the greater existence of all things. Based on the individual beliefs of a person this feeling can range 
from a connection to the space, the greater universe, perhaps a god or set of celestial beings. The definition of 
“threshold” in this study was defined as a crossing that demarcates between a space A and a space B. For this 
study, the space A and space B are meant to be the same location whereas the relationship of conventional 
sacred spaces define space A as the mundane and normal and space B as the enlightened and sacred. The 
idea of the spaces being the same is meant to give focus to the threshold and to help facilitate the reaction or 
non-reaction to the space, dependent on the user as they have the experience. Tokyo is a site location due to 
the unique connection between the mundane world of the urban condition in harmonious coexistence with 
the sacred and spiritual world of its Shinto Shrines and Buddhist Temples. Eight case studies were chosen from 
throughout Tokyo and are separated into four categories of shrines to delineate how each has adapted the line 
between the sacred and the mundane. Using these case studies, experimentation was done to use elements 
employed by these shrines to create the sense of sacred. The use of repetition, symmetry, light, sound, scent, 
etc. will be studied to replicate the effect of sacred or otherworldly without the religious connotation. For 
media precedents, a series of films pertaining to the ideas of threshold were chosen to further understand the 
relationships that it implies. This relationship can be the passage of time, such as that shown through Russian 
Ark directed by Alexander Sokurov, to the threshold of culture, as shown in Tokyo-Ga directed by Wim Wenders 
or the perception of otherness in Robert Breer’s Fuji. In the case of space in the Shinto shrine, this relationship 
can be analyzed by the relationship established by elements such as the torii or the sando. Case studies and 
experimentation are the main methods of inquiry for this research. 

An exhibition piece, written work and a deepened understanding of the human physiological and 
psychological response to architectural and media space that evokes the “otherworldly” are the expected 
outcome. This study attempts to put into practice the multiple methods and theories in which humankind 
has attempted to connect with a sense of “otherness” using the physical manipulation of space to induce the 
experience. It must be understood that the research on the sacred thresholds of Shinto shrines is meant to be 
an example or critical lens from which to base the exhibition on. The exhibition is meant to be an abstraction 
of the concepts of the “otherworldly” aspects. These aspects can be found in many sacred sites throughout 
the world and all possess a similar combination of relationships. Using the relationships found in the Shinto 
architecture and showing how that relates to American culture is a main route of exploration. By taking 
elements that are universal and reproducing them in this exhibition is a part of the study. By focusing on the 
path, the sando in the Shinto shrine typology, and redefining it into a non-religious manner and seeing of the 
reminiscent qualities that come from it can still evoke a sense of the “otherworldly”. An exhibition or built 
condition using both architectural and media elements was the final deliverable. The location would have to 
be a place reminiscent of a threshold or possess the qualities similar thereof. It was an elongated experience 
demarcating the line between space A and Space B. It is the interstitial experience taken before and after arrival 
to a designated destination. 
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The main purpose of this thesis is to question the readers understanding of space and its relationship to 
the otherworldly. The critical lens of using shrines in a different culture is meant to give an opposing view of how 
Americans may view their world of the designed space. Does America possess a building typology with a cultural 
importance similar to the Shinto Shrine in Japan, a space designed for the spiritual fulfillment of a people with 
or without belief in a god or the kami? It becomes a fascinating comparison when one looks at the cultural roots 
of the US and then compares that to any other country of the world. As much as we may consider ourselves 
American, the idea of American is a mixture of multiple cultural exchanges that have taken place over the course 
of the most recent centuries. Japanese Shintoism was formed in the similar fashion with the cultural exchange 
of Chinese influences such as Buddhism and Confucianism among other factors that cemented Shintoism as 
a belief, perhaps better described as a way of living. In the US, the concept of religion is highly linked to the 
idea of spiritualism. When a church, synagogue, temple, mosque or place of worship is identified, the question 
becomes more about the particular religion and beliefs of the institution that runs the site rather than a 
question about the inherently otherworldly, perhaps spiritual value of a place. The closest place that possesses a 
value similar to that of the Shinto shrine is the national or state park. The US is known for its vast natural beauty 
and the endless biodiversity and natural wonders that it possesses. It is these great and powerful works of 
nature such as Yellowstone, Yosemite, the Rocky Mountains, Niagara Falls, and the like that are fervently visited 
by millions of people each year similar to the fashion in which people visit in pilgrimages to the Shinto shrines. 
In a way, both acts of visiting these places becomes a form of nature admiring or perhaps the admiration of 
existence. It is this acknowledgment, this understanding of being that creates awe and in turn, the breath of the 
otherworldly. 

