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	 Abstract
In light of the invasion of technology on our day-to-day routine 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic, this project is a year-long thesis 
research and design investigation concentrated on the interface 
between the physical and the virtual realms and the space of 
manifestation of such an interface.

Note for the readers and viewers:
The thought process bears no technical limitations because I 
- the curator of my own syllabus - allowed myself to trust the  
process, go with the flow and experiment creatively.

	 Thesis Structure
/The first chapter encompasses the research investigation.                 
It touches upon the modern structure of social life in the city,            
metropolitan life, and the intersection between the physical and 
the virtual realms to generate a mode of virtual reality i.e.
virtuality.

/The second chapter encompasses the design framework.
It touches upon the culmination of an architectural outcome in 
light of the conducted research. It converges the research into 
a spatial manifestation. 

/CHAPTER 01_  
Table of Contents

Introduction.................................................4

The Matrix...................................................6
          Spatial Implications...............................8
          Further Observations...............................11

The Virtual Landscape........................................17 

The Intersection.............................................30

The Social Landscape.........................................33

The Virtual..................................................45

Demarcating the Virtual......................................55

Exploring the Gradient.......................................63
                      Case Study: HER (Film).................68

The Space of Manifestation....................................71



The American Universtity of Beirut
____________Department of Architecture and Design

			     THESIS BOOK
              An exploration of
: realities
     &
: virtualities
              & the interface

            

THE MIND’S EYE
 _Mira El Haj|201701910| 

2020 - 2021



What is the nature of reality whe the physical and the virtual  
collide, and what is the space of manifestation of the outcome?

	 Preface 1.0 /ˈprɛfəs/	
My thought process started with a simple reflection on the first online   
Thesis I meeting. I was at the gym at 11:30 a.m. I had finished my      
workout, took a seat in the noisy cafeteria, pluged in my laptop, logged 
into Zoom, MUTED & INVISIBLE, and waited for the meeting to start. I was 
not so enthusiastic to be  facing the screen for yet another semester. I 
asked myself: 
            When has this become normal?

	 Thought Process
I decided to take my reflection further. What is the new normal? What are 
the factors that condition it? I    started - subconciously - thinking 
about COVID-19  and its subsequent safety measures - Social distancing 
and the digitalization of communication. 
From an investigative point of view, I started questioning the nature of 
the distancing and the validity of its titlement as “social”. Is it          
really social distancing?   Taking a closer look at the so cial scene,  
digitalization has been a weighing factor on  the way  people connect 
and communicate, since the end of the 20th century.  
Taking a New-York subway scene in rush hour as an example of many,    
commuters are often immersed in their phones, giving little attention 
to their surrounding. This can be described as a detachement from the 
physical, and an immersion in the virtual. This is an example of social 
distancing i.e. the lack of social conciousness. What the pandemic has 
introduced into the social scene is, in fact, physical distancing i.e. 
limitations on physical spatial occupation and  physical proximity. 
This process lead me to identifying this timeline: 
Physical reality + Virtual reality > Social Distancing > COVID-19 
> Physical Distancing 
My investigation is established on the relationship between these factors 
that shape the social scene. 
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	 The Matrix	
Building on the extracted timeline:
Physical Reality + Virtual Reality > Social Distancing > COVID-19 
> Physical Distancing 
I gnerated a Matrix based on 6 factors; pairs of opposing connotations:
                     Physical Reality / Virtual Reality
                    Social Distancing / Social Proximity
                 Physical Distancing / Physical Proximity
The Matrix generates relationships between these factors, but what are 
these relationships? Each intersection point merges two factors into one 
reality. That being said, the intersection points are manifestations of 
different realities in the social scene. 

