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Preface

Imagine having to make a car journey. Perhaps you’re going to a holiday resort
that you’re not familiar with. Your wife has been really eager to go. Spending the
holidays in an appealing destination will certainly make her happy and it would go a
long way toward rewarding her for the daily struggle of keeping the children under
control, and even they could do with a change of scenery every now and again.
Luckily, you have your trusty laptop at hand. You connect to the Internet (and who
doesn’t have an Internet connection these days) and log on to a well-known website
that will show you exactly which route you should drive to reach your longed-for
destination. The site is extremely efficient: Not only does it show, in meticulous
detail, the course to follow (even the crossroads are accurately indicated), but it
even provides you with a detailed map highlighting the advised route.

And you? Will you have to surrender your hobby for two weeks: golf? Never.
Consulting the map provided by the website, you discover that, on the way to the
highly anticipated getaway location, you will pass just 20 kilometers from an area
that boasts one of the finest golf courses. But that’s not all—you zoom into the area
and find out that there are some interesting tourist spots that hadn’t come up before
due to the overly large scale of the map. You learn that there is a 19th-century castle
nearby that offers relaxing weekends with beauty and spa treatments and provides
a babysitting service to take care of your children all day, entertaining them with
games, songs, and a variety of amusements. It’s done: You’ve planned your journey
and, thanks to the opportunity offered by the website, you have had the chance to
please your family, without having to forgo your hobby.

All of this thanks to a website? Of course not. All the site offered you was a
detailed map that featured, in addition to the route leading to your destination, a se-
lection of information on the location, attractions, and places of interest in the area.
These places of interest aren’t necessarily found precisely along the route indicated
by the ultra-efficient website: They could indeed be a short distance from your path
but capture your interest nonetheless, as seen in the case presented here. But at
what distance? And what sort of location might I be interested in? The situation
just described illustrates a typical case in which the use of a graphical representa-
tion has taken on a decisive role in the discovery of new information. How can I go
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about representing a series of various types of information that is complex by nature,
linked together by a relationship of “proximity” that may be very vague and impre-
cise? (When are two locations deemed near? Are two locations near when they’re 20
kilometers from each other? And if they were 60 kilometers from each other, would
they still be considered close?). How can I communicate to the users of my website
which of the “nearby” locations might be of some artistic or architectural interest?
And what if they are just interested in finding out which route to take?

In these circumstances, the use of graphical representations mediated by the com-
puter can help in the analysis of and search for “imprecise” information. Impreci-
sion is not in the nature of data (which in itself is precise) but rather by the type
of search and interest that a generic user may not have made very clear beforehand.
The “let’s look at the graphics and then see what to do” situation is one of the modus
operandi in which the graphical representation of information is at its best, as por-
trayed in the previous case. We don’t know what to look for; therefore, we try to
represent everything we possibly can, to then examine the information and come
to a decision (“Along the way you pass close to a golf course? Then we can spend
the weekend there!”), demonstrate a hypothesis (“The alternative path the website
suggested indeed shorter in terms of kilometers, but requires crossing a mountain
pass at an altitude of more than 1,000 meters. Therefore, the traveling time required
is greater”), or even communicate an idea effectively (“See? If we stop here, we’ll
be at the halfway mark. We’ll let the kids rest for a day and then set off again much
more relaxed”).

This book illustrates such concepts in a simple and thorough manner. It aims to
build a reference for the situations in which the graphical representation of informa-
tion, generated and assisted by computer, can be helpful in carrying out explorative
analysis on the data, effectively communicating ideas, data, or concepts, and helping
to demonstrate or disprove a hypothesis on data.

Created as a support text for a university course, this book is also suitable for a
wide and heterogeneous reading audience. It contains suggestions for setting com-
munication systems based on or availing of graphical representations. The text will,
above all, illustrate cases, situations, tools, and methods that can help make the
graphical representation of information effective and efficient.

Lugano, October 2008 Riccardo Mazza
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