Architecture becomes the application of design to a physical space. A threshold of any sort that is 
applied to space such as this indicates a different from one type of space to another. This kind of connection 
can be a condition of the relationship of the nature versus the man-made as exampled by previous discussion 
on the origins of Shinto Shrines. There is the implication of a space A and a space B; there becomes a notion 
of an inside and an outside. As Suzane Reatig describes it, “By blurring the line between inside and outside, 
we encourage nature and our own self and private space to interact and blend. This simplicity, openness, 
and oneness with the elements inherently bring us serenity and tranquility”24. Elements in contact and 
communication create a connection that we crave within our designed spaces. A notion of otherworldliness is 
implied by the cultural and mental boundaries placed in context to the site of a place. It is only with context and 
meaning that a threshold has the power to become a conduit for the feeling of uniqueness that manifests. This 
notion of otherworldly threshold also holds the potential to affect space beyond the physical realm. In a way, 
threshold affects us similarly within the world of the metaphysical beyond built design. 

The fascinating element of a threshold is the ability of its existence to instill a preconceived sense 
of change in the people that approach it. This preparation for the mind allows us to look beyond our doors, 
windows, gates and screens to imagine a change in the spaces that we seek. Whether or not they are physical 
or metaphysical, the threshold creates this illusion in our minds of a separate “other” by virtue of its placement. 
There is a truth to be discovered by these thresholds that we encounter and by their nature, they become very 
difficult to describe in words. They can best be felt by our own subjective views and it becomes of importance 

 Julio Bermudez, Transcending Architecture (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America. 2015). Pg. 238 
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to be in touch with these intuitions of our own truths. Truth is only acquired when consistently questioned. It is 
only fair that the questions be answered with questions to allow for the dialogue to continue if the truth is to be 
revealed. 

What is an “otherworldly threshold”? What is defined as “otherworldly”? What is defined as 
“threshold”? Where are “otherworldly thresholds” located throughout the city of Tokyo, particularly the Shinto 
shrine? What does this threshold separate or define in its existence? How does a contemporary “otherworldly 
threshold” engage the sensorial body? Why is the “otherworldly threshold” still important to the present day 
people of Tokyo? How has the “otherworldly threshold” changed from the beginning of Tokyo’s history to 
current times? What aspect of the “otherworldly threshold” endures throughout time? What aspect has been 
lost throughout time? What is innately important about the “otherworldly threshold” in its current existence? 
What other research can develop from this study of “otherworldly threshold”? How does the research change 
the notion of the kami or the threshold? How could the “otherworldly threshold” evolve in the future? 
Why should it evolve? How does a believer or non-believer act differently when met with the “otherworldly 
threshold”? What properties of the built “otherworldly threshold” inspire a tangible physical reaction? Can all 
architecture and cinema be considered threshold? 
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I 

-~ Tokyo 

Capital of Japan 

JIUli - The name T6ky0 
Translates as "east capital" 

The city was originally known 
as UP -Edo which translates 
as ·estuary" 

De facto seat of government 
since 1603. Made the official 
capitaJ in 1868. 