	 Understanding the Outcomes
The Matrix generates an important factor: Border Imposition/Deletion
Case #1   
The intersection of Physical Distancing and the Virtual generates the   
following scene: A virtually intimate relationship. The lovers are           
spatially distant, however the introduction of the virtual - a computer 
screen - generates  virtual intimacy. The chosen illustration is that 
of a hologram being manifested into the space, a creation of the man’s   
imagination , aided by the  laptop screne. 
What did the Virtual achieve in the scenario? Deleting Physical Borders.
Case #2 
The intersection of Physical Proximity and the Virtual generates the 
following scene: A digitally dominated social  setting. The chosen               
illustration  demonstrates a collective indulgence in digitalization - 
Smartphones, tablets, etc...
What did the Virtual achieve in this scenario? Imposing Social Borders.
My point of interest is the effect of the Virtual on the Physical.
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    The Spatial Implications of the Matrix
My first experiment with the Matrix was to apply it on multiple spatial 
realities. I took myself as a user, identified 3 user experiences - a 
resident in my family apartement, a visitor in my friend’s apartement, 
and a tourist in a hotel room. I manifested the realities from the matrix 
into the different spaces I occupy within each setting. This exploration 
highlights the borders that guide  my realities within spaces. 

The Matrix is Played Out as a Function of
                              Space of Manifestation

MATRIX SPATIAL IMPLICATIONS
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Matrix Spatial Implications

8 9



MATRIX SPATIAL IMPLICATIONS
User Experience #1: A Resident

Tyre - Apartement Building
33°14'40.1"N  35°14'14.9"E
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Matrix Spatial Implications 	 The Matrix - Further Observations	
Reflecting on the structural layout of the Matrix, what is directly       
observed is the intersections of the grid, each a representation of a 
conditioned reality. The question that raises itself is: What about the 
white spaces outlining these realities?

	 Inhabiting the White Spaces
I place myself within the white spaces of the Matrix, with the intention 
of maneuvering  in between the identified realities. I treat myself as 
a polarizing element, transforming the white space and the realities it 
outlines. 
Iteration #1
The polarizing points fall at the intersection points of the white 
lines. This triggers the metamorphosis of the four realities in                     
proximity with each polarizing point. The realities dissolve and merge 
towards the point, engulfing it in a new hybrid reality. 
Iteration #2
The polarizing points fall at the parallel in-between white lines          
separating each two realities. This triggers the metamorphosis of the 
two realities in proximity with each polarizing point. The realities 
dissolve and merge towards the point, engulfing it in a new hybrid - how-
ever less  complex - reality. 

	 Understanding the Outcomes
The Matrix ceases to demonstrate conditioned realities, but offers a 
new reading where new realities emerge as the function of the user           
inhabiting the white spaces within  the realities.
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	 A Virtual Landscape	
Expanding on my conceptual framework, I took excerpts from Supersur-
face - An alternative model for life on the Earth - minute 5:00 >             
minute 5:30, during which a landscape is portrayed with a cartesian grid 
governing it. The grid imposes a checkered spatial occupation of the 
landscape. The grid then starts to disintegrate gradually, dmonstrating 
a gradual disolving of the borders which allows the spaces to open up, 
merge and intersect. The grid ungergoes further deterioration to the 
extent where it ceass to exist as lines, but as crossings, reaching the 
final stage of its metamorphosis into points. 
	

	 The Correlation
This transformation is a demonstration of border deletion within a space. 
I connect it to my exploration of the way borders impose themselves on 
spaces, experiences, realities and how they -contrastingly- are deleted.

	 The Virtual Lndscape x The Matrix
The Matrix -in its three explored states- demonstrates the concept of     
realities.  The Virtual landscape -throughout its transformation from a 
cartesian grid to points- demonstrates a transformative reality. 
That being said, I adapt the excerpted virtual landscape as an                  
alternative representation of the Matrix. In that case, each point on 
the landscape is a reality within the Matrix grid. 
Taking this duality a step further, I superimpose each Matrix on the    
Virtual landscape.  The obtained outcome is a manifestation of my              
conceptual framework on a spatial scene.
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	 The Social Landscape
The first chapter of my exploration covers the Grid of Realities.
In the second -upcoming- chapter, I explore the Grid of People within 
the Socio-Urban Scene.
My conceptual framework is juxtaposed with Georg Simmel’s literary    
theoretical framework: The Metropolis and Mental Life. I adapt the       
concepts he argues to the 21st century scene. 
The cartesian grid becomes a reprsentation of the social scene ,and the 
points of intrsection   are representations of people in proximity.    

