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Staging  Perception  –  Or  How  Contemplation  Can  Be  Dynamic  

and  Interactive  

 
The artwork Path of Illusion by media artist Bundith Phunsombatlert (figure 1) is an example of an 
interactive artifact capable of keeping the user interactively captivated even though the interaction is 
unfamiliar. Five stanchions in various heights, all resembling old fashioned street lights are placed in 
a room at the art museum. At the top of each stanchion is a transparent glass globe, connected to the 
circular base via a metal support. Each base is constituted by a circular, purpose-built keyboard 
having only few recognisable sequences (e.g. qwerty). A red laserbeam projected from the inside of 
each glass globe turn a globe into a screen, displaying the user's keystrokes as a line of red characters 
on the inside. Only by assuming an awkward posture – sitting on the floor, folding the body over the 
keyboard and turning the head out of joint in order to be able to see the screen suspended two meters 
above the ground – is it possible to see what is written on the already barely decipherable keyboard. 
Thus, interaction with Path of Illusion is by no means transparent in neither a physical nor a usable 
way. Despite of the impediments, users interact for long periods of time, and they have fun. The 
question is why? More generally, the question can be refrased into asking why some artifacts are 
more interesting to use than others?  
In line with (Löwgren & Stolterman, 2004) and especially (Bolter & Gromala, 2003), this paper 
argues that both interactive art and the aesthetic discourse is important when discussing the interface 
after transparency. This paper will show how aesthetic theory is relevant to researchers working with 
this important question, specifically by investigating how contemplation, a term originating from 
Kant, can serve as a catalyst to get a multifaceted understanding of how interactive objects work as 
settings for interaction. The contemplation perspective is introduced to HCI and interaction design 
communities with the purpose of qualifying the discussions on interfaces that have moved beyond 
the task and into the realm of experience provision. 

The disappearing computer? 

As the artifacts described in this paper all belong to the sphere of ubiquitous computing, a brief 
introduction to this kind of technology is necessary. The term ubiquitous (also known as pervasive) 
computing refers to a state where ICT is found outside of the computer's grey box. When the 
computer is ubiquitous or pervasive, it is potentially to be found everywhere and in anything – from 
mobile phones to clothing and from tiny self-reacting microchips to large systems making a user able 
to navigate through unknown territory by the help of a satellite orbiting 20,000 kms away.  
The main reason for developing pervasive technologies is to make life easier for humans by i.e. 
making technology invisible. Why should the doctor bother with several portfolios from her patients 
if she can access their data via a PDA linked to the hospital's central server? And why should we 
bother to turn off the lights when we leave home if the home can detect that we have left and 
consequently turn off the lights itself? The fathers of ubiquitous computing, Norman (Norman, 1999) 
and Weiser (Weiser, 1999) worked with the assumption that having technologies everywhere will 
eventually be transparent to us, in the sense that computer systems will do the 'dirty work' behind the 
scenes and leave us to perform the interesting tasks. This is still the main paradigm of ubiquitous 
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computing, where the computer in our everyday life is understood as being an information appliance 
((Norman, 1999), (Weiser, 1999)), unremarkable (Tolmie et al., 2002) or simply being everywhere, 
controlling our immediate surroundings better than we would have been able to ourselves (Weiser, 
1999). Not only will the computer disappear from sight when embedded in all kinds of devices, but it 
will also disappear from our consciousness – be transparent. Ubiquitous computing does not equal 
invisible computing but as implied above, invisibility and transparency form a main part of the 
discourse. The computer as we know it is indeed physically disappearing, but it is not necessarily 
disappearing from our perception. Consequently, the different variations of utopia are contradicted 
by others (i.e. (Bolter & Gromala, 2003, 2005) and (Petersen, 2004)) who believe that there are 
variations in transparency and that in certain cases it is more relevant to discuss the (re)apperance of 
the computer instead of the disappearance.  
With respect to this paper's argument for contemplation, artifacts from the domain of ubiquitous 
computing have been chosen as examples because they clearly express the bidirectional – or 
chiasmic – movement forcing them to stay within the paradigms known by the user while at the same 
time challenging them. This mirrors an interesting aspect of ubiquitous computing: It is most often 
used for making the computer invisible to us and our perception but simultaneously, it is also used to 
make computing accessible – or more visible – to the perception. As mentioned above, mainstream 
within the field work from the assumption that ubiquitous computing makes aspects of our life 
easier, but when looking at (ubiquitous) computing from the aesthetic perspective or through digital 
art or critical design, the discourse changes and people are challenging the mainstream. Dunne 
(Dunne, 1999), like Bolter and Gromala (Bolter & Gromala, 2003, 2005), expresses a reaction 
against the disappearing computer and argues for "poeticising the distance between people and 
electronic objects" (Dunne, 1999 30) by introducing the notion of (in)human factors.  