Localed r, the Kant6 region on 
the main island of Honsho 

Most populous metrop<>ltan 
area in the world with more 
than 37,000,000 peoi,e 

More than 13,000,000 people 
live within the metropolis 
proper 

23 Special Wards ofT6ky6 ----------- --------------------

23 municipalities known as 
-spec..i wards" make the core 
of the city: 

Chiyoda 
0106 
Minato 
Shinjuku 
Bl,ikyO 
Tarto 
Sumida 
Koto 
Shinagawa 
Meguro 
Ota 
Setagaya 
Shibuya 
Nakano 
Suginami 
Tashima 
Kita 
Arakawa 
- i 
Nerima 
Adachi 

Ethnic religion of Japan with elements of nature 
worship and animism 

Estimated 81 ,000 shrines throughout Japan 

Appendixes 

Regions of Japan
日本国 
Japan

関西 
Kansai

四国 
Shikoku

板橋区 足立区 
�ta�ashi Adachi

北区 
Kita

練馬区 葛飾区 
�eri�a Katsushika

荒川区 

豊島区 Araka�a 

�oshi�a
中野区 
�akano

新宿区 
杉並区 Shin�uku 

Sugina�i 千代田区 
Chi�oda

渋谷区 
Shi�u�a

港区 
�inato

世田谷区 
Setaga�a 目黒区 

�eguro

品川区 
Shinaga�a 

B2 

D1 B1 
A2C2 

A1 
D2 
C1 

墨田区 
Su�ida

江戸川区 
�doga�a 

Shrine Precedent Locations 

A1 � �ei�i Shrine 
A2 � �asakuni Shrine 

B1 � Kanda Shrine 
B2 � �e�u Shrine 

C1 � Atago Shrine 
C2 � �ana�ono Shrine 

D1 � Akagi Shrine 
D2 � Kotohiragu Shrine 
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A 
The Idealized Shrine 
The form of Shinto 
shrine that 
exemplifies the 
characteristics of 
the quintessential 
shrine. 

- large amount of 
natural landscape 
preserved for the 
shrine grounds 

- shrine is placed in 
the center of the 
landscape away 
from other 
buildings not 
related to the 
complex 

- way of procession 
is large and 
imposing 

- threshold 
conditions are 
extremely out of 
scale in 
comparison to the 
human and made 
for a greater being 

- Shrine is primary 
to the setting 

A1 -明治神宮 - Meiji Shrine 

Yoyogikamizonocho. Shibuya. Tokyo. Japan 
Original structure circa 1920 CE 
Reconstructed 1958 CE 

Meiji Shrine is dedicated to the spirits of Emperor 
Meiji and his wife, Empress Shoken following his 
death in 1912. The site was originally an iris garden 
that the Emperor and Empress were known to visit. 
The shrine is encircled by a forest of over 120,000 
trees of 365 species donated from all over Japan. 
The forest, Yoyogi Park, is located in between 
Shibuya and Shinjuku which are the largest 
commercial districts in Tokyo. 

A2 -靖国神社 - Yasakuni Shrine 

Kudankita. Chiyoda. Tokyo. Japan 
Original structure circa 1869 CE 

The shrine was constructed to honor 
the souls of the soldiers and people 
that died in war for Japan. There is 
present day controversy in the souls 
honored here being war criminals 
and the site promoting a pre-world 
war imperialist sentiment. The shrine 
possesses the largest bronze torii 
gate in Japan. 
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B 
The Intact Shrine 
The form of Shinto 
shrine that retains 
the closest 
resemblance to its 
original intention. 

- shrines and 
grounds are 
proportional to the 
human body 

- shrine complex is 
respected and 
given space within 
the urban fabric to 
be 

- way of procession 
left intact and built 
around consciously 

- threshold 
conditions are 
readable when 
approached 

- Shrines possess 
and importance to 
the surrounding 
context as a part of 
the neighborhood 

B1 -神田神社 - Kanda Shrine 

Sotokanda. Chiyoda. Tokyo. Japan 
Original structure circa 730 CE 
Current structure circa 1934 CE 

The Kanda Shrine is an ancient shrine that existed before 
the founding of Edo, present day Tokyo. The shrine has 
served as an important location for people of all social 
classes during the Edo period when shoguns paid their 
respects to the shrine. Following many fires and 
earthquakes, the current iteration was built in 1934 and 
survived the firebombing of Tokyo. Due to proximity to 
Akihabara Electric City, many technophiles come to the 
shrine seeking amulets to bless their electronics. 