Taking  a single point on the grid -a single person- and applying to it 
the external and internal stimuli /both real & virtual/ acting upon it 
(relating to Simmel’s argument), the resultant is a rpresentation of the 
metaphysical state of the person within his/her heightened surrounding. 

Taking an entity on the grid -a group of people in proximity- and        
applying to it  the external and internal stimuli /both real & virtual/ 
acting upon each point within this entity, the result is a chaotic clash 
of stimuli. Amidst the chaos, individuals cease to be able to maintain 
their sense of individuality.  In other words, the stimuli breach the 
protective shell, causing identities to disintegrate. The disintegrated 
identities cease to maintain compactness, leading to dispersion. 
Individualism turns into dispersed fragments of identities dissolving 
into a chaotic scene of disintegrated identities. 

	 The Mode of Connection
The obtained chaos is a representation of the complexity that governs 
the modes of connction and communication between people. From that, I 
draw out a communication scheme governed by the chaotic dispersion.
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The psychological foundation upon which the
________metropolitan individuality

			      (is erected) is the intensification of emotional
                life due to the continuous shift in
: external
     &
: internal
             sttimuli

Georg Simmel

This is because the

_______bodily proximity
              &
_______narrowness of space

makes the
              mental distance
                             :only the more visible

         Georg Simmel
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	 The Virtual - A Border or a Connection?
Amidst the digitalized social scene of the 21st century, the role of the 
Virtual is put to question. 
                          _What is its contribution?

Is the Virtual a mode of transition from a borderless state to a brodered 
one, or a mode of transition from a bordered state to a borderless one? 

The answer is circumstantial.

In the upcoming exploration, I apply the question to myself by assessing 
my presence in the Virtual realm. Laying out my social media platforms                

- LinkedIn, Twitter, Instagram, Zoom, WhatsApp - 
I find my image to be a systematically filtered representation  of my iden-
tity. The fact that I choose what to display and what not to channels 
into crafting a filtered Virtual Image. 

I am bordered by a screen, a profile, a keyboard.
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Loading Pro�les
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Diagnosing Authenticity

shut down.

50 51



Shutting Down

The metropolitan type
                  – which naturally takes on a (thousand) individual
                                                      modifications –
creates a 
            : protective organ for itself

against the profound disruption with which the 
   fluctuations 
          & 
   discontinuities     
                  ___of the___
                              )external milieu(
                                               that threaten it.

Georg Simmel
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/Demarcation/
      :The action of fixing the boundary or limits of something

      Georg Simmel

	 Demarcating the Virtual
How to move away from a Photoshopped reality where the virtual -a screen- 
leads to  a dead end, a black hole? 
Immersion in the Virtual leads one to a state of decolorization, the    
external stimuli  lying within the realm of  actuality -the real- cease 
to acquire attention. 

I propose a gradual process of recoloring along a spectrum of spaces: 
Public > Social > Personal > Intimate

									         _The Virtual filters into each space/
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Stimuli appear to a
                   -blasé- person as 
                                    :homogeneous
                                    :flat 
                                    :grey colour

/de-coloring

                   Georg Simmel
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	 Exploring the Gradient 
In the upcoming, I explore the decolorization / recolorization                
process in a chosen space, identifying the role of the Virtual. 
The gradient is laid out along the grid, identifying a transition from 
a borderless  )colorized(  
        to a 
    bordered )de-colored( 
        state. 

