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 “Art is the replacing of indifference with attention.” 
Guy Davenport1 

This paper describes an experience design concept of exquisite sensing that invites a rethinking of the 
process of designing for technology based on the emerging somatic turn within Human Computer 
Interaction (Schiphorst, 2011). The somatic turn within HCI acknowledges design for the experience of 
the self (Zimmerman, 2009) and recognizes the interiority of human experience as an equal partner in 
technological design processes. As a media artist and somatics practitioner working explicitly with 
attention as material for design, my objective is to design for technologies that bring our skills of 
attention to the quality of our affective experiences. By increasing affordances for engaging with 
attentional material we can enrich creative connections to our cultural and social environment through 
self-efficacy. Viewing experience as a skill that can be evolved is an epistemological framing that is 
central to somatics practice. Supported by concepts of somatic phenomenology (Fraleigh, 2004) and 
discourse surrounding ‘felt-life’ within HCI (McCarthy & Wright, 2005), I locate this exploration within 
a cultural and feminist critique (Bardzell & Bardzell, 2011) that explores domestic materials, embodied 
processes and collaborative design strategies. 

I have selected the title exquisite sensing to suggest the use of awareness and embodied perception in light 
of our interaction with networked technologies: particularly those technologies that are materially 
engaged, such as wearable, tangible and mobile technologies. The term exquisite has historical references 
to discernment, accuracy, genuineness and cultivation (OED online, Second Edition, 1989). We can 
consider an exquisite sensing to be finely tuned, discriminating, intense and yet also technically astute and 
accurate, not so much in the clinical sense, but in the lived and common sense. I highlight the technical 
nature of embodied knowledge alongside the technical nature of computational technological design. 

In my own practice, I apply exquisite sensing to wearable, tangible and mobile technologies that exist on 
an intimate level with our bodies, close to our skin, and in personal connection with our sensory affective 
understanding of the world. The focus is the exploration of sensory experience ‘mobilized’ through 
embodied interaction. By engaging active sensing such as touch, breath and movement in shared 
technology, we can ameliorate our experiential skills of attention. This artist-led research seeks to 
understand how technological design can support somaesthetics in the context of the personal, social and 
global communities of practice  (Shusterman, 2008). Based on the philosopher Richard Shusterman’s 
definition of somaesthetics, this research/creation explores the cultivation of experience within materially 
engaged interaction within wearable, tangible and mobile technologies that supports sensory-aesthetic 
appreciation. The concept of somaesthetics brings the embodied self into an aesthetics of mediated and 
shared experience. Designing for somaesthetics includes the themes of experience, poetics of affect, 
materiality, and semantics of interaction (Schiphorst, 2009). In addition, the somatic turn within HCI 
supports the application of somatic connoisseurship within technological design by engendering a role for 
cultivating self-awareness within a social-cultural technological frame. Somatic practice ‘exploits’ the 
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malleable property of our own state, and can directly affect and increase our properties of agency and, 
echoing Foucault, to act upon our self in order to transform the self (Foucault, 1988). 

The research focuses on the artistic design of wearable, tangible and mobile technologies, highlighting 
the sensual, affective and material properties of textiles, and the tactile sensory ways we can interact 
with technologies. It explores collaborative sharing: how can sensory interaction support our connection 
with ourselves and with others, in close proximity or at great distances? 

This exploration is based on how embodied activities such as breath, movement and touch as articulated 
in somatic systems such as Laban Movement Analysis (LMA) can shape cultural and creative inquiry 
within technology. The goal is engagement in the design of more richly articulated human expression 
and self-knowledge within digital technology interaction. 

For example, human movement or kinaesthetic sensing (Sheets-Johnstone 1998) has historically been 
approached as a functional component of interaction within human computer interaction (HCI). This 
design approach reflects the task-oriented focus of early HCI research. As the somatic turn within HCI 
evolves beyond ergonomic models of efficiency, we can consider design for exquisite sensing.  Like all 
our senses, kinaesthesia is not solely functional; it is also highly experiential (Johnson 1995). While 
performing a task, using tools, or communicating, a mover is simultaneously feeling herself in action. 
As embodied organisms, our senses of kinaesthetic movement, touch, taste, hearing and vision are our 
primary means of accessing the world outside ourselves. Sensing is the first language we learn and is 
integral to the formation of our cognitive and linguistic abilities, and is responsible for our "being in the 
world". We refer to our sensory-motor system as our ‘body-language’, and yet, while somatic activity 
and movement is ubiquitously present in all forms of technology interaction, somatic expertise has been 
historically absent in the design of technology. 

The expanded cultural and environmental contexts within which computers are used provide new 
opportunities as well as challenges for interaction designers. The historical reliance on visual modes of 
interaction depends heavily on a participant’s attention. The prevalence of networked communications 
from broadband, distributed systems to ubiquitous and mobile applications shifts everyday usage into an 
expanding sensory and movement domain, one that includes the intimate and exquisite sensing our 
bodies are designed to express. 

Exploring somatic awareness as an additional means of representing and communicating information 
has the potential to provide innovative solutions to this changing technological landscape. The impact of 
the emerging somatic turn with HCI has applications within health, social and cultural applications and 
even robotics, space and aeronautics. 

The benefits of the exquisite sensing research, extends beyond the user experience of technology. It 
influences and transforms the collaborators, embodied in the roles of researchers, artists, designers, 
scientists and technologists, and finally extends to transform the domain knowledge itself. As we 
continue to broaden technological horizons through interdisciplinary values, co-experience, shared 
technologies, social-networks, group negotiation, and networked affect, there is an opportunity to 
articulate a greater clarity in the personal and social connection within and between our selves through 
the design of collaborative networked technologies. Exploring sensual technologies in networked 
collaborative spaces can support such exquisite sensing, through balancing inter-subjective research 
alongside technical analytic paradigms. By shifting creation design methodologies between the 
engineering sciences and the creative embodied disciplines, we can create new methods, and new 
technologies for communication, connection and creativity.  
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