B2 -根津神社 - Nezu Shrine 

Nezu. Bunkyo. Tokyo. Japan 
Original structure unknown 
Current structure circa 1705 CE 

Nezu Shrine is one of the oldest shrines in the Tokyo area 
with a 1300 year history. A portion of the shrine honors Inari 
and the many torii gates lines along the sendo, the path, 
are contributions from business for their good fortunes. 
The grounds are famous for their azaleas and have a koi 
pond beside the shrine complex. The combination of 
natural features with the shrine complex is a traditional 
treatment of many shrines where the shrines are places 
particular in sites of natural beauty and presence. 
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C 
The Antiquated Shrine 

The form of Shinto 
shrine that is left 
changed by its 
surrounding urban 
condition with the 
passage of time. 

- shrines and 
grounds now out of 
place with the 
urban context 

- shrine complex is 
overpowered by 
the urban fabric 
with larger 
constructions and 
taller buildings 

- way of procession 
is hidden amongst 
the city 

- threshold 
conditions are 
readable only when 
run into 

- Shrines are 
secondary to the 
rest of the everyday 
usages of the 
surrounding 
buildings 

C1 -愛宕神社社殿 - Atago Shrine 

Atago. Minato. Tokyo. Japan 
Original structure circa 1603 CE 
Current structure circa 1958 CE 

The Atago Shrine in the pre-Meiji period once had a 
wide view of Tokyo at 26 meters above sea level. The 
stairs leading up to the shrine as said to represent 
success in life. The shrine was originally constructed to 
protect citizens from fire as the kami of fire is housed 
here. Presently, the shrine sits atop its hill in the center 
of the Minato business district close to the Tokyo Tower 
surrounded by high rises and skyscrapers. 

C2 -花園神社 - Hanazono Shrine 
Shinjuku. Shinjuku. Tokyo. Japan 
Original structure circa 1600 CE 
Current structure circa 1950 CE 

The shrine was constructed during the Edo Period to honor Inari, 
the androgynous god of fertility and success. This particular 
shrine is an important site as one of the main shrines within the 
Shinjuku region. The name “Hanazono” translates as “flower 
garden” and the site was once a part of the imperial gardens 
with fields once surrounding the shrine complex. The current 
shrine was rebuilt in the 1950s following the firebombing of 
Tokyo when much of the shrine complex was burned to the 
ground. 
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D 
The Contemporary Shrine 

The form of Shinto 
shrine that is 
integrated into the 
modern day 
conditions that the 
city has formed 

- shrines and 
grounds are 
integrated into the 
surrounding 
context 

- shrine complex is 
equal by the urban 
fabric with altered 
form and program 

- way of procession 
is fitting to the 
shrine’s 
surrounding 
context 

- threshold 
conditions are just 
readable 

- Shrines are equal 
to the surrounding 
context 

D1 -赤城神社 - Akagi Shrine 

Kagurazaka. Shinjuku. Tokyo. Japan 
Original structure circa 1300 CE 
Renovation in 2010 
Kengo Kuma and Associates 

This particular shrine is a branch from the Akagi 
Shrine Network belonging to Mt. Akagi in Gunma 
Prefecture. The original lord of the region during the 
construction in 1330 was from that region and 
decided to name the shrine for his hometown.The 
neighborhood of Kagurazaka is an old neighborhood 
with its main roads connecting to the old Edo Castle. 
This condition made the area a prosperous 
commercial zone well known for its geisha houses 
and entertainment district. 

D2 -金刀比羅宮 - Kotohiragu Shrine 

Toranomon. Minato. Tokyo. Japan 
Circa 1660 CE 

The Kotohiragu Shrine  is a branch from the Kotohiragu Shrine 
Network in Kagawa. The shrine is patron to sailors and ship 
transport. The current shrine is said to bestow worshipers with 
family safety, business prosperity and maritime safety. 
The neighborhood of Toranomon is as old as the Edo Castle 
from which the city was built. The name of the district 
translates as “Tiger Gate” and would have been the southern 
most gate leading to the castle. The district is currently a 
business district filled with many skyscrapers and corporate 
headquarters. 
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Temizuya/Chozuya 
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The Shinto Shrine and its Sacred Thresholds 

