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Domain & Precedents Research
My research addresses questions around the construction of reality. I will begin with 

studying the human perceptual systems and investigate the loopholes in them. From my 
research, I aim to first find ways to interfere with the system and construct a manipulated reality 
accordingly. In addition, I will explore the ways in which interactive installations could serve such 
goals.

CONCEPT STATEMENT
This thesis project is an exploration on the terms “unreal realities” and “real unrealities”. I 

plan to create an experience that provides visual and haptic inputs in an unusual combination, 
which causes cognitive dissonance. In the form of an interactive installation, this project aims to 
examine the inaccuracy in our perceptual systems. As a result, I would like my audience to 
leave with a mindset of skepticism for their old practice of perception.

CENTRAL TERMS
Real Unreality vs. Unreal Reality
Environment vs. reality
Perception vs. sense
Misinformation
Altered state of consciousness

THE FIVE FIELDS OF MY RESEARCH
I will begin my research from the following five perspectives. These directions of 

research are interconnected, and listed in the order of how I would progress throughout my 
research and making of the project. 

This list serves as a beginning point and I will adjust the weight of each direction 
accordingly throughout the research process.

I. The relationship between the human visual system and the human 
haptic perception system. How could I use one to effect the other? 

The following projects explore the capabilities—or limitations— of 
human perception. They tease the concept that the human visual perception 
system and the haptic perception system are not dependent on each other. 
Through either system, we are capable of taking one type of input and 
mentally complete the reality. One example is “inFORM”, a project done by  
Daniel Leithinger and collaborators from the Mit Media Lab. Through a 
haptic interface, the users are able to physically interact with an object in a 
remote location. This project carefully separates the act of touching and 
seeing into two interfaces, creating a dissonance by bridging the two 
perceptual systems in a unconventional way.



Two projects done by MFADT alumni Eric Jiang MFADT ’15 and Danli Hu ’17 explores 
the absence of the visual perceptual system. They share an interest in creating a virtual 
interface where audiences are interacting with an “intangible subject”. In the thesis project 
“Path”, Eric Jiang talks about the concept of an "auralized landscape". It discusses the 
relationship between our environment and our senses and how technology facilitates our 
perception. The audience's raking motion would trigger audio of the chanting of monks. Through 
interacting with a virtual sand garden, the audience can curate and use sound to visualize their 
own version of a zen garden - their own reality. In “Touching the void”, Danli Hu also augments 
the presences of the physical touch by creating a virtual object without any physical agency. 
Both project tried to limit the sensory input and prove that we are capable of using one 
perceptual system to inform the other.

In order to gain a deeper understanding of the perceptual systems from a scientific 
standpoint, I will reference Sensation and Perception by Bruce E. Goldstein.

II. Mental images. How do we “see” through knowledge? 
This area of research is closely linked with the previous one. How is any perceived 

inputs translated into a visual image? To what extend can that constructed image be accurate in 
context of the physical reality?

One important source in this research direction is The Mind’s Eye, in which Oliver Sacks 
presents case studies in which people’s visual perceptual ability has been compromised, and 
studies their visual imagination and methods of communication:

“Sacks explores some of the most fundamental facets of human experience–how we 
see in three dimensions, how we represent the world internally when our eyes are 
closed, and the remarkable, unpredictable ways that our brains find new ways of 
perceiving that create worlds as complete and rich as the no-longer-visible world.”

Zhen Bai and collaborators at the University of Cambridge conducted a usability 
research on how people develop mental representation in their childhood. In the paper “Can we 
augment reality with "mental images" to elicit pretend play?” they discussed the parallel 
between pretend play and Augmented Reality and its application on assisting children with 



autism. The act of overlaying imaginary "mental images" over a physical environment is critical 
to my search in creating a dissonance in the perceivable and the physical.

