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Overview: 
“Somabook” is an interpretative media sculpture about the development of the 
nervous system. It combines audio-visual metaphors and interpretations from a 
dancer about neural circuit formation. This particular artwork is a result of a residency 
at the Institute for Molecular Life Sciences at the University of Zurich in 2010, where 
the scientists work with chicken embryos to understand the molecular basis of axon 
guidance. An axon is a long protrusion of a neural cell that serves as an information 
transmitter. During embryonic development axons have to find their way to target 
cells to form neural circuits, the building blocks of the nervous system. These axons 
from the basis of our perceptual feedback loops that lie at the heart of both 
disciplines: art and neuroscience.  
 

 
 
From left to right: Inspiration for the Somabook sculpture based on the bundles of axons that enter and 
leave the neural tube in the spinal column. Scott 2011   
 
“Somabook” is an immersive media sculpture that is part of the series, 
“Neuromedia: Art and Neuroscience Research”, an exhibition from 10 years of 
Scott’s work as a resident artist in neuroscience labs at the University of Zurich 
(The University Hospital, The Institute for Molecular Science and the Artificial 
Intelligence Lab). Each sculpture in the Neuromedia series can be shown 
separately but exhibitions of the whole project has travelled to different science 
museums, including Kulturama in Zurich and the Winchester Science Centre. 
UK (October 24th-2013 to March 10th 2014,)   
 
For more information see website www.jillscott.org or the book entitled: 
Neuromedia: Art and Neuroscience Research Editors: Scott and Stoeckli, 
Published by Springer: ISBN 978-3-642-30322-7). 
 
 

 

Premiere exhibition of Neuromedia in Kulturama showing Somabook in the foreground. (August 31st to 
March 1st 2013) 



SOMABOOK.  
Interactive media Sculpture: Jill Scott 2012 
	  

	   3	  

“Somabook” consists of two side-by-side interactive touch screens representing “the 
famous open-book method of dissection”. These screens are supported by a 
sculpture inspired by a Scanning Electronic Microscope (SEM) tissue sample, taken 
from the human spinal column. On the screens, viewers can interact with video loops 
informed by the labs neural research as well videos of dancer Meret Schlegel, who 
visually interprets scientific data about the growth of neural circuits and their somatic 
reactions. For example, Schlegel compares normal movements with potential 
mutated movements that might result from the genetic knockout of certain guidance 
molecules in chicken embryos.  

 

The touch screens of Somabook, show the interpretations by a dancer of the effects of (FAS) Foetal 
Alcohol Syndrome. Drinking while pregnant cause miss-growth of axons in the chicken embryo. 

While “Somabook” acts as an alternative catalyst to bring neuroscience to the public, 
it also offers a set of metaphors and interpretations that only art can explore. These 
foster a great deal of reflection about the development of our own physical level of 
tactile perception by allowing viewers to use their own sense of touch for exploration.  

 
 
In Somaboook, visitors can actually mimic the movement of axons on the screen by placing their 
hands “inside the neural tube” of the sculpture and stroking electronic sensor strips. Scott
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Scott demonstrates the interaction for viewers in the exhibition: Neuromedia:  
Art and Neuroscience Research. Kulturama, Zurich 2013 
 
Media Art and Tactile development: 
 
In neuroscience one the most somatic-sensitive area of human somatic perception is 
called the "dermatome". The dermatome is used to describe the cervical part of the 
spinal column and the efferent and afferent feedback processes, which directly relate 
to the dermal and epidermal layers of skin on the back of head, legs, neck and arms. 
Any stimulation from these peripheral parts of the skin travel through the spinal 
column to the somatic cortex in the brain where it is interpreted as five 
representational maps. These maps are based on texture, shape, stretch, translation 
and cooperation and they were the inspiration for the chapters that the viewer can 
interact with on the touch screens in "Somabook" 
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The following somatic sensory maps are represented by the artist’s interpretations in "Somaboo"k. 
 
