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Hello, I am Rebecca Tegtmeyer, a professor of graphic design at Michigan State University in East Lansing, Michigan. My research 
involves work in interaction design, digital humanities, and design process. I am here today to share with you an interactive 
project that I have been developing and thinking about for several years. 

“We use the experience of     
  the past, in the present, to  
  solve the future.”

robert downs

“We use the experience of the past, in the present, to solve the future.” (Robert Downs) This quote sums up the project in it’s 
entirety, from my influences for the project, to the actual product, to the future goals I have set, all of which I will share with you 
today.

influences

My influences for the project can be traced clear back to my childhood, with my odd fascination for physical places, or rather, 
places that no longer exist. 



A few miles from my childhood home was a banquet hall. In the main foyer hung fairytale-like pictures of an Amusement Park 
from the late 1800s. These images documented a place that no longer existed, but used to be in that exact location. We would 
drive by that place everyday and I would try to imagine the place as it was in that time, with ferris wheels and ladies dressed in 
fancy dresses. It was a much prettier picture than what actually existed there in the 1980s. 

google maps 
http://www.thesteelrailsadvocate.com/Page%20174--Souvenir%20Vine%20Park.dwt 
http://www.cardcow.com/231165/circle-swing-mid-air-vinewood-park-topeka-kansas/ 

In what ways does the visual 
organization of an online 
environment connect us to the 
physical environment?  

graduate thesis

Much later in life, this particular interest in the history of a location inspired my graduate thesis research. My research responded 
to the question, “In what ways does the visual organization of an online environment connect us to the physical environment?”  

imageabilitykevin lynch
Urban Planner

spatial 
intelligencehoward gardner

Psychologist

Through the use of Kevin Lynch’s notion of imageability I investigated the qualities that make an environment legible, leading to 
me further question the use of cognitive mapping as a product of our organized representations of an environment constructed 
through what Howard Gardner calls spatial intelligence. This is a process of thinking in the spatial medium serving as a tool in 
searching and navigating information in the spatial context. I developed several interactive studies to test out this thinking. 



thesis investigation #3

In this particular study, a user is connected to stories about a neighborhood, further leading them to large amounts of relevant 
information about the current landscape and historical roots of the area. Upon completion of my thesis, I quickly realized that it 
wasn’t complete. This set of studies and learnings was just the beginning of work that would follow me into my academic career.

                MichiganDetroit,

After my graduate experience I relocated to Lansing, Michigan about 5 years ago. The day I moved to Michigan was my first day 
in the state. My mediated perceptions of the state was largely centered around what I knew and heard of Detroit, which is an 
hour and a half from where I live in Lansing.

                MichiganDetroit,

Detroit has been known as the automobile capital of the world, earning it the nickname of Motor City. It is also the birthplace of 

Motown, the 1960s record company that reformed the music landscape by introducing soul to the world.  

http://usatravel.about.com/od/Top-Destinations/ss/Top-Music-Cities-In-The-Usa_7.htm 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Detroit 



                MichiganDetroit,

“foremost example      
  of urban decline.”

1950 1.8 million +

2010 713,777

60%

On the downside, Detroit is also known as being the “foremost example of urban decline.” It went from a peak population in 1950 

of over 1.8 million to a 60 percent drop to 713, 777 in 2010. Needless to say, I was anxious to visit this city that had such a rich 

past and a gloomy existence in the present. 

                MichiganDetroit,

My first visit to the nearly vacant city did not disappoint, it was truly a mecca of ruin. A fascinating and wonderfully inspiring ruin 
full of stories and possibilities, which is why it has become the focus of my project.

During this first visit to the city center it was clearly evident that the city had seen far better days. Decaying buildings stood tall 
and seemed to hold a sense of pride for what they used to be before decades of abandonment and vandalism took it’s toll on 
their beautiful physic. Even the few people I saw walking the empty streets shared the same sense of pride and struggle at the 
same time. 



I also noticed something else going on, sprinkled throughout blocks of abandonment an occasional busy restaurant would be 
spotted, or another person with a camera would be seen taking in the odd beauty. Even a few construction cranes lined the 
skyline. This was the first glimpse of “revitalization” currently happening in Detroit. 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/07/27/detroit-is-not-dead-photos_n_3652645.html 
Photo by Carlos Osorio/AP. 

http://weekendtrips.com/2013/awesome-city-guide-detroits-corktown-neighborhood 

Flickr Moe M 
Moe Malik, Great Things to Come 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/en__enfer/5310944158/ 

Thinking about where 
you want to be after 
graduation? Say hello 
to Detroit!

