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Our technical and conceptual  

approach to visualize visitors arriving  

at the project website 

Our research is titled Webpresence, and in its current it-
eration visualizes the arrival of visitors to our project web-
site (Figure 4). With every arriving visitor a silent fan 
is actuated and a curtain gently billows in this breeze for 
three seconds (Figure 5). This natural ambient display 
relates the virtual visit to a physical one. This mapping was 
chosen because the motion of the curtain evokes the idea 
of an actual visitor opening the door of a room, creating 
a temporary draft; thus it represents a visitor here to our 
office space. Conceptually, this truly merges the physical 
place and its virtual representation. It creates a window, 
albeit one-way, that merges both formerly disconnected 
spheres in a natural display.

The motion of the curtain is perceived as very calming 
and natural. And although it fills a substantial part of the 
visual periphery, the motion is not perceived as intrusive 
as it integrates itself seamlessly into the background. 

But how can we distinguish between the curtain be-
ing moved by a virtual visitor or a regular draft? Why is 
there no redundancy of information in another sensorial 
modality, for example, as sound? This aspect of “ambigu-
ity of information” 16 is intentional. As a regular draft also 
causes the curtain to move, its information is not entirely 
trustworthy, “casting doubt on our source of informa-
tion.” 17 Gaver regards intentional ambiguities as crucial 
for understanding as though “they may be perceptually 
undemanding, […] they require users to fill in the gaps 
in information that is purposefully imprecise.  When suc-
cessful, such interfaces are not only aesthetically attrac-
tive, but conceptually appealing as well.” 18 From another 
perspective we can see that this ambiguity may help us to 
delay the effect of hardening to a new medium through in-
creased exposure. Art historian Oliver Grau writes in this 
context: “When a new medium of illusion is introduced, 
it opens a gap between the power of the image’s effect and 
conscious/reflected distancing in the observer. This gap 
narrows again with increasing exposure and there is a 
revision to conscious appraisal. Habituation chips away at 
the illusion, and soon it no longer has the power to capti-
vate. It becomes stale, and the audience are hardened to its 
attempts at illusion.” 19 

The ambiguity of information in our natural display 
may not prevent us from hardening to the experience, but 
may slow down the process. It keeps the recipients aware 
and conscious, as with a delicate tool bearing certain 
idiosyncrasies which require special attention. We believe 
that in this example complete reliability of information 

Figure 4: Visiting the page documenting this research at 
the website http://hohlwelt.com/en/presenceweb.html. The 
small window to the right is displaying our visit. It is the java 
applet that triggers the microcontroller over the serial port.

Figure 5: Every time a visitor arrives on the website  
(Figure 4) a silent fan billows a curtain, a natural display 
in the office space represented by the website.

Figure 6: Dimensions of transportation and spatiality in 
WebPresence. A “visit” to the website is transformed into 
the motion of a physical curtain triggered by an air current. 
The visitor is anonymous and geography is irrelevant in this 
setup. As a result, the information originates from the web-
server, in between “here” and “there.”
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would provide a false sense of security — and this reliability 
would be detrimental to the poetic undertones and natural 
character of the display.

 
Conclusions: Social data, information  

visualization and calm technologies 

By investigating how the act of “visiting” a blog or website 
can be visualized beyond the screen in physical space, we 
examine an avenue of research into novel mappings for 
virtual activities. From a designerly perspective the goal is 
to understand ambient displays and multi-modal visualiza-
tion beyond the screen in physical space while developing 
calm and intuitive mappings. From a technical perspective 
the research involves robust, bottom-up prototypes that 
can be easily modified for new iterations. This includes 
both hardware and software. The artistic perspective finally 
completes this framework by integrating critical and reflec-
tive positions. While design is concerned about solving 
problems, art is positioned to challenge our assumptions 
with questions. Among those are: Why do we need calm 
technologies? What are the effects of being instantly con-
nected over a distance? How does this change our percep-
tion? How is a physical, sensual display different to textual 
or numerical information? Does it affect our sense of 
place? Is it desirable to use natural displays to visualize our 
digital identity that is sending and receiving information 
via multiple channels such as Friendfeed, Twitter, Face-
book, Flickr, etc? How would these disruptions affect our 
ability to concentrate and focus on tasks such as writing 
and reading (sic!) that require longer periods of uninter-
rupted immersion?

At the moment, our display is limited to indicating the 
arrival of a visitor. It does not display a visitor’s departure 
(technically the expiration of a “session”) nor the visitor’s 
continued presence. Both of these are possible avenues of 
research to be included in another iteration.

In the next iteration we will sonify visitors IP addresses 
in an application of calm technology. Identifying visitors 
with a sequence of sounds will create a different experi-
ence then the billowing curtain and possibly allow us to 
distinguish regular visitors from the web-crawlers used 
by search engines, which often visit a website from three 
to four computers simultaneously. These machines have 
almost identical IP addresses that often only differ by one 
digit. We expect that these sonic sequences will be easy to 
recognize and also lead to interesting new insights. 

Also, the connection between the office space and its 
virtual representation is one-way only. The website does 
not reflect local conditions and a visitor is unable to experi-
ence a sense of place and connectedness. To ameliorate this 

and add more transparency, we will extend the webpage to 
visualize local information in realtime. Linking back will 
close the circuit between the physical space and its virtual 
representation and integrate both spheres, resulting in 
a more vivid experience for both the visitor and the visited. 

