
1 / 8

Eskin4
The Visually Impaired

c 2018 Jill Scott

A media art platform to create and combine wearable interfaces  
and augmented reality tools for special participants. 

The resultant performance was a chance for visually impaired 
people to engage in a world of culture that is so visually dominant.
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IMPRESSIONS: ESKIN4 THE VISUALLY IMPAIRED, DURBAN SOUTH AFRICA
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Scott interacts through Kinect with digial skin cells on the screen
Two participants dance with molecules and the interactive screen
Portrait of the whole Eskin4 team in Durban, South Africa

Eskin4 – The Visually Impaired - Performed at ISEA 2018

In “Eskin 4 the visually impaired, a trans-disciplinary platform was created 
to enable visuly impaired participants to become performers alongside their  
own ecological stories. This socially engaged project amplified the voices of 
a specific Durban community. Under the direction of Jill Scott, the media-art 
team built a cross-modal platform for creative interpretation. This platform 
was inspired by current research in neuroscience, ecology and wearable 
computing. The script was based on the recorded participant’s stories. The 
media team built three wireless technologies for them to wear on a “real time” 
mediated stage with interactive graphics. They supported the visually impaired 
participants and their choreographers to be creative on this stage and to 
construct visual interpretations about climate change for a sighted audience.

The Eskin4 the Visually Impaired workshop at 
ISEA was held at the Natural Science Research 
Center in Durban, South Africa. The workshop 
was held from June 16-26th, 2018. The Public 
Performance was on June 26th, 2018 

Methodology >  
Eskin4 the Visually Impaired 

The project started before the group met in Durban 
with interviews from the seven visually impaired 
participants. The answers to the online questions 
were then constructed into a 35-minute script with 
five ambient sound tracks and many sound samples. 
These were based on the lists of sounds from the 
participants. The script was used as a base for the 
10-day workshop in Durban with the participants 
and the choreographers. 

Three interactive technologies were learnt and 
integrated into this workshop – MYO wearable 
armbands and Wi-Fi molecules trigged sounds 
from MaxMSP, while an infra-red Kinect camera 
tracked the movement on the stage and utilized 
the program TouchDesigner to shift the projected 
images. This cumulated in an interactive dance 
performance. 

Thus in the final performance, the audience was 
introduced to a unique experimental theater event 
about urban ecology in the Durban context.

See films about the preformance and process of production at >
https://www.jillscott.org/artwork/current_eskin4.html



4 / 8

The 5 Ecoscenes from the participants’ stories were 
introduced with spoken and written texts (Zulu /English

THE HOMELAND
We come from the crust of the earth, it is our skin. 
There is a rich level of biodiversity here. We might not 
see the changes but we can feel them. Some of us come 
from rocky places with waterfalls, mountains or from 
farms with wide open rivers where we can smell the 
rain in the soil. Now we all live in a Durban township  
but we are full of these childhood memories.

THE OCEAN 
Our beaches lose 280,000 cubic meters of sand every 
year from erosion. We love the smell of the sea, the 
sound of the waves and the feeling of the sea breeze on 
our skin. When we are by the ocean we are at peace and 
connected to nature. We love to draw in the sand. 

THE FOREST
Zulus are taught to look upon animals with love and 
respect. We call Earth Mother “Nomkhubulwane”-the 
shape-shifter’. She is part/human-part/animal. She 
can choose the physical state of any animal or human. 
Some of us are connected to elephants, to owls or to 
leopards. A visit from such an animal is a visit from an 
ancestor with a message. So please don’t kill these 
messengers. These species need to survive. 

THE RIVER
Life in the rivers is already at an unstable level.  
We still love the sounds of rushing water in the rivers 
but our rivers are changing. Its time for action and time 
for a new energy. Now there is a new windy message 
blowing over these rivers and we are listening to it. In 
this area the Reservoirs are going down. In the last 30 
years we lost 67% of our original mangrove cover here 
and our rivers are in danger. The Environmentalists 
need our support

CLIMATE CHANGE COMMUNITIES
Durban is a a place where we need to work together for 
change. We need to help our eco-system survive. We 
must tell all our friends and families that they can learn 
to reduce their own local ecological footprint. In KwaZu-
lu-Natal there are more heat waves, flooding, droughts, 
intense tropical cyclones. The sea level is rising. We feel 
the damage to our biodiversity. Lets make this a dance 
to raise our awareness about climate change!
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2 b|  Customized RIOT software is embedded in the molecular balls 
and linked to over 100 sound samples in 5x Eco-scenes on MaxMSP 

1  |  The Myo  Armbands measure the kind of gestures being made by 
the participants. These are some of the gestures that can be tracked: 
open streach, fist,  wave out  and double tap ( 
Systems design: Andreas Schiffler and Valerie Bugmann

2  a|  The molecular ball objects developed for interaction by Vanessa 
Barrera in the Zurich Studio adapted from IRCAM electronics in Paris

3| above: The Kinect infrared camera is linked to Touch Designer soft-
ware where “real time” graphics by Andrew Quinn are sitting  
below: Valerie shows how the Kinect is tracking the movements of her 
arms. 