- Bow before the torii 

- Pass through the torii with space allowance in 
the center. The center is reserved for the kami 

- Purify self at the temizuya/chozuya 
-Scoop ladle with water, pour onto right
 hand, pour onto left hand, pour onto right
 hand to left to mouth, use remaining 
water to pour onto ladle to rinse 

- Pass through the sando 

- Pass the komainu 

- Make a prayer/offering to the kami 
- Ring the Bell 
- Toss coin into saisen (preferably 5 yen) 
- Bow Twice 
- Clap Twice 
- Meditate/Communicate with the kami 
- Bow Once

鳥居 
Torii 
- Gate 

神 Kami 
- elements of the landscape 
- forces of nature 
- god, diety, divinity, spirit

絵馬 賽銭箱 
Ema Saisen-bako 
- Wishes - Offering Box

階段 
Kaiden 
- Stairway 
* Dependent on local topography 

本殿 
Honden 
- Main Shrine

拝殿 
Haiden 
- Oratory 

狛犬 社務所 
ShamushoKomainu 
- Shrine OfficeGuardian Statues

神社 - Jinja - ‘Place of the Gods’ 

Shrines can be devoted to a number of kami. when a 
number of shrines share devotion to a certain kami, it is 
known as a shrine network. 

The largest of these networks is devoted to Inari with 
over 32,000 shrines. Inari is the kami of fertility, rice, tea, 
sake, agriculture, industry, prosperity and worldly 
success. Inari is portrayed as both male and female 
and is represented by the fox and the popular vermilion 
Torii that mark the kami’s shrines. 
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The sando is the path that 
separates the world of humans 
to the world of the kami 

Certain shrine sando were instead treated with 
torii where entire paths would be lined with gates. 
This succession of gates indicated the increasing 
sacredness that led to the shrine while also 
giving an indication of how many benefactors the 
kami possessed 

The kami are the spirits of nature.
 They are the mountains, the rivers, the trees, 
the wind, the forest, the sea 

The shrine are places devoted to the kami. 
Originally chosen based on their natural 
appearance and beauty 

The path was originally designed 
to allow practitioners of the faith a period 
of time and space to mentally prepare 
themselves before making as offering to the kami 

In Shintoism, the concept of “purity” 
is of great importance where physical washing 
of the body and mental preparedness through 
meditation were of utmost importance 
before meeting the kami 

In time, the paths shifted. 
The path of many shrines once surrounded in nature 
be it forests or mountains were instead lined by 
statues left by the faithful. Lanterns of stone and animal 
guardians were a popular way to decorate and venerate 
the path leading to the kami 
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Multiple types of Torii have 
emerged and evolved over time

鳥居 - Torii - ‘Bird Abode’ 

Main function is to mark a sacred space 

Symbolic mark of the transition from the profane to 
the sacred 

Origins of the torii unknown. Theorized to have 
migrated from mainland Asia as a typology relating 
to other gate-like structures 

Gates traditionally made of wood 

Modern materiality includes wood, stone, 
copper, reinforced concrete, stainless steel, etc. 

The Pieces of a Torii

笠木 
Kasagi 

Top Lintel

額束 
Gakuzuka 

Support Strut

貫 
Nuki 

Support Lintel

楔 
Kusabi 
Wedge

柱 
Hashira 

Pillar 

Fushimi Inari Shrine 
Kyoto, Japan 

Kasuga Torii Kashima Torii Ise Torii 
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Original Site 
- Hayes Annex C 
Original Purpose - Office Space 

Iteration A 
Repetition as focus 

Iteration B 
Density as focus 

Iteration C 
Density & Repetition 
Combination 

Directed Research Iteration 
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The hallway is a bridge 
between one space and 
another. 

Space A and Space B 

What if Space A and 
Space B were the 
same destination? 

