
Magic	Ink	

Summary	of	Bret	Victor’s	Paper	



Presen9ng	Informa9on	

•  Much	of	Bret	Victor’s	thinking	is	now	in	the	
mainstream.	

•  The	focus	is	on	how	we	present	and	communicate	
informa9on.	

•  And	what	compu9ng	can	do	to	make	that	
communica9on	go	beAer.	

•  He	dis9nguishes	between	informa9on	soCware,	
communica9on	soCware	and	manipula9on	soCware.	

•  Focus	is	on	informa9on	soCware.	
•  His	exposi9on	is	clear	and	well-mo9vated.	



Redesigning:	Old	Design	



What	Might	People	Want	to	Know?	

•  What	movies	are	showing	today,	at	which	
9mes?	

•  What	movies	are	showing	around	a	par9cular	
9me?	

•  Where	are	they	showing?	
•  What	are	they	about?	
•  Are	they	good?	



New	Design	



What	can	soCware	add?	

•  The	previous	redesign	is	mainly	to	do	with	
graphics	and	presenta9on.	

•  So	it	says	what	design	can	do	for	soCware.	
•  But…	what	can	soCware	do	for	design?	
•  Bret	Victor	says	the	key	is	“context”	–	context	
is	stuff	like	9me,	place,	history,	interest,	…	



What	soCware	is	good	at	

•  SoCware	can:	
–  infer	the	context	in	which	its	data	is	needed,	
– winnow	the	data	to	exclude	the	irrelevant,	and	
– generate	a	graphic	which	directly	addresses	the	
present	needs.	

•  Context	is	always	approximate	in	some	sense.	
•  This	is	qualita9vely	different	from	older	forms	
of	informa9on	presenta9on.	



GeXng	a	train	



Adding	9me	



More	detail	



Integra9ng	data	



Naviga9ng	9me	



Naviga9ng	space	



Summary:	Informa9on	SoCware	
•  SoCware	design	consists	of	graphic	design	(drawing	

pictures)	and	industrial	design	(allowing	for	mechanical	
manipula9on).		

•  Informa9on	soCware	is	for	learning	an	internal	model.	
Manipula9on	soCware	is	for	crea9ng	an	external	model.	
Communica9on	soCware	is	for	communica9ng	a	shared	
model.		

•  Manipula9on	soCware	design	is	hard,	but	most	soCware	is	
informa9on	soCware.		

•  Informa9on	soCware	design	is	the	design	of	context-
sensi9ve	informa9on	graphics.	Informa9on	soCware	is	not	
a	machine,	but	a	medium	for	visual	communica9on.		



Summary:	Context	
•  Context	can	be	inferred	from	the	environment,	which	can	

include	physical	sensors,	other	informa9on	soCware,	
documents	created	with	manipula9on	soCware,	and	data	
such	as	email	which	acts	as	a	user	profile.		

•  Context	can	be	inferred	from	a	history	of	past	
environments	and	interac9ons.	Last-value	predictors	
provide	a	rudimentary	approach.	Learning	predictors	can	
infer	paAerns	and	make	dynamic	predic9ons.		

•  Context	can	be	inferred	from	user	interac9on,	but	only	as	a	
last	resort.	The	best	way	to	reduce	or	eliminate	interac9on	
is	through	informa9on-rich	graphic	design	that	uses	the	
environment	and	history.	Remaining	interac9on	can	be	
reduced	with	graphical	manipula9on,	rela9ve	naviga9on,	
and	9ght	feedback	loops.		



Summary:	Informa9on	SoCware	

•  The	informa9on	soCware	revolu9on	will	require	public	
recogni9on	that	informa9on	soCware	is	a	medium	of	
visual	communica9on,	designers	with	talent,	skill,	and	
tools,	simple	and	general	pla]orms,	and	an	
environment	that	encourages	crea9vity	and	sharing.		

•  A	design	tool	for	dynamic	graphics	that	infers	behavior	
from	mockups	may	allow	for	natural-	feeling	crea9ve	
design	with	no	engineering-related	distrac9ons.		

•  Learning	predictors	exist	and	are	effec9ve.	For	them	to	
become	widespread,	simple	abstrac9ons	must	be	
invented.		



Summary:	Less	Explicit	Interac9on	
•  An	informa9on	ecosystem	of	views	and	translators	may	be	

able	to	offer	relevant	informa9on	of	all	forms	with	minimal	
interac9on.	Key	aspects	include	topic	nomina9on	and	
transla9on,	confidence	levels,	learning	through	feedback,	
and	a	fine-grained	modular	structure	wherein	small	
soCware	providers	can	thrive.		

•  As	technology	related	to	graphics,	the	environment,	and	
history	undergoes	revolu9onary	improvements,	interac9on	
will	become	even	more	of	a	cri9cal	boAleneck.	The	best	
approach	is	to	work	towards	elimina9ng	it.		

•  Two	centuries	ago,	Playfair	invented	sta9s9cal	graphics	and	
changed	the	world.	The	9me	is	ripe	for	another	designer	to	
invent	the	fundamental	context-sensi9ve	graphical	forms,	
and	change	the	world	again.		