Detroit is home to some of the nation’s best high-tech startups, 
cutting edge medical researchers, fashion trendsetters, 
unrivaled restaurants, world-renowned museums and 
affordable places to live. Ever wondered where all the up and 
comers are going? We can show you! Join us for a full day 
experience of the best places to live, work, and play in Detroit.

Schedule of Events:

Join us Sat. Oct. 19th

From 1:30PM-8PM
Ford Field Stadium
2000 Brush, Detroit, MI

Date & time: Location:

1:30PM Employer networking 
Employer Networking 
at Ford Field

include: Auburn Loft 
Development, the new 
Willis/Canfield Retail 
District and the high-

An event by:

REGISTER NOW!
$10 early registration before 10.5.13 or $15 afterwards.

dhivedetroit.org/liveworkdetroit

On July 18, 2013, Detroit filed the largest municipal bankruptcy case in U.S. history. Despite the recent political strife and 
bankruptcy negotiations, the city begins to prosper. Young entrepreneurs are seeking out the vast opportunities available in 
Metro Detroit and moving closer to the city center (Davey).  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Detroit 
http://www.wxyz.com/dpp/news/region/detroit/would-detroit-be-eligible-for-bankruptcy 
http://dhivedetroit.org/liveworkdetroit/ 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/07/27/detroit-is-not-dead-photos_n_3652645.html 
Photo courtesy of Pure Detroit.  
http://www.puredetroit.com/ 

With this movement the urban landscape is changing. Buildings that have been abandoned for more than a decade are being 
restructured and rebuilt to support this new economic growth. 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/theblacklightstudio/ 
Bob Julius 
JVLIVSPhoto—Flickr 
Facade from the Front 
Facade from the Back



Grand Circus Park

One specific area of redevelopment is the heart of the city, the Grand Circus Park Local Historic District. The district consists of 
several properties that boarder Grand Circus Park, a 4.6-acre former swampland that became a park around 1840. The park 
developed throughout the later half of the 19

th
 century and during the depression it served as a sleeping ground for more than 

500 people a night. The park was completely redesigned in the 1950’s to accommodate the construction of a parking garage 
beneath the grounds. Buildings surrounding the park were constructed during the first half of the 20

th
 century. Several of the 

buildings still stand there today, but are marked with a recent history of abandonment.  

Justin Harris 
pictures of detroit—Flickr 
grand_circus_park 

http://www.shorpy.com/node/11814#comment-128397 
http://www.shorpy.com/node/10166?size=_original 

2011

David Whitney Building

One building is the David Whitney Building, built to serve as a high-end commercial and retail destination to support the 
booming economy of Detroit in the early 1900s. 

http://placepromotion.blogspot.com/2012_07_01_archive.html

1914

David Whitney Building

1881

1887

Prior to the construction of the 18-story David Whitney Building in 1914, the property was occupied by a row of Victorian homes 
before a five-story building was erected in 1887.  

http://www.historicdetroit.org/building/david-whitney-building/



1914

David Whitney Building

The building received attention for it’s four-story atrium covered in decorative marble and terra cotta.  

http://www.historicdetroit.org/galleries/david-whitney-building-photos/ 

1950s1914

David Whitney Building

During the 1950s the building went through an extensive remodel where the classical interior and exterior of the building was 
resurfaced to become more modern (Austin). This was to accommodate the shift from being a retail destination to becoming an 
office building, due to the popular suburban sprawl that affected many urban cities.  

http://www.historicdetroit.org/building/david-whitney-building/

David Whitney Building

2014

Currently the building has been sitting vacant for more than a decade but is under construction to restore the original exterior 
and convert the interior into apartments, retail spaces, and a boutique hotel. The David Whitney Building is expected to reopen in 
July 2014. 

http://www.mlive.com/business/detroit/index.ssf/2011/12/report_aloft_hotels_signs_on_f.html 
Courtesy of The Roxbury Group 

http://detroit.curbed.com/places/david-whitney-building



                MichiganDetroit,

The Grand Circus Park and David Whitney Building are only two examples of several places within the city that offer a rich 
history. The histories reveal a past influenced by technology, manufacturing, and consumerism ultimately affecting the social and 
cultural aspects of the city and it’s residents. These historical stories are fragmented across various forms of media such as 
images, oral accounts, video, and text. All of which are accessed through various websites, libraries, and multiple historical 
organizations. Detroit residents along with urban and city planners, community organizations, and historical scholars have 
interest in preserving and accessing these historical stories as a means to connect the past, present, and future of Detroit. 