If user-friendliness characterises the relationship between the user and the optimal 
object, user-unfriendliness then, a form of gentle provocation, could characterise the 
post-optimal object. The emphasis shifts from optimising the fit between people and 
electronic objects through transparent communication, to providing aesthetic 
experiences through the electronic objects themselves.(Dunne, 1999 38) 

As also (Bolter & Gromala, 2003) argues, artists work from the assumption that computers are 
culturally significant as well as fascinating and fun:  

It is the task of digital art to fascinate, exhilarate and sometimes provoke us. 
Appliances, on the other hand, don't fascinate us; they brown our toast. (Bolter & 
Gromala, 2003 2).  

Because the tool itself is no longer necessarily supposed to be transparent through use, the HCI 
community is currently discussing ways to adapt to this new situation ((Christensen, 2004), (Petersen 
et al., 2004)), where interfaces aim at being as interesting as the task they mediate. 
By taking an even closer look at the relationship between the user and the artifact, between subject 
and object, we are right at the heart of aesthetics where the central term contemplation can prove to 
be an important part of making interesting and seductive computational artifacts for fun, play or 
reflection. 
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CONTEMPLATION 

The term contemplation is found in philosophical aesthetics. Here, it connects to Kant's notions on 
aesthetic judgments of the beautiful and the sublime (Kant, 1987 [1787]). Briefly put, the difference 
between the beautiful and the sublime is that we are able to perceive and judge the beautiful whereas 
the sublime is beyond comprehension. We can contemplate and surrender to beauty because we 
recognise it. In contrast, the sublime is connected to unease and it short circuits contemplation, 
because we meet the limits of our recognition when faced with the sublime. Consequently, an 
encounter with a sublime work of art enables the viewer (the subject) to improve her consciousness 
of both the object, the world and the relation between the two. 
As stressed by Benjamin, contemplation is a solely individual activity where the viewer "can 
abandon himself to his associations" (Benjamin, 1999 [1935]: XIV). Thus, contemplation is an 
immersive and reflective state of mind – an alternation between immersion in and reflection of the 
object – which moves beyond the object itself, thereby also changing the viewer's understanding of 
something beyond the artwork's physical properties. From this follows that an artwork is not 
contemplative in itself, but that the perception of it can be (the result of) a contemplative process 
staged by the object. 
To Kant, contemplative reception takes time and is purely a matter for the mind, and this has lead 
modern aesthetic theory to question the contemplative distance in tactile objects. "On the tactile side 
there is no counterpart to contemplation on the optical side." (Benjamin, 1999 [1935]: XV). At the 
same time, it is important for Benjamin to stress that contemplation disappears when the object is 
dynamic, as for example the rapidly changing frames in a movie: "The painting invites the spectator 
to contemplation [...] Before the movie frame he cannot do so. No sooner has his eye grasped a scene 
than it is already changed. It cannot be arrested." (Benjamin, 1999 [1935]: XIV). However, even 
though contemplation is challenged also by digital dynamic artworks along with dynamic and tactile 
perception as such, it has not disappeared as the following analyses will show. 