Elevation 

A B C 

Plan 

Section A 

Section B 

Section C 
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Finalized Thesis Experience 

An extended threshold condition 

The meeting of a tangible 
architectural abstraction in 
threshold versus the intangible 
threshold of the cinamatic frame 

Proposed idea of circulation 
and placement of spatial members 
as the room allows 

Original condition of 
Hayes Annex C 05 
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Section A 

Section B 

A 

B B 

Plan 

A 

2 projections 
- one unobstructed view 
- one filtering through the spatial
 condition of paper banners 

The experience begins with the 
profile abstraction of the door 
frame and begins to elongates 
towards the floor before 
dissapating when coming in 
contact with the media component 

There is a relationship established 
between architectural space versus 
media component 

The space takes precedent first as 
an extension of the threshold 
condition and begins to disappear 
once in contact with the the 
threhold of the cinamatic frame 
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Film Script 
0 minutes 0 seconds 

(Bell) 0 minutes 4 seconds 

0 minutes 8 seconds 

“While the window directs the 
viewer to something behind or 
beyond itself… the frame draws 
attention both in the status of 
the arrangement as artifact and 
to the image support itself” 

Thomas Elsaesser & Malte 
Hagener 
Film Theory and introduction 
through the senses. Pg. 14 

0 minutes 19 seconds 
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“The diegetic world appears 0 minutes 32 seconds 
as if what it depicts might 
continue to ebb and flow 
beyond the limits of the frame” 

Thomas Elsaesser & Malte 
Hagener 
Film Theory and introduction 
through the senses. Pg. 17 

“Besides acting as a window 0 minutes 40 seconds 
onto the real world, cinema 
– as display window onto the 
world of commodities – helps 
to “virtualize” this world” 

Thomas Elsaesser & Malte 
Hagener 
Film Theory and introduction 
through the senses. Pg. 33 

(Bell) 0 minutes 52 seconds 

0 minutes 53 seconds 
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0 minutes 57 seconds 

“Consider the cinema 
as a material-immaterial 
architectural ensemble: even 
if one describes a visit to 
the cinema as a social and 
phenomenological event, one 
can still find many markers that 
make this visit equivalent to 
crossing several borders” 

Thomas Elsaesser & Malte 
Hagener 
Film Theory and introduction 
through the senses. Pg. 39 

0 minutes 59 seconds 

1 minute 13 seconds 

“The door not only signals the 1 minute 24 seconds 
crossing from one physical 
space into another, but it also 
invokes the transport from one 
ontological or temporal realm 
to another” 

Thomas Elsaesser & Malte 
Hagener 
Film Theory and introduction 
through the senses. Pg. 50 
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(Bell) 1 minute 36 seconds 

1 minute 37 seconds 

1 minute 41 seconds 

“The spectator enters 1 minute 43 seconds 
metaphorically ‘another world’ 
or experiences his/her own world 
as foreign and strange, while 
retaining an awareness of entry and 
transition, rather than remaining in 
the state of witnessing a display, an 
exhibition and an unveiling” 

Thomas Elsaesser & Malte Hagener 
Film Theory and introduction 
through the senses. Pg. 50 
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1 minute 54 seconds 

2 minutes 7 seconds 

“Architecture, as with all art, 2 minutes 17 seconds 
is fundamentally confronted 
with the questions of human 
existence in space and time; 
it expresses and relates man’s 
being in the world” 

Juhani Pallasmaa 
The Eyes of the Skin: 
Architecture and the Sense. 
Pg. 19 

(Bell) 2 minutes 28 seconds 
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“Literature and cinema would 
be devoid of their power 
of enchantment without 
our capacity to enter a 
remembered or imagined 
place. The spaces and places 
enticed by a work of art are 
real in the full sense of the 
experience” 

Juhani Pallasmaa 
The Eyes of the Skin: 
Architecture and the Sense. 
Pg. 74 

“We identify ourselves with 
this space, this place, this 
moment, and these dimensions 
become ingredients of our very 
existence. Architecture is the 
art of reconciliation between 
ourselves and the world, and 
this meditation takes place 
through the senses” 

Juhani Pallasmaa 
The Eyes of the Skin: 
Architecture and the Sense. 
Pg. 77 

2 minutes 37 seconds 

2 minutes 53 seconds 

3 minutes 0 seconds 

(Bell) 3 minutes 14 seconds 
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3 minutes 22 seconds 

