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The observation of public spaces has been a topic in both science and in the 
arts. Science provides quantitative methods to describe pedestrian crowds 
and pedestrian interaction. With person tracking and intelligent algorithms 
it is possible to measure the behavior of people moving across a place. In 
comparison, few is known about the impact of architecture and the design of 
public spaces on the ambiance of a site.

Present systems only passively observe places and pedestrians on it 
without influencing the situation. What is about to happen if the space itself 
changes? Or, taking it one step further: What if the place itself observes 
passers-by and responds to the behavior of pedestrians to the point of influ-
encing them? 
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Fig. 1: Fernfuehler simulation 
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This is the essence of the “Fernfühler” project. The project proposes the 
creation fluctuating spatial settings, to foster the understanding of the rela-
tion between urban design and peoples behavior therein. 
In general, an observed place has to be furnished with sensors and intel-
ligent elements that react on people. Such elements could be interactive illu-
mination, moving barriers or exhibits that shift corresponding to the behavior 
of people. Moving obstacles should have a significant impact on peoples 
(spatial) behavior. Another category of objects that supposedly will be highly 
influential concerning the behavior of people is moving furniture. Therefore, 
such types of elements are worthwhile to be investigated or to be included in 
art work. 

Different technologies could be embodied in such intelligent elements. They 
should lack the ability to sense people, while influencing the outlook and the 
design of a place. Those elements should be able to learn about a place by 
observing the pedestrians circulating on it. Also they should be able to act 
on a place according to what they have learned. As a consequence, these 
elements could become operators of a kind of „learning machine“.

The setup is rendered even more interesting if a place is regarded as an 
intelligent life form. It could function as a neural network, like a brain, react-
ing on peoples behavior. The aforementioned intelligent elements would be 
the actors of such a neural network. That is what this project is aiming for: 
The place as a whole shall learn about pedestrian behavior and respond to it. 
For instance the installation “world lines”, a public art project for the Metro 
Station “Schadowstrasse” at Düsseldorf consists of interactive, illuminated 
paving stones arranged in an irregular pattern on the square above the 
metro station. The stones react on the movement of passers-by by emitting 
light. This data is collected and processed to a generative video, extrapolat-
ing the movements of the pedestrians into the future and constructing a new, 
virtual image.

“Fernfühler”, in their specific occurrence, are seating options for public 
places that can be moved around at will. Instead of making available seat-
ing in public spaces as permanently fixed architecture, mobile groups of 

Fig. 2 + 3: First Prototype 

seats are provided which communicate with the visitors and with each other, 
thereby discovering, through experimentation, the optimal arrangement of 
elements in the space.

The “Fernfühlers” positioning relates to the behavior of passers-by, though 
the design of the “Fernfühlers” also defines the usage of the space. They are 
part of a neural network that encloses a whole place. This neural network 
can feel a place and it can change the place, by sensing people with each 
“Fernfühler” and by moving the “Fernfühler” according to the behavior of and 
the communication with the visitors. The “Fernfühlers” correspond to neurons 
of a neural network, the very basic element of such learning systems. 
If simply watching the automatically operating seats is perceived as boring, 
“Fernfühler” offers the possibility of interacting with the intelligent furniture 
by means of a smart phone. After the necessary software has been down-
loaded and installed via wireless a game-like interface offers the opportunity 
to activate and control the “Fernfühlers”.

The screen shows a network structure with dots at each node. Each “Fern-
fühler” in the area represents one of the nodes on this network. The network 
connects each “Fernfühler” while at the same time acting as a skin lying over 
the area.

The purpose of the installation is to make public space more attractive, es-
pecially for young people. By providing networked seating, they experience 
the area as a changing space, one that has moved beyond stable architec-
ture. In addition people can take the role of a director, either on hand held 
computers or, if preferred, on a big screen, as they influence the behavior of 
passers-by through re-arranging the positions of the furniture. The experi-
ence resembles a computer game, thought it takes immediate effect on the 
surrounding physical space, as well as on the passers-by.

Fig. 4: Pedestrian
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