STAGING INTERACTIVE CONTEMPLATION 

Obviously, the perception of an interactive object is more than visual; it also includes the viewer's 
haptic contact with the artifact's tactile properties. Consequently, a contemplative interactive 
situation is embodied in a very concrete manner. As stated above, the contemplative process – and 
the interaction process in itself – is staged by the object through a combination of the object's tactile 
and visual qualities plus of course the interaction design itself. As Dunne puts it with reference to 
Virillo: 

This enslavement [of the human being to 'intelligent' machines (Virillo)] is not, 
strictly speaking, to machines, nor to the people who build and own them, but to the 
conceptual models, values and systems of thought the machines embody. For 
example, while using electronic objects the use is constrained [...] (Dunne, 1999 30) 

Dunne's notion of constraints relates to this papers concept of staging, in that both words describe 
how the use of the object is built into the object in the sense that the user is presented with a specific 
set of interaction possibilities. More importantly, it also refers to the perception of the object – to the 
experience – like when a performance is staged in a theatre. As a result, it is my opinion that the 
perception or experience of a digital artifact is directed by the object itself; the experience is not 
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controlled, but the object gives the user specific possibilities – both with repect to use and to 
perception. This view corresponds to Kant's and Benjamin's views on experiencing art in that the 
discussions of both artworks and contemplation centers on how works of art make (or don't make) 
room for perception and reflection. The concept of staging is important in the context of this paper, 
because it's a prerequisite for the analyses of interactive contemplation which constitute the rest of 
the paper. The purpose of the analyses is to demonstrate how the objects present themselves as 
objects for dynamical contemplation as a result of their staging of the subject.  
Because of the immersive property, interactive contemplation is related to Csikszentmihalyi's 
concept of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991). The terms contemplation and flow however, describe two 
opposite states of mind. Flow describes the user's engaged immersive relation to an object and is 
furthermore mostly related to an active involvement, where "personal skills are used the utmost" 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1993). The user can be reflective but if so, it is in relation to her personal skills, 
the point being that she is reflecting in and not through the object. Contemplation, on the other hand, 
has nothing to do with personal skills and is always a reflection which always happens through the 
object. 

Four modes 

As illustrated in figure 2, I believe there are four modes of interactive contemplation (i.e. "reflective 
while physically active"). Naturally, the modes can be applied to actual situations of use, but they 
can also – as this paper will show – be used when analysing how an object stages the user and use 
experience. As in 'normal' contemplation, interactive contemplation is about alternating between 
modes. The parameters on the vertical line indicate how physically active the user has to be in order 
to experience the object: Does she have to be physically active or is her mere presence sufficient? 
The parameters on the horisontal line indicate in which state of mind the object sets the user: Is she 
immersed in the experience of the object or is she reflecting on her experience and interaction while 
experiencing? These latter parameters are similar to the parameters transparency and reflection as put 
forward by (Bolter & Gromala, 2003). 
Returning to Path of Illusion, we see that the user engaged in the object is never immersed while 
passive. She is either writing with great concentration because the keyboard is difficult to use or she 
is frustrated or amused when she wants to write something but fails. When looking up at the glass 
globe, though, she is reflecting on her writing only she is not writing at that point. Illustrated in the 
four mode figure, we see that she alternates between three equally important modes (see figure 3). 
As this brief analysis of the interaction possibilities shows, Path of Illusion stages the user's actions 
by physically forcing her to focus on the object itself when she under normal circumstances using a 
normal computer with a projector most likely would focus on the fact that she was writing something 
being presented live on a public screen. The contemplative aspects of Path of Illusion arises from the 
fact that she both has to concentrate on using the artifact (is immersed in use) and constantly has to 
shift her focus to the uniqueness of the situation. The latter causes reflections on the use of the object 
which then again influences her immersed state of concentrated writing. 
In the following, I will continue the argument for contemplation as a useful tool for analysing 
interactive artifats by analysing two interactive artifacts in order to give more examples on how 
focusing on the contemplative modes leads to an understanding of the artifacts' appearance and 
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appeal. Even though both of the artifacts below demand a high level of interactivity in order to work, 
they also both use deceleration and pauses in order to stage the user's contemplative perception. 

Blendie 

Blendie is an interactive, sensitive, intelligent, voice controlled blender with a mind 
of its own. Materials are a 1950's Osterizer blender altered with custom made 
hardware and software for sound analysis and motor control. (Dobson, 2004a).  