MAP ONE: the touch of texture through the skins rapidly adapting receptors 
MAP TWO (top left): the shape and size of objects and our environments emanating from our deep 
pressure receptors 
MAP THREE: (bottom left)…the stretch- of the velocity and the elasticity of our bodies and their 
environments received from the muscle stretch receptors and the cutaneous receptors 
MAP FOUR: (top right) the translations of information through the Thalamus gland of various sensory 
symbolic signals into other codes for other cortices in the brain 
MAP FIVE: (bottom right) the cooperative associations related to our cross-modal interactions with 
other parts of our brain like our visual and/or sound cortex 
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Exhibition view:  including the sculpture and the projection of the surface as well as the video 
component, large backlit photo collages and tables for drawing comments. Soma book 2013 
 
Viewer Interaction:  
 
"Somabook" was designed for an audience of scientists as well as artists; it couples 
a playful approach with an accurate account of neural research. It is highly interactive 
and the custom Linux software designed by Nikolaus Völzow (ZKM) provides 
flexibility, including options for viewers to learn about neural development in their own 
pace and time. By using metaphors from performance art, associative relationships 
between the central nervous system and the brain. For example, in "Somabook” 
superimposed animated hands and arms over the top of growth cones so that the 
viewer could touch sensor strips and readily identify with the way a growth cone at 
the end of an axon might move: “like a blind persons hand searching for 
connections”. Similarly, the slice through the central neural tube with its external 
dorsal root ganglia is accurately depicted, but the image of axon bundles extending 
from the motor cells and holding up two video monitors obviously is not. It should be 
seen instead as a poetic metaphor for the strength nerves give to human muscles.  
 
Full Video Documentation: 
 
Scott/Hahne Documentaries 
http://vimeo.com/user15871999 
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Viewers interacting with Somabook at Kulturama Museum of the People. Zurich. Switzerland 2013. 
 
Artist’s statement  
 
“The intention of my work is always to engage viewers through the act of touch and 
the resultant “reward” of immediate visual and auditory feedback. I believe that digital 
technologies can be an important means of communicating the neural interactions 
among the somatic cortex—and indeed that effective learning about the human 
nervous system in general can be enhanced and supported by the use of 
representations of cognitive activities. My art is based on an attempt to “bridge the 
gap” between abstraction and naturalism. This causes a post-reflection for a viewer 
about his or her own body: and how it was formed and what enables it to accurately 
perceive its immediate environment in “real time”. Human computer interaction 
should immerse the viewer in a drama of sensory discovery, but more importantly 
resonate in the mind of the viewer after she or he has gone home. So, too, does my 
immersion in the life of the developmental neuroscience lab continue to resonate with 
me!  Jill Scott 
	  
Exhibition History: 
Somabook Premiered at the 16th Annual Meeting of the Swiss Society for 
Neuroscience, University of Zurich, February 3rd, 2012. 
Included in: NEUROMEDIA 
Kulturama dates: August 31st 2012 to March 1st 2013 
The Winchester Science Centre. UK. October 23rd 2013 to March 10th 2014 
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Somabook Credits: 
 
Construction: 
Dancer: Meret Schlegel, Camera: Christine Munz 
Programming: Nikolaus Völzow 
Visual Effects: Phillippe Kipper, Annette Brütsch, Andrew Quinn, Marille Hahne, 
Corinne Hodel, Beat Schlaepfer. 
Scientific Consultants: Tobias Alther, Jeannine Frei, Bettina Reichenbach, Livia 
Weber, and Nicole Wilson from the Institute of Molecular Life Sciences, University of 
Zurich 
Documentary film about the Project 
Somabook (15 mins 16-9 format PAL) Camera: Andreas Birkle, edit: Annette Brütsch 
Produced by Marille Hahne, the Film Department: Zurich University of the Arts 
Research Partners 
Prof. Dr. Esther Stoeckli, Developmental Neuroscience, Institute of Molecular Life 
Sciences,University of Zurich 
 
Funded by 
Site mapping, The Swiss Federal Office of Culture BAK, Switzerland 
 

 


