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Synopsis
To virtually recreate the 
chromatophores of cephalopods 
in order to create a second 
augmented skin that effectively, 
visually communicates emotion in 
an expressive manner.



For design domain 2017/18 
we were given four themes to 
explore: bodies, identities, 
action, and engagement. We 
were presented with the two 
questions:

When faced with a new 
brief I like to look up the 
definition of the key words 
that I feel will best inform my 
project. Although the result 
will be literal ideas this can 
sometimes inform some con-
ceptual ideas. Out of the four 

themes given I was mainly 
drawn to bodies and identity 
so I looked up their defini-
tion:

noun, plural bodies
1. the physical structure and 

material substance of an ani-
mal or plant, living or dead.

2. a corpse; carcass.
3. the trunk or main mass of 

a thing
4. Anatomy, Zoology. the 

physical structure of a human 
being or animal, not includ-
ing the head, limbs, and tail; 
trunk; torso.

noun, plural identities
1. the state or fact of re-

maining the same one or 
ones, as under varying as-
pects or conditions

2. the condition of being 
oneself or itself, and not an-
other

3. condition or character as 
to who a person or what a 
thing is; the qualities, beliefs, 
etc., that distinguish or iden-
tify a person or thing

It made me think of some 
previous concepts that I’d 
briefly explored and how I 
could develop them further. 
I’m very interested in the 
human mind and represent-
ing things we are unable to 
see, such as emotions and 
morality, through differ-
ent techniques and medi-
ums. The medium I tend to 
lean towards is sound but I 
thought of what other medi-
ums I could use to represent 
my idea in order to challenge 
myself and develop my con-
cept further.

Design Domain

Chromatophores.
Minette Layne. (2007)

How do we ‘design’ 
ourselves into and within 
this worldscape?

How do we engage with 
practice as critical thinkers 
and designers?

Body [1]

Identity [2]



How do we recognise emo-
tions?  I have previously 
come across Brendan Dawes 
and was interested in ‘States 
of Mind’ (2015) that allows 
users to answer the question: 

Users are invited to manip-
ulate the machine by twist-
ing and turning the controls 
in order to effect the form 
and colour of the shape on 
screen. Once they’ve fin-
ished they press the button 
to finalise the result. [3] I was 
particularly interested in the 
way that you could visualise 
something that you couldn’t 
originally see and hoped to 
carry out the same idea with 

my work. 
I was very inspired by Asad 

Khan’s talk at the Design 
Domain Synopsis. I liked the 
process of his thinking that 
related to his final output. An 
example that he showed us 
was that he found a quote 
from a fire fighter that was 
there during 9/11 who was 
talking about why there were 
so many bodies missing, and 
that it was because they had 
been vaporised and that we 
were breathing human dust. 
Asad Khan’s response to this 
was to create a 3D model of a 
human form out of dust. The 
link between the initial idea 
and the final outcome I feel 
creates a very strong project 
and so this is something I 
wish to do.

After exploring my idea of 
emotion I had a look at the 

definition: 
“Emotions have been de-

scribed as discrete and con-
sistent responses to internal 
or external events which have 
a particular significance for 
the organism. Emotions are 
brief in duration and con-
sist of a coordinated set of 
responses, which may in-
clude physiological, behav-
ioural, and neural mecha-
nisms.” [4]

Do we feel the emotion first 
or do we perform the physio-
logical action first?

I originally had agreed with 
Cannon & Bard’s theory that 
you instantaneously feel the 
emotion and then the physio-
logical response follows sub-
sequently but then I had an 
interesting chat with my twin. 
She said that when she was 
giving birth to her child she 

remembers our mum telling 
her to be quiet and to stop 
screaming but she doesn’t 
remember screaming. This 
suggests that she was sub-
consciously screaming as she 
hadn’t consciously decided to 
scream. If you can automat-
ically perform physiological 
reactions without registering 
your emotion first then what 
part of our brain decides our 
emotion? Was the screaming 
directly linked with her emo-
tion? 

“For more than 40 
years, Paul Ekman has sup-
ported the view that emo-
tions are discrete, measur-
able, and physiologically 
distinct. Ekman’s most influ-
ential work revolved around 
the finding that certain emo-
tions appeared to be uni-
versally recognized, even in 

Research

“What does your mental 
health look like right 

now?”



cultures that were preliterate 
and could not have learned 
associations for facial expres-
sions through media. Another 
classic study found that when 
participants contorted their 
facial muscles into distinct 
facial expressions (for exam-
ple, disgust), they reported 
subjective and physiological 
experiences that matched the 
distinct facial expressions. His 
research findings led him to 
classify six emotions as ba-
sic: anger, disgust, fear, hap-
piness, sadness and surprise.” 
[5] I wish to use these six clas-
sifications of emotions to in-
fluence my project.

Theories continued 
on overleaf.



I came across an interest-
ing video of an octopus that 
changed its colour to a dark 
black in an attempt to scare 
the diver that was approach-
ing it. Upon some further 
investigation the comments 
said that the octopus would 
change it’s colour depending 
on how it was feeling which I 
thought was very interesting.

I found that pattern is also 
a key part of communication 
amongst cephalopods. The 
greater blue-ringed octopus 
becomes covered in irides-
cent, blue rings when pro-
voked as a form of communi-
cation. This warns predators 
to stay away.