MAP
DETROITAn interactive narrative project

It is within this context that I am developing MAP Detroit, an iPad application that will connect users to geospatial data from the 
city of Detroit. Users of MAP Detroit will be immersed into historical and contemporary stories about specific locations, with 
emphasis on the present, past, and future. The experience will educate and reconnect people with parts of the city that they 
might have otherwise overlooked or forgotten. Geospatial data will be organized and revealed through online interactive walking 
tours and location specific timelines. Typically, walking tours move participants through a physical environment while a guide 
directs them. This physical act of experiencing the city’s spaces, cultures, and histories reveal the urban landscape through 
educated storytelling; narrative dialogues between the spatial and temporal. An application such as this would give resonance to 
the rich histories embedded in this once popular and vibrant community of Detroit.

Sequence of Interaction

The following sequence walks through an example of how a user would interact with the map, graphic elements, videos, images, 
and audio within the MAP Detroit application. The sequence also offers up content and story examples that would be revealed in 
the application. Simple sketches give a sense of the main interface and provide an overview of interactivity, form, and scene to 
scene transitions.



Visual of Concept

With Detroit at the center, a 2D map will be displayed. A flashing red dot will give the user an arbitrary indication of where they 
are situated in the map, the user can chose to move the dot to other areas of the city.

Visual of Concept

Upon touch interaction by a user, the map zooms into to reveal neighborhoods. Interactive walking tours in the area are indicated, 
audio and text welcomes the user and describes the tours. The areas of interest are highlighted on the map as the audio 
mentions them, when the audio welcome ends the red dot will blink. In this interface sketch, the Grand Circus Park Historic 
District is the neighborhood of interest.

Visual of Concept

Once a walking tour is selected, a new window will reveal an interactive video with the selected route’s content. Here the 
interface reveals a walking tour of Woodward Ave, the main thoroughfare that extends through the entire city. 



Visual of Concept

A smaller version of the original map will be overlaid on the video to show the user’s position in relation to the general vicinity. 
This navigator map will follow the direction of user as they proceed through the walking tour. 

Visual of Concept

Specific sites within the video tour will be identified and labeled, and further interaction with the labels will reveal deeper levels of 
content manifested through various media options—images, additional videos, audio, or text documents—that will engage users 
in a digital narrative. 

2009

2013 2016

back to walk

Visual of Concept

Upon the selection of a site label, the video will spin the user around in the environment positioning the user in front of the 
selected place and a timeline appears to indicate relevant information specific to that location. The timeline is stopped at the 
current time, future is to the right and the past is to the left, information will be linked in the timeline. The information could 
include images, movie clips, interviews and audio about the current and historical events surrounding the location. Here the user 
is stopped in front of the David Whitney building and can chose to interact with the timeline through scrubbing it.



2009

2013 2016

Visual of Concept

When the user selects a moment in the timeline, the media related to the date selected opens on top of the visual image. In this 
scenario a news story featuring the current development is displayed.

project development

need 
& 

concept
funding 

resources
product 

development

The project is in it’s initial development stages. Up to this point I’ve initiated the need and concept of the application. Currently, I 
am actively seeking funds and resources to begin product development. 

project development

product 
developmentstudents

History
Design
Programming
Business

The product will be developed by a team of students from various disciplines of study. It will offer the students an opportunity to 
work collaboratively within this multi-disciplinary project and give them an experience similar to what they will encounter in their 
professional careers. Students of history, design, computer programming, and business will work together to plan for, execute, 
and market the project in its entirety.



project development
phase 1

info 
architecture 

collection 
catalog

phase 2

user 
experience 

interaction 
aesthetics

phase 3

program 

test 
implement

phase 4

disseminate 

market 
case study

The first phase will comprise of determining locations of interest and collecting content to support the history and future 
developments. Connections to city historical organizations and community leaders will be made to ensure the accurate 
documents are received and organized.  Along with this phase, a system for digitally cataloging the information will take place. 
The second phase will plan out the details of user experience, focusing on the interactive sequence of information and the visual 
look and feel of the application.  The third phase will be the execution of a fully functioning iPad application, consisting of user 
testing and backend programming. Finally, marketing the application and disseminating the project as a case study will 
commence once the application is developed.

project future

open 
source 

framework

interactive 
large format 
multi-touch 

screen

user  
generated  

content

The future plans outside of the application development is to create a framework for an open source digital platform. This 
platform would be made freely available to other cities undergoing renewal and growth. These cities would be able to adapt and 
create their own iPad application in order to preserve and share their city’s past, present, and future. Another future goal would 
be to develop a site-specific large format screen display that would allow multi-users at one time to interact with the location’s 
historical information. And finally, another item on the future wish list, is to enable a way for the application to pull in user 
generated content further developing the capabilities of the interactive narrative.

project future

I am honored to share my project concept with all of you here today, I welcome any questions or comments at anytime.



thank you. 

Rebecca Tegtmeyer, Michigan State University 
Assistant Professor, Department Art, Art History, and Design 

  tegtmey2@msu.edu    

  www.mapdetroit.org   