This text is based on the premise that through media 
conversion in which the Internet, mobile media, loca-
tive media, and social media are merging media extends 
beyond the screen into physical space — into our lives. 
Moreover, information technologies have not become in-
visible, but have been transformed into carefully designed 
emotional experiences — experiences that begin when 
devices are unwrapped from their packaging. 

For communication designers this provides a rich 
source of data that can be visualized in the form of novel 
displays and even calm technologies. To make the complex 
clear is one of the main strengths of information design, 
and perhaps this is an opportunity to transform selected 
data into ambient or sensual displays. Together with the 
so far under-explored field of “non-visual multimodal 
visualization”, or mapping of data from one sensorial mo-
dality to another, there is a promising field for innovative 
visualization methods.

Our objective is not the expression of knowledge or 
information, but the living world itself. We want 
to come in contact with other people and the living 
world, not IT equipment or interface design  —  they 
should be nothing more than the medium.”  20

 — Yoshiaki Nishimura

Acknowledgements

I would like to thank Dimitrios Vlastaras, Alexander Weber, 
and Jonah Brucker-Cohen for their permission to use their 
images.

Biography 

Michael Hohl is a designer and researcher working with 
digital media. He likes making things, thinking about 
things, how we make them, and what they mean to us. 
He studied Visual Communication at the University of 
the Arts Berlin and at the Cologne International School 
of Design before completing an interdisciplinary Ph.D. 
research program (Fine Art/Computer Sciences) at Shef-
field Hallam University (UK) in 2007.

Presently, he is investigating “calm technologies” and 
telematics at the University of Hertfordshire. Michael lives 
and works in St. Albans. His work is documented at http://
www.hohlwelt.com/en.



Calm Technologies 2.0: Visualising Social Data  
as an Experience in Physical Space
Michael Hohl, PhD

PARSONS journal FOR INFORMATION MAPPING
volume I  issue 3,  SUMMER 2009
[page 7]

© 2009 PARSONS JOURNAL FOR 
INFORMATION MAPPING AND PARSONS 
INSTITUTE FOR INFORMATION MAPPING

NOTES

1 Donald Norman, Emotional Design: Why We Love 
(or Hate) Everyday Things (New York: Basic Books, 2004).

2 Mark Weiser, “The Computer for the 21st Century,” 
Scientific American 265, no. 9 (1991): 66.

3 Mark Weiser and John Seely Brown, “Designing 
Calm Technology,” PowerGrid Journal 1, no. 1, (July 1996) 
http://www.ubiq.com/weiser/calmtech/calmtech.htm 
(accessed June 18, 2009); Mark Weiser, “Ubiquitous Com-
puting” (1996), http://www.ubiq.com/hypertext/weiser/
UbiHome.html (accessed June 7, 2009).

4 H. Ishii, C. Wisneski, A. Dahley, M. Gorbet, S. Brave, 
B. Ullmer, and P. Yarin, “Ambient Displays: Turning 
Architectural Space into an Interface between People and 
Digital Information,” Proceedings of the First International 
Workshop on Cooperative Buildings (CoBuild ‘98) (Berlin: 
Springer, February 1998): 25–26; H. Ishii, A.Dahley 
and C.Wisneski, “Water Lamp and Pinwheels: Ambient 
Projection of Digital Information into Architectural Space,” 
Proceedings of CHI ’98 Companion (New York: ACM Press, 
1998), 269–70.

5 Lev Manovich, “TATE Lecture,” (September 2007) 
http://www.manovich.net/DOCS/TATE_lecture.doc (ac-
cessed April 27, 2009).

6 Norman, “Emotional Design.”

7 Mor Naaman, “Eyes on the world,” Computer 39, no. 
10 (2006): 108–111.

8 Michael Hohl, “Designing The Art Experience: 
Understanding And Improving Immersive Telematic Art 
With Social Science Methods,” Digital Creativity 20, no. 3 
(2009).

9 Arduino is a microcontroller designed by a commu-
nity of developers as an open-source project. Available at 
http://www.arduino.cc/ (accessed May 15, 2009). 

10 Dimitrios Vlastaras, “WebVisitors Blinker”  
(2008), http://dimme.net/2008/01/10/webvisitors-blinker/ 
(accessed June 15, 2009).

11 Ibid.

12 Alexander Weber, “Arduino xmas  
hitcounter” (December 2007), http://tinkerlog.
com/2007/12/04/arduino-xmas-hitcounter/ (accessed June 
7, 2009).

13 Ibid.

14 Brucker-Cohen, Jonah. !Alerting infrastructure! 
a physical hit counter” (2003), http://www.mee.tcd.
ie/~bruckerj/projects/alertinginfrastructure.html (accessed 
June 7, 2009).

15 Ibid.

16 William Gaver, Steven Benford, and Jake Beaver, “Am-
biguity as a Resource for Design,” Proceedings of CHI 2003 
(New York: ACM Press, 2003). 

17 Ibid.

18 Ibid.

19 Oliver Grau, Virtual Art: From Illusion to Immersion 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2003).

20 Yoshiaki Nishimura, “Designing world-realm experi-
ences: The absence of world ‘users’” (lecture, Vision Plus 6 
conference Vienna, July 1999), http://www.sensorium.org/
vp6/lecture/index.html (accessed June 15, 2009).


