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Rationale 
Internet-accessible Multi User Virtual Environments (MUVEs) are a new type of ‘place,’ made possible through 
Web 2.0 technologies: an alternative to physical places, where people shop, learn, are entertained, and socialize. 
They provide unprecedented opportunities to architects, social scientists, archeologists, historians, journalists, 
computer scientists, game designers, film-makers, and other professionals, to create and inhabit web-accessible 
virtual worlds. Such worlds can be re-creations of physical places and culturally-significant human experiences 
that have existed in the past (like 1950s West Oakland or Medieval Cairo); or future places, yet to be built (as 
architectural CAD does); or they can be imaginary places, in the form of games like World of Warcraft and 
Lineage; or alternative realities like Second Life.  

Such virtual places have once been the province of science fiction writers (like Neil Stephenson’s 1992 
Snow Crash and William Gibson’s 1984 Neuromancer). But advances in computing, telecommunication, and 
our experience with the Web have made them possible and increasingly relevant, real, and economically viable. 
Video games are a multibillion dollar industry, which encompasses dozens of disciplines and employs thousands 
of people worldwide. On-line shopping, education, entertainment, and other human activities that have 
traditionally taken place in physical venues are migrating to cyberspace. 

Virtual places are often used for similar types of activities that ‘take place’ in physical places, performed by 
human beings (or their avatar proxies). Therefore, they must be designed according to the same principles that 
guide the design of physical places, including form-related aspects (what do they look like?), social aspects 
(what kinds of social and cultural interactions do they support?), and phenomenological aspects (what does it 
feel like to ‘be’ there?). At the same time, natural and man-made laws that govern physical space do not apply in 
cyberspace: gravity can be suspended, there is no climate to control, solid objects can be penetrated at will, and 
great distances can be traversed instantly. The design of virtual places, therefore, needs to reconcile the familiar 
with the possible, and result in places that are appropriate for their own intended functions and inhabitants. 

Course project 
This course examined both the theoretical and the technical aspects of creating virtual places, and allowed 
students to design and experience Them. The course combined architectural place-making theory, on-line games 
technology, and cultural/social issues into a comprehensive and innovative whole. It provided students with the 
opportunity to learn how to create web-accessible, immersive, interactive, inhabitable places that can 
accommodate many visitors, and respond to some aspects of their lives, such cultural, educational, and 
entertainment. 
 The course used principles and practices of Web-accessible Multi User Virtual Environments (MUVEs) to 
develop a virtual Smithsonian Institution. Specifically, students used Second Life (a commercial virtual world 
platform) to design, implement, and explore a virtual museum that communicates the essence of the 
Smithsonian. Students designed, implemented and tested their ideas, and now invite you to ‘visit’ their creation.  
 The course used the format of a design studio, or workshop, which affords the introduction of theoretical 
aspects together with the opportunity to test them through a project. Students, in groups of 3-4, designed and 
built parts of the Virtual Smithsonian.  
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