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mmm Compared to other genres of graphic commu-
nication design, information visualisation can appear
overly technical and functional, and thus, perhaps,
less sexy than say Branding or Advertising. For
dealing with information design is not about latest
style or self-expression, but about the hard graft of
transforming often complex and abstract data sets
into visual information. Get this right and you will
have before you accessible, usable and sometimes
even beautiful examples of graphic design. Get it
wrong and lives maybe at risk or, as Al Gore found
out, elections can be lost and the course of history
altered. Maybe that is why visualising information
and serious data has escaped the attention of
mainstream design and been seen as the preserve
of the geek, the nerd or the techie.

After finishing her doctoral degree from the
Political de Milano, Dr Gaia Scagnetti moved to MIT
to take up a post-doctoral degree. With that, she
brought along a passion for information design that
she discovered through working on her doctoral
thesis. Yet the MIT community told her to forget
about it. She was told that if there was anything left
to be done, John Maeda and Edwards D. Tufte would
have had covered it already. Luckily, Scagnetti and
some of her colleagues she met at MIT disagreed
and, in the face of some skepticism, she kept on
pursuing her belief that design can help us to deal
with increasingly complex, uncertain and unpre-
dictable issues.

What is more, it seems that Scagnetti's
passionate addiction has caught on. She notes that
it all began around five years ago. When | started
twittering with a group of like-minded people who
were crazy about information visualization, there
were only about sixteen of us, now there are
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thousands. And don't forget that some of the people
who are crazy about information visualization do
not even use twitter!

This growing craze for visualization is depicted
in one of the pieces designed by Scagnetti currently
exhibited at Bangkok WTF gallery. On the first layer
of encounter, History of Addiction may appear like
any contemporary graphic pattern that one may see,
for example, in front of trendy stores, with blobs of
various sizes and beautiful combinations of colour.
On closer inspection, however, History of Addiction
maps out works that have been significant to the
development of the domain from the past to present
and, those that Scagnetti sees, potentially lay await-
ing in the future. The round shapes are used to
suggest movement from one end to another. At the
same time, they are telling us that this map is a mere
snapshot of a story that will continue to evolve and
transform. The piece is designed to invite interaction
on both macro and micro levels. On a macro level,
the audience gets a sense of the overall; how the
story begins and how it develops, the cluster of
works under Social Analysis, and the empty space
within a blob of Academic Research, so on and so
forth. On a micro level, each work is presented on
the lid of aluminum tin. Inside the tin, the audience
can learn more about the work through short
description and QR code. The clever use of layer
upon layer of information reminds us that layering is
a powerful tool for shaping access to information
and not just a feature of Adobe lllustrator.

The exhibition continues onto the second floor
where six works are shown. All are to do with the
meaning of the city. One of them is City Murmur
which Scagnetti created with a group of friends and
colleagues in Spain and the US in 2007 and 20089.
This web application works by scanning pool of news
sources, blogs, and online newspapers searching for
references to local streets, points of interest and
areas of the city. The system then creates topo-
graphical and semantic maps of the city according
to the topic discussed by these news sources. City
Murmur then does not seek to re-present the city of
New Orleans as a collection of architectural and
environmental forms, but re-presents it as networks
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of urban narratives, stories told by real people living
and talking about their city. The project is a good
introduction to Scagnetti's perspective on the urban
environment which is the theme of most of the works
she designed for this exhibition. Not surprisingly
perhaps, many of the pieces explore her adopted
home city, Bangkok: | love cities. But to me what
make the city is her people.

So, couple the love of the city with curiosity,
which she believes can be answered by design and
something different kicks in. Scagnetti uses design
to open up a discussion. She makes these works to
help reveal to her something about the people who
make the Bangkok she knows and lives. Bangkok as
Byzantium, Where are you? and How many are you?
show us that interactive design does not rely on
digital technologies. From the day of the opening
these works have been transformed, — co-created
even —, by the audience’s interaction. Bangkok as
Byzantium opens with a diagram that depicts rela-
tionships of people around a character called ‘g’ (let
us pretend that we do not know for whom ‘g’ stands).
The work suggested that these people are Bangkok
for 'g. The audience then was given the job of finding
themselves in the diagram and revealing their rela-
tionships, by simply writing down their names and
drawing lines to connect themselves with others.

As time passes and audience participation
increases, a more and more complex network of
friendships, connections and affinities emerges.
People invent new kinds of lines to better represent
their connections and new clusters appear, floating
free from the original graphic structure. Scagnetti
argues that the process brings to light something
specific about Bangkok and contrasts this with
other cities such as Milan, where she grew up and
lived for & years for example. In Bangkok, it seems
like everyone knows everyone. When | meet new
people, | am always surprise that she or he would
know someone | know. It is not like that in Milan. |
designed this map in Milan before, and it came out
very, very differently.

In Where are you? and How many are you?
Bangkok people are represented as an abstract
language comprising dots, lines, planes and typo-

graphic marks. The other two works, 900 steps, and
Panorama, bring us back to concrete reality. In these
works, Bangkok is more familiar, everyday and even
bland. And this, | suppose, is their fascination. Whilst
tourist postcards portray a historical, colourful,
ornate, exotic and picturesque city, the reality is, of
course, different. Whether in Ekamai (where these
two sets of photographs were taken), Sa Pan Kwai
or Ngam Wong Wan, tourists clichés quickly dissolve
and a gritty, dynamic and homo-genous urban
reality shows its face.

These two pieces may be more experimental
than others but like them, they focus our attention
on fundamental aspects of visual representation.
The god's eye view of the conventional map is being
challenged. Seen from above, the mess and com-
plexity of everyday urban life broken concrete and
those curious eyes looking back at you is filtered out
by the conventions and abstraction of cartography.
Scagnetti appears to be telling us, “look, information
design can mislead as well as enlighten us.”

A couple of weeks after the opening, | had an
opportunity to go back to the exhibition with
Scagnetti. In the quietness of the late afternoon, |
had a better look at her works, discovering details
that | have missed at the opening. The pins in
“Where are you?” And "How many are you?”, for
example, were arranged in two vertical columns on
both sides of the works. Next to the pins, numbers
were written down. The audience was supposed to
take the pins one by one from the top so others
would know from which side more were taken and
how many were left. However, many visitors must
have missed that myself included so the pins were
taken at random and Scagnetti ended up tidying
them almost every day. Till this day, | cannot get out
of my mind the image of Scagnetti attentively put
the pins back in the right order. It was such contrast
to another image of her talking eagerly about her
works. Yet, despite their differences, the two images
tell the same story, a story which cannot be titled
any better than the one she gave to her exhibition;
'On The Addiction To Diagrams'’.

WTF Café Gallery
wtfbangkok.com
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