ESKIN 4 and 5: Empowering visually challenged people
with a voice about the Anthropocene

1st Author Name, JILL SCOTT 2nd Author MARILLE HAHNE

Affiliation (s) ZhDK Location, Switzerland Contact: jscott@solnet.ch, mhahne@solnet.ch

Abstract

Climate change mitigation means thathumans need to ac-
tivelyreducetheir(anthropogenic)emissionsofgreenhouse
gases (GHGs) or increase the capacity of carbon sinks
throughactivitiessuchasreforestation.We believe that mit-
igation is a cognitive mind set, one that may be helped by
creatingmoretactileandsoundplatformstoraiseawareness
aboutthe needforactionandchangesinourbehavior. Cur-
rently we seem to suffer from cognitive-biases that prevent
thereduction of negative effectsand produce unconscious,
automaticinfluencesonhumanjudgmentanddecisionmak-
ing that reliably produce reasoning errors. Eskin is an on-
going platform to give visually impaired people the chance
toengageinthecognitiveand activist mitigation debate by
participating in cultural expression that is so visually dom-
inant and normally leaves them out. We want to provide
them with a unique opportunity to learn more about their
own local ecologies and to speak out about our anthropo-
genic affects on their local environments and surrounding
bio-diversity.
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The Process

Eskin began as a wearable technology platform in 2002
at the Artificial Intelligence lab in Zurich, Eskin version
4 took place in Durban, South Africa at ISEA and Eskin
version 5 was recently held in Basel, Switzerland at The
House of Electronic Art. In both cases the process began
with interviews with the selected group about their sound
and tactile memories of natural environments from their
childhood. This information is used to build a script of cus-
tomizedsoundsfromwearablecomputingartifactsthatthey
can move with on the stage and that create a set of sonic
landscapes.Together with advice from local ecologists and
environmentalscientists we buildthe scriptand mediaplat-
form with scenes and a refrain, about the effects of human
activities on particular parts of their local environments.
With their help we also write a set of poetic narratives and
recordings. This process cumulates into a choreographed
performance for an audience of both sighted and visually
challenged audiences.




The Main Aims

Ourskinisthe largest organ of the human body for orienta-
tion, navigation and communication. The main aims of our
eskinmediaplatformhavealwaysbeenbasedoncrossmod-
alinteractionwithafocusonthetactile potentials of the par-
ticipants own skin as their eyes for the world. In this way the
sightedaudiencecanhaveaninsightintoheightenedlevels
of sensory perception that the visually challenged people
use to explore nature. Another aim is also to demonstrate
to other visually impaired participants and audiences that
creative potentials for mitigation can be increased by using
new technologies in a different way. So in 2009 we began
totoconstructareactive platformwheretactiletoolscanbe
used like instruments to explore the sounds of nature and
to develop new wearable technologies for them. By using
real-time audio descriptions they canlink theirmovements
to visual ecological content that appears on the screen. We
alsocareaboutleaving thisknowledgeexchangebehind us
for the communities we have worked with, so that they can
continuetomeetand collaborate onmovementandthean-
thropogenic effects of human behavior.

Results

Eskin 4 Durban | Eskin4 took place in ISEA in Durban
with 7 visually impaired learners from the Mason Lincoln
school and two local choreographers. Here we focused on
the carbon footprint of the Durban Coastline.This coastline
is one of the most biodiverse hotspots on our planet with
2,000 plant species, 97 km of coast, 18 rivers and 16 estuar-
ies-all within 4,000 km of river shoreline. Climate change is
definitely affecting this biodiversity. Five scenes related to
theenvironmentsofexport cropfarming, loss of bio diversi-
tyintherivers,sand erosiononthe ocean, speciesdepletion
in the forests and mitigation for bio-diversity action.(1)
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Eskin 5 Basel | Eskin 5 was held this year at the House
of Electronic Arts in Basel, and we worked with 5 visually
challengedparticipantsand2localchoreographers.Herewe
focusedonthesurroundingproblemsoftheJuraMountains
and the city that became the focus of scenes for this perfor-
mance. The five scenes related to overuse of the soil, heat
generated by the city of Basel, micro-plastics in the Rhine
river, and extinctions in the forest as well as mitigation for
alternative energy resources.

Current Eskin interfaces
For both performative platforms of Eskin 4 and 5 we used
three interfaces, 7x myo armbands, molecular balls and
Kinect. The Myo Armbands Measure the gestures and
connects via Bluetooth and network to MaxMSP Software
where their personal sounds are stored.

The Molecular balls — use Riot software to track the move-
ment of balls and magnetic fields and then send signals via
Wi-Fi to MaxMSP Software where environmental ambient
sounds are harmonized with the background sound track.
Because we want to track the movement of the visually
challengedparticipantsonthestagesothatthemovements
affect the graphics in real time on TouchDesigner Software
we employed the KINECT infrared camera. These real-time
interfacesgivethemhandsonexperienceoftechnologythat
they would normally not have access to and it augments



their expression and customizes their personal reactions.
They also help to bring the tactile, visual and sound per-
ceptionfromneuroscienceand ecologyontothesameplat-
formwhereclimatechangecanbefeltandheard,ratherthan
seen.We hope that other countries willalso beinterested to
host eskin.

Empowerment and Inclusion

Eskin 4 and 5 augmented and empowered the performers
with their own voice about climate change and our anthro-
pogenic effects on the environments and let them express
themselvesonlocal levelsabout these globalissues. (2) The
platform helpedthemexpressthemselvesandtoorientand
navigate in the space and it gave them confidence to con-
tinue with performative meetings on their own. In Durban
it gave them a start to form their own dance company, now
called: Eskin Equality and in 2018 they performed at the
Equal rights festival in Durban. Presentation of filmed ex-
cerpts from both projects are available online and will be
presented in talks as well as in audio descriptions for the
visually challenged.(3) The aims of the films are also to
encourage the audience to be more pro-active about their
affects on our environment.Together with our participants
we believe that the crust of our earth is our skin so let’s get
together and take care of it.
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1 Le Frenais, R. The Distributed Virtual. Jill Scott’s eskin4 project and
other electronic environments in the new wave of virtuality. In Artlink.
Vol. 18-4 Virtual Reality.
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