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Making the Human
Heart a Medium for
Social Interaction
I see the human heart at the core of our physical, symbolic and emotive bodies – as a co-performative mechanism with the mind, bodies, technologies
and our surroundings. This view had informed my art practice at a time when
biofeedback technologies are becoming more domesticated and modifiable.
Stetho-phone with pulse oximeter embedded in its handset is a biofeedback device created for Heart Lounge, a computer-mediated environment
designed to construct the participant’s perceptual experience of the heart
(internal) in a way that the changes of the environment (external) mirror the
internal changes. Auditory and visual displays are the result of repetitive
behaviour of the heart which is generated by the software and represented
through a light projector and loudspeaker. These representations are not
meant to mimic medical reports, but to offer participants introspection in a
shared space. The “undressing” of the biobody in public view makes the embodiment of the heart possible and constitutes a new environment where a
computational system reconnects an internal system with the mind itself; the
heart becomes an interface of “mindbody” (Katherine Hayles). It gives rise to
an inside-out experience that extends this “mindbody” to an external world.
Human-machine relation
Back in 1954, McLuhan foresaw techno arts that could take everything as its
material. Every time the heart pumps blood, it creates a pulse with oxygen
saturation. If Biology is the new medium as Thacker (2003) says in his What
is Biomedia?, the pulse’s saturation, here, is the message flowing through
mind, body, oximeter, other hardwares and software. Signals of one’s heart
are turned into information for making dialogue with technologies, environment and other participants, The point where the finger and the oximeter
touch, is the actual point where the heart system is extended into the
machine environment. This coupling of body and technologies make the participant’s body become a basis for computational signals. The heart does not
only maintain the living organism but also drives the flow of electrical current
among electronic devices, controls software to perform and influences the
fluidity of the displays. The change of displays is important to the responsive
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quality of the work; it assists the participant’s cognitive process in which the
change of the external “world” is driven by her own heart. Biological and
electronic signals interact; they create a complex environment, where the
behaviours of artificial and natural agents merge.
A Medium for interactions
In his research on responsive environments with auditory and visual displays, Kruger (1977) suggests that response is a new medium for real-time
interaction between men and machines where it consists of sensing, display
and control systems. In Heart Lounge, how the heart becomes a channel
connecting people depends on a participant’s experience with its mechanical response. The machines receive input from a participant then present the
output in ways she can recognize as corresponding to her behaviour. It is
within this context that the heart acts as a processor controlling the responsive quality of environment in the lounge which consists of two dimensions
– individual and communal. These depend on which dimension the individual
responds to.
After the first instant of interaction, the computer displays the result; the
participant chooses her next action and anticipates the next result. If the
individual is only aware of her own heart ambience and the wall pattern right
in front of herself, then her heart exists as a medium for introspective interaction. Yet, the displays created by the participant also become perceptual
objects for other participants. The space is only 5.5 by 7 m; it is impossible
for one to ignore the displays created by three others. Four tracks of heart
ambience interweave at all times to make new acoustic heart mixes, as do
the changes of four wall patterns altering the whole architectural design
environment. The communal engagement occurs at this moment. One action
triggers both individual and communal environments defined by perceptual
experiences of participants.
Wiener’s idea of cybernetics regarding the organisation of social systems,
‘it is certainly true that the social system is an organisation like the individual,
that is bound together by a system of communication, and that it has a
dynamic in which circular processors of a feedback nature play an important
role.’ (Paine, 2006) The responsive environment of Heart Lounge provides a
basis for the consideration of the human condition that represents a pattern
of social interaction in a sense that the human heart is used to create repetitive and intimate loops between individuals and a set of machines. Interacting with the surroundings, every action individuals make does not only
extend their body boundaries to reach the interpenetration of the technology,
but the interiors of others, as well.
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