I only thought that octo-
puses changed their colour 
as a form of camouflage, to 
either hide from predators or 
to sneak up on pray. This idea 



sparked a lot of interest so I 
did some further investigation 
and I came across a website 
that had a lot to say on octo-
puses colour language.

Psychedelic researcher and 
ethnobotanist (investigating 
plants used by primitive so-
cieties in various parts of the 
world) Terence McKenna said 
this about the colour-change 
ability of the cuttlefish:

“I believe that the totem-
ic image for the future is the 
octopus. This is because the 
squids and octopi have per-
fected a form of communica-
tion that is both psychedelic 
and telepathic; a model for 
the human communications 
of the future.” [6]

The website then goes on 
to talk about how humans 
take fantastic happenings 
and objects and reduce them 

down to one word which im-
mediately strips it of all its 
glory and wander. It’s a form 
of cultural conditioning. 

It’s interesting that oc-
topuses change colours in 
“a very large repertoire of 
stripes, dots, blushes, travel-
ling shades and tonal shifts 
as a channel of linguistic 
communication” as it makes 
me wonder what the transla-
tion would be. I then thought 
about how this ideology 
could be applied to humans. 
We as humans express a 
lot through our physiolog-
ical reactions anyway and 
through other methods such 
as our own skin tones (blush-
ing, going pale) and speech. 
Blushing and going pale has 
a more scientific explanation 
to it as opposed to an ex-
pressive meaning. It would 

just mean that humans would 
start to communicate all their 
thoughts and feelings, wheth-
er they be conscious or un-
conscious thoughts.

“Cephalopods can also use 
chromatophores to commu-
nicate with one another. Male 
Caribbean reef squid (Sepio-
teuthis sepioidea) turn red to 
attract females and white to 
repel other males—and can 
even split the coloration of 

their bodies down the mid-
dle to attract a female on 
one side and repel a male 
on the other (video exam-
ple below). The Humboldt 
Squid (Dosidicus gigas), also 
called the “Jumbo Squid” 
and the “Red Devil,” is known 
for its flashing colours. This 
flashing is suspected to be a 
means of communication—
but no one knows what the 
squid are trying to say.” [7]





As for the medium I 
thought I would made it in-
teractive so it was relevant 
to my practice. My usual ap-
proach with other projects 
would be a combination of 
coding and sound and so this 
time I thought I would chal-
lenge myself and try some-
thing different. I would like to 
investigate machine learning 
and see if would be applica-
ble to this project. I have seen 
some people experimenting 
with machine learning in the 
past and seeing the possibil-
ities that are achievable with 
this method really interested 
me. 

I intend on using a camera 
as an input that will use ma-
chine learning to recognise 
facial expressions. I’ll need to 
do some further research on 
facial expressions in regards 

to emotions but currently I’m 
basing my idea off studies 
by Paul Elkman that I spoke 
about previously:

“When participants con-
torted their facial muscles 
into distinct facial expres-
sions (for example, disgust), 
they reported subjective and 
physiological experiences 
that matched the distinct fa-
cial expressions. His research 
findings led him to classify six 
emotions as basic: anger, dis-
gust, fear, happiness, sad-
ness and surprise.” [5] I will 
use machine learning as the 
process that will recognise 
the form of the human face 
and be able to distinguish the 
six classifications of emotions 
listed above. I will need to do 
some further research to see 
what parts of the face change 
and would influence the de-
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Octopus Paul II is 
pictured at the Sea 
Life Centre in the 
west of Germany.



sired outcome emotion.
For the output for my pro-

ject I was thinking that I could 
somehow manipulate the live 
feedback you get from the 
camera in order to change 
the appearance of the users 
skin. I could do this by either 
using software on the com-
puter or using a projector 
that will direct the colour di-
rectly onto the user. There-
fore the output will be live 
visuals or projections.

My future research will also 
need to include colour eval-
uation and how humans in-
teroperate the link between 
emotions and colour. I’m also 
interested to see if there are 
any definite conclusions as to 
what colours represent what 
emotions amongst the ceph-
alopods.

To the right are two mock-

ups of what I imagine the vis-
uals will somewhat resemble. 
I used photographs of Sam, 
my nephew, and used Pho-
toshop to edit them with the 
image of the cuttlefish on the 
front cover of this booklet. 
Unfortunately they haven’t 
turned out exactly as I had 
in mind, and I can only think 
that it’s because they are stat-
ic images as opposed to a live 
visuals. I was hoping that the 
visuals would be peaceful and 
meditative but I personally 
don’t get that feeling from 
these images. The use of the 
colour blue was chosen to 
represent the theme of the 
sea, but used on a human it 
just makes Sam look unwell. 
The analogous colours of red/
orange/yellow on the exam-
ple on the right were the nat-
ural colours of the cuttlefish 

but they make Sam appear 
too hot. This has made me 
realise that we already have a 
similar, but in no way as ex-
pressive, form of communi-
cation through colour, even if 
it’s not emotions that it’s por-
traying. This will all need to 

be investigated in the future 
and might influence the final 
solution.

Below: 
Mock-ups 

of what the 
projections 

might look like.
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