“I saw atop the stones a round 
mirror tilted slightly toward the 
sky, reflecting the late-afternoon’s 
silver-rimmed clouds as they rode 
a wind from the Inland Sea...Then 
it suddenly dawned on me – so 
this is what they hold as divine! 
Not a text or dubious miracles or 
what someone maybe said or a 
particular structure but the actual 
phenomenon of the world itself” 

John K. Nelson 
A year in the life of a Shinto Shrine. 
Pg. 26 

“The attraction of this threshold 
profile is its elegant simplicity. 
We need only find the pathway 
and key and we are in” 

Julio Bermudez 
Transcending Architecture. 
Pg. 261 

3 minutes 30 seconds 

3 minutes 40 seconds 

4 minutes 0 seconds 
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“It is not so much the way in 4 minutes 22 seconds 
which individuals were advised 
to live, it was instead how they 
were obligated to live” 

John K. Nelson 
A year in the life of a Shinto 
Shrine. Pg. 9 

(Bell) 4 minutes 39 seconds 

4 minutes 40 seconds 

4 minutes 44 seconds 
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“Rain would come in and 
sometimes soak the floor, wind 
would knock over something on the 
altar, sometimes with such precise 
timing in the course of the ritual 
that it was uncanny. We really felt 
they were in attendance! And in a 
way... so deeply a part of nature, to 
have the Hall of Worship open to 
the element” 

John K. Nelson 
A year in the life of a Shinto Shrine. 
Pg. 115 

4 minutes 47 seconds 

4 minutes 58 seconds 

5 minutes 8 seconds 

5 minutes 15 seconds 
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“But in the still dimmer light of 5 minutes 26 seconds 
the candlestand, as I gazed at 
the trays and bowls standing 
in the shadows cast by the 
flickering point of flame, I 
discovered in the gloss of 
this lacquerware a depth and 
richness like that of a still, dark 
pond, a beauty I had not before 
seen” 

Jun’ichiro Tanizaki 
In Praise of Shadows 
Pg. 13 

5 minutes 33 seconds 

5 minutes 51 seconds 

(Reversed chatter) 5 minutes 55 seconds 
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(Bell) 6 minutes 41 seconds 

(Reversed chatter) 6 minutes 44 seconds 

(Bell) 7 minutes 18 seconds 

(Reversed chatter) 7 minutes 19 seconds 
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7 minutes 54 seconds 

(Bell) 7 minutes 58 seconds 

8 minutes 0 seconds 

(Bell) 8 minutes 3 seconds 
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8 minutes 5 seconds 

(Bell) 8 minutes 7 seconds 

8 minutes 9 seconds 

(Bell) 8 minutes 13 seconds 
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8 minutes 21 seconds 

The Conversation 

8 minutes 25 seconds 

(Bell) 9 minutes 4 seconds 

“Traditionally, buildings were 9 minutes 7 seconds 
conceived of as representing 
not only their time, but eternal 
civilization as well” 

Stanley Tigerman 
Threshold: Images and Shadows 
of Things Divine. Pg. 56 
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(Bell) 9 minutes 28 seconds 

(Reversed chatter) 9 minutes 31 seconds 

(Bell) 9 minutes 44 seconds 

“In truth, we do not so much 9 minutes 46 seconds 
enter rooms, but rooms, so to 
speak, happen to us 

David Leatherbarrow 
Architecture Otherwise 
Oriented. Pg. 51 
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(Bell) 10 minutes 11 seconds 

(Reversed chatter) 10 minutes 15 seconds 

(Bell) 10 minutes 30 seconds 

“The interplay of light and 10 minutes 34 seconds 
shadow connects architectural 
spaces with the dynamics of 
the physical and natural world, 
the seasons, and hours of the 
day” - Juhani Pallasmaa 

Julio Bermudez 
Transcending Architecture. 
Pg. 23 
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(Shush) 10 minutes 52 seconds 

11 minutes 5 seconds 

11 minutes 9 seconds 

11 minutes 26 seconds 

67 



11 minute 30 seconds 

11 minutes 43 seconds 

(Bell) 12 minutes 0 seconds 

12 minutes 6 seconds 
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12 minutes 28 seconds 