TECHNICAL DESCRIPTION ESKIN4

In Eskin for the Visually Impaired, 
the participants use three new technologies:

1.Wearable Myo Armbands 
The movement of muscles in the arms trigger 
sound samples on a computer ( MaxMSP) 

2. Networked Ball Molecules 
Each one has three different movements that can 
also trigger sound samples. 

3. A Kinect infrared camera 
It tracks the bodies of the participants on the stage 
to trigger, through Touch Designer, the images on 
the screen.
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SYSTEM DESIGN ESKIN4 THE VISUALLY IMPAIRED

MOLECULAR BALLS SYSTEMS DIAGRAM

MYO ARMBANDS SYSTEMS DIAGRAM 
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BACKGROUND TO ESKIN4

We originally started this interdisciplinary research 
art project in 2003, with the Artificial Intelligence 
Lab and called it eskin. 

The aim in 2003 was for media artists, neuro-
scientists and artificial intelligence researchers 
to work together on an electronic interface that 
mimicked the behavior of the human skin. An 
interface was constructed based on temperature; 
pressure and vibration to work with visually impaired 
people so as to help them with their navigation and 
orientation problems. Consequently, in 2005, we 
built a prototype stage for dancers and eight visually 
impaired people from the Blindenheim in Zurich, to 
learn from them about their needs and aspirations. 
Then in 2007 we constructed eskin3- a wearable 
braille armband based on electronic circuits.

see the film eskin1-3 in 2010 on Vimeo: 
www.vimeo.com/61534646.

Today, the off-the-shelf technology has advanced 
and we think that communities need to have access 
to this newer technology in order to speak out about 
issues that effect them and their surroundings so 
deeply. Eski4 came out of this trajectory.

Eslin 2. A three-screen audio-visual projection was built in Aarau, 
Switzerland to explore how the resultant interfaces triggered 
animations and sounds in “real time”. Visually impaired people were 
asked to try it. For Eskin4, we were interested to develop this concept 
further with interactive skin objects, wearable interfaces and  visual 
interaction. (2005)

Eskin 1:The main three modalities of touch perception in the human 
skin: vibration, pressure, temperature were used to create electronics 
for sculptures that could control the animations of dancers (2003)

Eskin 3: 
A wearable interface was 
built  based on  Braille, that 
could feedback information 
directly onto the skin itself 
via pressure sensors.  It   
triggered customized sound 
samples to help the visually 
impaired to navigate- with 
compass and wearable PC.
( Scott, Schiffler and 
Bugmann -Bischoff Textiles
Switzerland. St. Gallen. 
(2007) Switzerland)
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WATCH THE FULL ESKIN4 PERFORMANCE & DOCUMENTATION ONLINE!

https://www.jillscott.org/artwork/current_eskin4.html

Performance, 23 min Making Of ESKIN4, 28 min
 

COLLABORATORS ON ESKIN4 IN DURBAN AND EUROPE

MEDIA TEAM
Jill Scott (concept and direction) / Marille Hahne (documentary, lighting) /  
Andreas Schiffler (systems designer) / Andrew Quinn (real time visual design  
and programming) / Vanessa Barrera Giraldo (electronics and audio engineering) /  
Valerie Bugmann (sound research) / Olav Lervik, Mandla Matsha (music) and 
Eugenio Tisselli ( sound mix)

PARTICIPANTS
Mason Lincoln Special School in Umlazi: Nomkhosi Gumede / 
Nompumelelo Zikhali / Nozipho Zungu / Balungile Thwala / 
Melusi Khumalo / Vusumuzi Khumalo and Sboniso Ngubane

DANCERS & CHOREOGRAPHERS
Thobile Maphanga and Lorin Sookool

CO-PRODUCERS
Tyla Coppinger, Marcus Neustetter (ISEA) / Bongeka Gumede (Mason Lincoln School) 
Jill Scott (AIL-Productions Switzerland)
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CONTACT FOR FURTHER COLLABORATIONS OF ESKIN4                           
Prof. Dr. Jill Scott/ Prof Marille Hahne
Hardturm Str 132 A
8005 Zurich, Switzerland
+41 (0) 795249221
jscott@solnet.ch

BIOGRAPHY
Director: Jill Scott is Professor Emerita for Art and Science Research at the Institute for Cultural 
Studies at the University of the Arts (ZHDK) in Zurich, Switzerland. She has been exhibiting 
her artworks since 1975, in USA, Australia and Europe. Since 2000 her focus has been on 
Neuroscience and Art research. https://www.jillscott.org

RELATED PUBLICATION
“Neuromedia – Art and Science Research”, Eds. J. Scott and E. Stoeckli (Springer Press).


