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ABSTRACT 
This paper describes the design, implementation and outcome 
of Ground Me!, an interactive sound installation set up in the 
Sonic Lab of the Sonic Arts Research Centre. The site-specific 
interactive installation consists of multiple copper poles 
hanging from the Sonic Lab’s ceiling panels, which trigger 
samples of electricity sounds when grounded through the 
visitor's’ body to the space’s metallic floor. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Ground Me! is an interactive sound installation that was held in 
the Sonic Lab of the Sonic Arts Research Centre (SARC) at 
Queen’s University Belfast on May 19, 2008. The installation 
addressed three main topics of interest of the author: site-
specific art installations, skin conductivity and body impedance 
for interaction, and visitors’ behavior with electricity and 
human contact. 

 
Figure 1. Ground Me! at the Sonic Lab 

1.1 Site-Specific Interactive Installations 
Site-specific installations are meant to exist in a particular 
location, where the interaction is with a specific building, 

landscape or architecture. What makes site-specific installations 
particularly interesting is the ability of the artist to exploit the 
characteristics and uniqueness of a specific place. This 
sometimes involves the transformation of a space, or giving it a 
different and creative use than the one it was built or meant for. 
Adding interaction to a site-specific installation provides a 
whole new layer of possibilities that can explore the space with 
the aid of other disciplines, such as science or technology. 

1.2 Working with the Sonic Lab 
The Sonic Laboratory is a unique multi-functional concert hall / 
research laboratory in Belfast1, Northern Ireland. This site was 
selected for an interactive sound installation due to its technical 
versatility and sonic spacialization. One of the key elements of 
the Sonic Lab is that as the audience enters the lab at ground 
floor level, they walk out onto an acoustically transparent 
modular grid floor, suspended 4m above the structural floor of 
the lab located at lower ground floor level, as can be seen in 
Figure 2. 

 
Figure 2. Diagram of SARC’s Sonic Laboratory 

Besides the features described above, the Sonic Lab has another 
unique characteristic that had not been exploited for artistic 
purposes; the grid floor is made of a metallic material which is 

                                                                 
1 http://www.sarc.qub.ac.uk/main.php?page=building&bID=1 
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Figure 8. Multiple connection configurations 

3.2 Feedback 
After experiencing the installation in the Sonic Lab, the visitors 
were asked to leave a comment about Ground Me!.  Among the 
multiple comments, which were all positive, the words ‘playful’ 
and ‘fun’ were recurrent.  
Several people asked if the sounds were actually the sound of 
electricity flowing through their bodies, which indicates that the 
sound design created the effect of having an electrostatic 
discharge in the audience. Moreover, a number of visitors 
claimed that they felt the electric shock when they first 
grounded a pole. This was only a psychosomatic effect, since 
the current flow was too small to be perceived. It could be 
related to the effect that Michel Chion defines as synchresis, 
which is a neologism that merges the words synchronism and 
synthesis. Synchresis is defined as the spontaneous psycho-
physiological reflex of the human nervous system to perceive as 
one a same phenomenon that manifests visually and sonically at 
the same time [5]. 

4. CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE WORK 
Visitors had an excellent response to the installation, playing 
with different configurations for extended periods of time, and 
giving both positive and valuable feedback. 
One of the most important enhancements that could be made to 
Ground Me!, is to make a better use of the variety of 
interconnections possible between people and ground. Even 
though the conductance to audio level correlation proved to 
create a proper causality effect, this was not enough when 
people experimented with different configurations (see Figure 
8). In other words, there was only a slight difference in the 
sound generated when two or five people were connected in 
serial, for example. The system had a better response when 
people played with the amount of contact surface at either ends 
of the connection. There are two solutions that could improve 
this issue. First, a different proportionality relationship could be 
used to map conductance to sound level (e.g. exponential). 
Second, the system could change or modify other properties of 
the sound being played when the conductance crosses a certain 
threshold. This would involve making a series of measurements 

regarding networks of body impedances in different 
configurations and body conditions to calibrate the system. 
Ground Me! showed an interesting potential for group 
performances, where each pole could be mapped to different 
musical sounds and used for group interpretations. This 
suggests the use of the system for a choreographed interactive 
performance. 
Finally, and a on a technical level, the use of a wired opto-
isolated communication between the micro-controller and 
computer is suggested to avoid any disruptions caused by 
Bluetooth instability. 

5. DOCUMENTATION 
The installation was documented and all audiovisual material is 
available online at the Music Sensors and Emotion website5. 
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