As my precedents, the following projects explore the limitations of human perception, 
especially in regards to the visual perceptual system. MFADT alumni Christina Lafontaine 
MFADT ’15 and Zeqing Hong MFADT ’16 uses installations to inspire us to see the unseen in 
our daily lives, and to alarm us that our mental images of the reality could be incomplete. In 
“Ethereal Ecologies”, Lafontaine explores the concept of parallel worlds and the illusory liminal 
spaces that bridge the boundary between our accepted reality and the unknown. She states that 
"my goal is to inspire curiosity and discovery about what exists beyond our human range of 
senses", and I consider that to be successfully achieved. Her multi-media installations, although 
tiny in scale, illustrates a landscape that could expand into an entire world. In addition, “Blind 
Spot” by Hong also serves to point out the missing pieces to our daily perception. Hong's project 
builds on the common assumption that our eyes are the cameras that constantly monitor reality. 
In this interactive installation, the audience encounters the self from an outside perspective 
through seeing footages of themselves. This project shows us a perspective that is often 
inaccessible to us and nudges us to think from the perspective our eyes could not see.

III. Optical illusion and auditory hallucination. What are the technical 
ways to create illusion or a trance state? 

This research direction is about challenging and breaking what people think they know of 
the reality. As my precedents, the two following installations constantly defy its audiences’s 
mental images and challenge their expectation of what they will see. Both projects play with the 
interesting dynamic of simultaneously being a spectator and a subject in the display.

In “I Rise Again, Changed But The Same”, Alicja Kwade creates a series of sculptures 
intricately placed in a way that puts its audiences in a constant state of skepticism. Her 
sculptures of everyday objects urge the audience to mentally dissect the scene, to voluntarily 
immerse themselves into the scene in order to comprehend their existence in its context. 
Similarly in “Tunnel of love” by Dan Graham, the artist aims to create work that “does not simply 
become a structure through which our environment is altered, but rather a structure through 
which our own interpersonal interactions are underlined and explored.” As the audiences insert 



themselves into the scene, they become a constituent of that environment. Their action of 
observation serves to further complicate the changes in that environment.

On the other hand, I plan on referencing “Sound through the rabbit hole: sound design 
based on reports of auditory hallucination” by Jonathan Weinel and collaborators to explore the 
similar phenomenon in the auditory perceptual system.

IV. Site specific interactive and/or performance art. What makes them 
powerful, memorable and meaningful? 

This direction in the research focuses on the formal and technical aspects of creating an 
installation, mainly in the context of public and interactive art. I will reference several books such 
as Interactive Art and Embodiment by Nathaniel Stern, as well as One Place after Another: Site-
Specific Art and Locational Identity by Miwon Kwon, which examines the history of site-specific 
artworks and the theoretical frameworks associated with them. Kwon’s book lists many 
influential artists including Richard Serra and their interpretation of the relationship between 
artwork and its site.

One specific interactive artwork that I am referencing is “Sandbox” by Rafael Lozano-
Hemmer. This project engages humans on three drastically different scales and challenges the 
term “context”. It introduces interactivity among different groups of people who are individually 
participating in this experience, making it highly interactive and powerful. I will also be 
examining pieces from AiOP—Art in Odd Places, an organization presenting visual and 
performance art in unexpected public spaces.



V. Virtual environments —are we in one? How can I translate the theory 
into tangible bits to convince others? 

The last direction of my research is largely based on science fictions in literature and film 
which explore the concept of a mentally constructed universe.The Simulation Hypothesis, a film 
by Fair Wind Films examines the possibility that we exists in a virtual world that is simulated, 
much like in the movie series The Matrix. The documentary tries to approach and prove its 
hypothesis from scientific discovered, or the lack there of to prove otherwise. 

We can also find reference to a simulated universe in other films such as Inception and 
the TV series Westworld. These types of work are often provocative in the sense that they 
challenge us to think about our own relevance or irrelevance, insignificance and vulnerability in 
the world which may be constructed entirely something non-physical. Werner Heisenberg states 
in his book Physics and Philosophy, The Revolution in Modern Science that: “We have to 
remember that what we observe is not nature itself, but nature exposed to our method of 
questioning.” 
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