By exploing this methodology in Intimate, Public, and Social spaces, the 
gradient is manifested in the following equations: 
Stage #1: Real + Physical Proximity 
Stage #2: Virtual+Physical Distancing > Social Proximity
Stage #3: Physical & Social Distancing 

	 Undertsnading the Outcomes
The conclusion is that the Virtual is an interface between two different 
states of reality - one in which social and physical proximity converge, 
and the other where social and physical distancing converge. That being 
said, the introduction of the Virtual (stage #2) is an opportunity of a 
different reality  than stage #3. 

	 Case Study: HER - Movie (Romance,Sci-Fi) - 2013
The movie showcases virtuality as an interface in two realms, the         
Intimate - where the protagonist engages in a romantic relationship with 
a  Virtual voice, and the personal - where a virtual holographic space 
is created within a real physical space. V 
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HER - Movie (Romance,Sci-Fi) - 2013
Intimacy: The Virtual as means of connection, attraction, and love beyong tangibility.

HER - Movie (Romance,Sci-Fi) - 2013
Transformation of Personal Space: A Hybrid Space encompassing the Real and the Virtual
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	 Reality as a Multiplicity of Virtualities
The conducted explorations conclude that the Virtual - upon its              
manifestation in the real - results in an intermediacy between different 
states of realities. This fusion, resulting in an alternative reality, 
is  no longer a reality. I classify it as a Virtuality within Reality. 

	 Going back to the Matrix
The _Reality/ I explore goes beyond the primary cartesian Matrix where 
only realities are identified. My focal point is the overlap between the 
polarized morphed realities. While the cartesian Matrix manifests itself 
in the physical realm, I question the applicability of Hybrid Realities 
/Virtualities/ in the same realm. 

	 The Space of Manifestation
The Virtualities I explored on an abstract and conceptual level are to 
be detached from physicality. They are to be manifested in Virtuality; a 
digitalized landscape 
While Architects define and design a building/program/experience 
in a physical space, my exploration takes my architectural/spatial                    
manifestations in a virtual_electronic space. 
The site ceases to be physical, and becomes a numerical landscape, a 
virtual screen .
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Preface 2.0 /ˈprɛfəs/
Hybrid Realities /Virtualities/ are thoose that are neither physical nor 
virtual, but rather an in-between. 

The Virtualities I explored on an abstract and conceptual level are to 
be detached from physicality. They are to be manifested in Virtuality; a 
digitalized landscape. 

What program can be classified as a hybrid reality? 
What occurs to me are mental images; our brain levitates between           
phyiscal and virtual realities as we  dispatch from where we are 
and situate ourselves  in imaginary landscapes of our own creation,                     
reminiscence, and craving. 

I manifest my conceptual framework into a hybrid landscape where I am the 
data provider, the designer, and the user of the spatial realm. 
The landscape is generated from a collection of my own mental imagery 
translated into information architecture. 

Thesis statement
The project manifests the reconstruction and revitalization of levitation 
spaces 
      _mental images
through an interface between physical space and virtual tools.              

 

Site: a virtual landscape
Program: mental images
Users: myself /the protagonist/ , secondary characters

The  project  is  a  collection  of  time  capsules  manifested  into  a  
virtual landscape, each capsule features programmed mental images 
that are experienced through modes of mediation between both
physical and virtual spaces.
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Key take-outs from Chapter 01
Now that the implementation strategy is identified, I bring back key     
elements I developed in the experimental stage, and re-iterate them to 
generate the final product.

1. The Matrix: originally developed as a mosaic that collages                     
different social settings, conditions, and experiences, the Matrix 
becomes a subject of investigation and dissection. It offers itself as a 
learning tool that informs the design strategy and process.

2. The Conceptual Landscape: The manifestation of the Matrix into the   
virtual landscape serves as an introduction foreshadowing the process of 
inhabiting the landscape  with information architecture. 

> The gridded mosaic on the landscape conceptualizes my program; a grid 
of mental images .
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