
Expert viewpoint

10   To get your FREE copy of TechNet Magazine subscribe at: www.microsoft.com/uk/technetmagazine

Cool new stuff

Q Microsoft has released a number 
of cool new products, including 
PhotoSynth™, Deep Zoom and Live 
Mesh. Is it just a coincidence that they 
all came out about the same time?

A While I’m not privy to how the 
products were individually engineered, it 
makes sense that they should be released 
together as PhotoSynth and Deep Zoom 
build on each other and both use a 
technology called SeaDragon™. This aims 
to change the way we use screens, from 
wall-sized displays to mobile devices, so 
that visual information can be browsed 
easily regardless of the amount of data or 
the bandwidth of the network.    

Q What is PhotoSynth?

A PhotoSynth provides a way for 
end users to turn their static 2-D images 
into 3-D virtual worlds. The move to 
digital photography has made it easy for 
people to take hundreds of pictures of 
interesting things. The problem is that, 
for most of us, about 90 per cent of the 
images are useless. Using PhotoSynth, 
you can take all your pictures and 
morph them into a virtual tour called 
a synth. If you look on the PhotoSynth 
website, you can see a whole bunch of 
synths, some of historic landmarks, some 
of people’s rooms, some of off-the-wall 
things like garden sheds. PhotoSynth 
is already going beyond pretty images; 
researchers have come in and thought 
of new ways to visualise simple 2-D 
imagery. For example, images from 
electron microscopes can be displayed 
in more accessible ways.  

The best thing to do is to visit the 
website at www.photosynth.com   

Q What are your favourites among the 
synths that have been placed on the site?

A I have three personal favourites. 
There’s a synth of the Sam Hammil art 
exhibition, where you can see the art 
from the gallery perspective and zoom 
in to see really fine detail. Then there’s a 
synth of a boxer, and finally Stonehenge. 
The boxer synth goes beyond a 
representation of boxing to touch on the 
emotional aspects of the man’s actions. 

The Stonehenge synth is both 
beautiful and technologically 
interesting. The photographs were all 
taken at eye level, but using PhotoSynth 
you can actually zoom out and move up 
to see a bird’s-eye view.    

Q What is Deep Zoom?

A Deep Zoom is part of Silverlight 
2. It allows web developers and end 
users to interact to see high-resolution 
images directly in their web browsers. 
Until now, if a website wanted to make 
high-resolution images available, those 
images would have to be uploaded, 
increasing the time taken for users to 
load the page. Deep Zoom makes this a 
trivial task: the web designer can make 
an image available at a high resolution, 
but display it on the screen as a normal 
image. If someone viewing the web 
page wants to look more closely, they 
can zoom in on a particular area, and 
Deep Zoom will stream only the small 
piece of the image that they’re looking 

at, displayed at the resolution they’ve 
zoomed to. For example, if you were 
viewing an image of a luxury car, you 
could zoom in to see the wood detailing 
on the dashboard. The fact that only the 
relevant part of the image is streamed 
minimises the data to be transferred.   

One website using Deep Zoom is 
http://memorabilia.hardrock.com.  
And if you’re following the US 
presidential election, take a look 
at the Barack Obama website at  
www.deepzoomobama.com, which 
shows a portrait of Barack Obama 
created from over 12,000 thumbnails. 
If you want to create your own website 
using the technology, you need to 
download the Deep Zoom Composer 
from the Microsoft download site.  
  
Q  How do you think it will alter the 
way people design websites? 

A It’s really going to change the 
way people interact with high-res 
images. Microsoft wants to change 
the way people think about website 
design at a fundamental level. What 
may seem minor at an initial glance 
gives the end user a totally different 
experience. If you’re doing an image 
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Live Mesh provides the means to 
synchronise data with all your devices, 
without worrying about the underlying 
platforms and protocols. You can set 
up a shared folder between devices or  
transfer data from one to another. A 
preview is available at www.mesh.com, 
but this only scratches the surface of 
what the platform is capable of.  

Q What are the security 
arrangements for Live Mesh? 

A It depends on where you store the 
data. If you store it in your Mesh folder, 
the security lies with the folder as 
you’re storing your information “in the 
cloud”. You can, however, choose a more 
granular policy so that when you’re 
synchronising sensitive information, 

you don’t have to allow it to be shared 
but can simply use Live Mesh as the 
transport mechanism. The information 
will still pass through the cloud, but the 
data won’t be stored in any accessible 
way and will be encrypted in transit. 

Q How do you foresee Live Mesh 
being used?

A In addition to the obvious data 
sharing scenarios, there are as many 
possibilities as there are devices. Imagine 
being able to commute from work 
knowing that as you get to within 10 
minutes of home, your GPS will turn on 
the microwave so your dinner is hot. Or 
to take another example, from the field 
of entertainment, bands might offer on-
demand sync so their fans can get the 
latest song. Live Mesh can distribute 
to thousands of people at a time in a 

seamless way. What we’re hoping is that 
developers will download the SDK and 
play around.  

Q How does it relate to Windows 
Live Foldershare, SkyDrive™, Live 
Spaces and Office Live Workspace?

A We have a number of online 
storage products at Microsoft, 
addressing overlapping problems with 
overlapping solutions.  Mesh is unique 
in that it is an offline as well as an 
online story. The other technologies 
are focused on creating either an online 
or an offline experience. This means 
that if you’ve chosen Foldershare, say, 
which gives you the ability to connect 
to multiple devices, if you don’t have 
access to one of those devices, you 
can’t get at the content. In contrast, 
SkyDrive works purely online, so if you 
don’t have access to the web, you don’t 
have access to the data. Live Mesh lets 
you connect to devices and have rich 
access to your data, either on a local 
device or in the cloud.  

More importantly, while the other 
products are great at providing storage, 
they’re not a platform. Live Mesh is a 
platform to enable software to be built 
on it. The great thing is that Live Mesh 
does the “heavy lifting” for developers. 
If you want to write an application 
that connects your computer and your 
GPS, you don’t need to worry about 
the details of synchronisation, data 
traffic management and abstraction. 
All you need to do as the developer is 
to have an application that says, if a file 
from my laptop arrives here, open it 
with this app on my GPS.   ■

search, Microsoft Live Image Search 
has eliminated the need for the “Next” 
button. You can keep scrolling down 
with no page refresh, and no clicking 
to and fro. Deep Zoom will change 
the way people think about photo 
collections, so you can showcase five 
or six images at full quality. The viewer 
will be able to see everything, zooming 
in and out at will, rather than being 
reliant on someone guessing what 
they’ll want to look at. If you look 
at additional enhancements, such as 
touch screens and tablet PCs, you 
can see it all come together to form a 
seamless user experience. We are still 
only scratching the surface of web-rich 
content and rich media, but already it’s 
crazy what you can do.   

Q What is Live Mesh?

A Live Mesh is a platform that allows 
developers and end users to synchronise 
their life with their devices. That 
probably sounds abstract, but what you 
need to remember is that the average 
number of devices people carry has 
grown over the years. If you go back 
far enough, you’d have just your watch. 
Later, you’d add a portable CD player 
and a mobile phone. These days many 
people carry a phone, laptop, GPS 
system and iPod, and their watch can 
probably synch with their PC. Three to 
five devices is not uncommon. Faced 
with an ever-increasing set of mobile 
devices serving disconnected aspects of 
our lives, the challenge is having access 
to information regardless of what device 
we want to use – and regardless of what 
connectivity we have to the Internet. 
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