12 minutes 41 seconds 

(Bell) 12 minutes 59 seconds 

13 minutes 5 seconds 
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13 minutes 9 seconds 

13 minutes 19 seconds 

13 minutes 24 seconds 

13 minutes 33 seconds 
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(Bell) 13 minutes 37 seconds 

(Bell) 13 minutes 46 seconds 

“A figure, being, subject, or trace 14 minutes 12 seconds 
of a subject, and a law that reveals 
itself to me in the form of a blind 
visibility, a visible invisible that I can 
see, and that blinds me in this act of 
seeing. I see the visible invisibility of 
the specter...” 

Akira Mizuta Lippit 
Ex-Cinema : From a Theory of 
Experimental Film and Video. Pg. 75 

(Bell) 14 minutes 50 seconds 
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Recorded Script 

Good afternoon and welcome to this presentation of Otherworldly Thresholds. My name is Matt Phan. I am a 
student in a duel degree program between architecture and media study. The following thesis is a combination 
of work resulting in an exhibition that explores the concept of threshold. As you can hear, I am not physically 
tangible. I have no body. Yet my presence is nonetheless with you. A threshold is similar in that it blurs the 
boundary, it is and is not, it is present and equally not. Which leads to the question that began this project. What 
is a threshold and why is it important? The Threshold in Architecture and in Cinema is the difference between 
one space and another. The line between program and usage, the audience versus the performance. How is 
it that we identify with this shift? The shift of differences to a place that is “other”. This sense of “otherness” 
that had captured my attention was inspired by my travels abroad in Japan. I wanted to focus on a critical lens 
that could analyze the difference between what was normal and what was “other”. The torii gate became a 
fascination. A crimson painted gate of cypress erected to signify the passing from the human realm into the 
realm of the kami, the spirits, the gods. A condition of duality is created through this threshold condition, the 
duality of human and spirit, of outside and inside, of light and shadow, of the passage of time between each 
gate that one passes. I began to wonder if a sense of “otherness” could be seen in a threshold regardless of 
spiritual or cultural intent. Could we reassess the “normal” to see something beneath these layers as “other”? 
As I began to think about physical space, I thought also of the intangible thresholds we come across. We cross 
a threshold in our minds to traverse the vast world of cinema. The characters and narratives are followed and 
framed. We enter a state of duality, the body is present within a space yet the mind is not. The mind becomes 
captured by the world that the lights of the screen represent. The sense of threshold then becomes “normal” 
and “other”. Could it not be argued that all experiences in architecture and of the cinema are a threshold 
condition? An endless path of transience, of motion. The exhibition is a response, an experiment that elongates 
this form of the threshold and prolongs itself into a field. This abstraction leads to an understanding, what 
then becomes the line between a threshold and its space? A 17 minute experimental film and the architectural 
space cooperate as a duality. The experience begins as an abstracted form of the human door frame and that 
frame is further dramatized until it fades and dissipates when confronted with the frame of the cinema. The link 
between the physically tangibility and the intangible imagination. The materiality of the room itself is a duality. 
Paper, material that allows for light to penetrate yet it possessed a mass and weight of its own. The media 
aspect is an experimental essay film. Inspired by the mythos of Shintoism and the belief that all things have 
the potential to house a spirit, the film attempts to create a relationship between two characters. “The other” 
and “the mundane”. The film is split into 4 parts. The first part represents “The other” a manifestation of the 
spaces that we inhabit where the voice is the collective knowledge that the space accumulates. The second part 
“The mundane” a manifestation of the common everyday conversation where memory and suggestion become 
blurred into incoherence. The third is a conversation between the two. The fourth is silence. All spoken text of 
is derived from quotes researched during the process of literary review. The quotes stated are designed to give 
a sense of questioning to the film. At this point, I feel that questions should be answered with more questions. 
I ask that as you are in the experience, question the thresholds you have come across, now and in your past. 
When you pass through a frame, a door or the screen, what is it that fascinates you? That draws you? What 
“otherness” is there to discover? Come forward. 
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