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The Hum: Interacting with an Actuated 
Ambient Organism

 

 

Abstract 

The Hum is an immersive art installation filled with 

hundreds of suspended furred catkins surrounding a 

cocoon. As visitors enter the space, catkins twitch, 

shiver and hum. In The Hum, we explore the idea of 

computers that communicate ephemerally through al-

terations of room and space. 
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The Hum  

In our technology-saturated society, we make constant 

use of tools that allow us to feel connected to the 

world, both natural and virtual, without actually enter-

ing it. Traditional computer interactions provide imme-

diate feedback, offering a sense of control, along with a 

clear understanding of the impact of actions. This indi-

rect connection, however, can dull the relationship we 

have with the physical world. 
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Figure 0. The Hum is an ambient immer-

sive art installation. 
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In The Hum, we explore the idea of computers that 

communicate ephemerally through alterations of room 

and space. By integrating the capabilities of technologi-

cal feedback into a naturalistic, immersive installation, 

we simulate a dialogue with the natural world to rees-

tablish a curiosity of and a connection with our sur-

roundings. 

The Hum is a space created from vulnerable, delicate, 

natural materials, reconfigured into a new form that, 

although strange, seems familiar. It is an open space 

filled with hundreds of furred catkins suspended in a 

canopy around a central cocoon (Figure 1). Catkins 

were removed from pussy willow branches and tied to 

strings. These plants were chosen because of their sub-

tle shimmer and delicate softness. Their inherent invit-

ing nature is offset by the strangeness of their configu-

ration, creating a tension meant to provoke curiosity 

and engagement, both at a distance and in close prox-

imity. 

From a distance, The Hum is silent and still. As visitors 

walk into the space, this exploration strikes them as a 

kind of intrusion of the installation. When the periphery 

of the space is breached, a low hum begins to emanate 

from the piece. As the participant moves towards the 

cocoon at the center of The Hum, the sound grows 

louder and more layered, and the catkins twitch and 

shiver. At first only a few move, but as the explorer 

enters further into the space, more and more react to 

the human presence, until the cocoon is reached and 

they can go no further without becoming tangled in the 

agitated web (Figure 2). The response is meant to sim-

ulate that of a living organism. 

The Hum was inspired in part by Ernesto Neto who 

strives to create “a conceptual territory that embraces 

the consciousness of the human condition, an extension 

of our bodies, the relationship with the other and with 

the environment.” [1]. 

Implementation 

The Hum is an eight feet high, wide, and deep open 

space. It features 2 speakers, located on the periphery, 

to produce the ambient humming sound.  To provide 

life and movement to the suspended strings of catkins, 

we attached them to servo-motors with strings that 

were threaded through the wire ceiling. The speed and 

frequency of the movements as well as the volume and 

nature of the sound react to a proximity sensor located 

in the central cocoon.  An Arduino prototyping platform 

was used to interface the sensors and actuators to a 

max msp patch that processes responses.  
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Figure 2. Interacting with The Hum. 
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