Blendie (Dobson, 2004b) spins like a normal blender but instead of being controlled with the knob, 
the spin is controlled by blender-like sounds. When the user stops sounding like a blender, Blendie 
ceases to spin. Besides from the unusual way of initiating a spin, Blendie also sometimes spins 
briefly without having received an input from the user. By the short description it is obvious that the 
interface is somewhat different from what we would have expected had it been following Norman's 
(Norman, 1999) vision. Instead of the blender adapting to the user's language, the user now has to 
adapt to the blender's language – an interpretation emphasized by the unfamiliar interaction mode of 
the scream which under normal circumstances is culturally common to very few users (if any). 
The contemplative aspects of the object are staged twofold: Firstly by immersing the user into the 
sound of her own voice for as long as she is screaming and then abruptly stopping the flow by 
ceasing to spin when she inhales. Every time she takes a breath, the direct relationship between the 
user and the artifact is stressed, thus frequently and through the artifact making room for reflections 
both on interaction with the artifact and on interactivity as such. Secondly, Blendie's contemplative 
aspects are pinpointed by the fact that it cannot be understood through interaction alone. If Blendie is 
going to make sense to the user, she has to experience its active reaction to her inactivity. 
The frequent alternation between active immersion and passive reflection (as illustrated in figure 4) 
thus stages a contemplative situation similar to Kant's sublime artwork: When screaming, the user is 
immersed in her own voice, and when stopping to inhale, she is immediately made aware of the 
interaction mode because of the sudden silence. Hence, the embodiment happening by her vocal 
chord and through her ears – together with her reflections on Blendie's unassisted actions – is the 
reason to her contemplative state of mind. 

DriftTable 

Besides from a small round display, DriftTable looks like any other coffee-table (see figure 5). 
DriftTable is, however, augmented:  

it is an electronic coffee table that displays slowly moving aerial photography 
controlled by the distribution of weight on its surface. (Gaver et al., 2004).  

The user controls the drifting photography of England by placing objects on the table. Direction is 
controlled according to the x-y position and weight of the particular objects and the total weight of 
the objects control the zoom. DriftTable is interesting because it stages a contemplative situation 
even though the artifact in itself does not communicate a profound meaning like Blendie does. 
The contemplative aspects of the object are staged twofold: Firstly by immersing the user into the 
photographed landscape while at the same time constantly forcing her to reflect on speed and 
direction as well as whether (and how) she would alter it. Secondly, by controlling the drifting with 
any object, the user is forced to reflect on their normally transparent use qualities; that the weight of 
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a cup is meaningful and that a shoe in some cases can be put on a table. Drift Table thus short-
circuits the use qualities, making transparent qualities like weight and form important while qualities 
as function and cultural norms become redundant. 
As illustrated in figure 6, DriftTable makes use of the exact opposite modes of interaction than does 
Blendie. Contemplation is staged by forcing the user to alternate between passive immersion and 
active reflection when thinking about the photograpy's representational and motional values, while at 
the same time forcing her to passively reflect upon the normally unnoticed use qualities in the 
objects surrounding her in her daily life.  

CONCLUSION 

This paper has introduced how contemplation, as it appears in philosophical aesthetics, can be 
applied to modern, dynamic artifacts where it can be understood as the result of a carefully staged 
combination of several modes of perception. Four modes of interaction and perception have been 
identified and applied to three interactive artifacts. All artifacts, the artwork Path of Illusion, the 
design experiment Drift Table and the artwork Blendie, show that also haptic perceptive experiences 
can be contemplative, thus negating modern aesthetic theory's questioning of the contemplative 
distance. The examples have deliberately been chosen for their artistic flavour, firstly since it is in 
these areas that most challenges of interaction patterns appear and secondly because HCI-researchers 
are looking into the aesthetic or artistic realms when they want to establish a new field of designing 
for experiences. Bringing in the notion of contemplation to HCI opens up for a new understanding of 
how interactive artifacts aiming at providing experiences sometimes are able to stage a reflective 
'state of mind' instead of just being fun gadgets. Whether the analytic and abstract understanding of 
contemplation as a combination of interaction modes can be used proactively for actual design 
purposes is out of the scope of this paper. Further investigations into this particular subject could be 
tried in action in order to see if the modes are also useful when designing for keeping the user 
intrigued and captivated. 
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