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ABSTRACT

The arts and Human Computer Interaction (HCI) have
a lot in common. As part of computer science HCI is
ground breaking, interdisciplinary and focused on the
interactions that form part of our everyday world. As
part of the arts, HCI is a lens on technology, showing us
spaces where there is room to interact and create new
and meaningful blended experiences. It is therefore no
surprise that many researchers and practitioners in our
field have and maintain creative practices alongside,
and as part of their research. We explore how these
dual practices relate to each other, and how we might
reconcile our mindful creative experiences with the
formality of research. What benefits does such duality
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have, and can we illustrate the value of arts practice
in HCI? This pictorial curates diverse artistic practice
from a range of researchers, and offers reflection on the
benefits and tensions in creativity and computing.
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INTRODUCTION

We are not only researchers. We are artists, makers,
dancers, sculptors. We connect with people, inspire,
indulge and create. We find ways of expression in
parallel to our identity as researchers, and sometimes
these expressions find their way into our working world.
The following pages contain an individually curated
exhibition of creativity and craft. We invite you into our
often private worlds, invite reflection and engagement,
and hope to inspire likeminded creative practices
amongst those that attend our exhibitive pictorial.

Art within the field of HCI is often founded on the premise
of purposeful creation – what incremental knowledge
does it add to? What user group does it help or inform?
How can it be used? There is irony, of course, in setting
our creativity to written text, thus imbueing it with that
same meaning, but this is intended as a reflection of the
state of our personhood, and a way of sharing something
that makes us unique as researchers.
We present a narrative journey through our creative
practices, page by page, starting with thoughts laid bare
in the form of sketching, and culminating in the body
and audience as output. Each artist takes one or two
pages to showcase their pieces, and reflect upon what
this practice means, and how it fits into the context of
our research. We visit thought-sketching, illustration,
the interplay between practice and the personal, between
machine and the person, stitching together two worlds
vying for attention, found objects and made objects, and
the body and movement as art in research and at rest.
Finally, we finish with a reflection on the process we
embarked on to produce this narrative collection, and on
the use of the creative arts in HCI.
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In growing up, I kept being told not to have a creative bone in my body. Hence, I keep saying, I
cannot draw. But I do it to think with. And, more recently I dare to share.
When I say, I draw to think with, I mean this quite literally. What I show here is part of a series where
I explored different theories on bodies and embodiment. It started with a mess of multitudes in my
brain that felt like it made my body bend (upper left) from which I then explored notions of bodily
difference through the minority body (upper right; [1]), bodies and embodiment in technological
(entertainment) contexts (lower left, [31, 34]) and the somatic experiences that constitute a kind of
intersubjectivity within the environments we live in (lower right, [26]). I didn’t mean to collect them
in a way of a narrative initially; though in assembling this thread even, I noticed how I could further
explore how these theories and approaches speak to each other, visually and theoretically. My
drawings are thoughts. [KS]

#

Figures 5-6: Copyright © Miriam Sturdee 2011. All Rights Reserved.
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THERE IS NOTHING LEFT
To research is creative in itself, when we write, discuss, invent and
prototype we are creative thinkers. By the end of the day it takes so
much that often there is nothing left to give to another task. In this
manner, interweaving arts practice into one’s research becomes
a way of keeping the best of both worlds, and the research world
benefits from the honesty that you put into it [20, 34].
Creating for the sake of art itself differs in that it is a blank canvas
for the mind, without constraints and form filling and meetings. The
results of this practice, whilst having some aspects in common with
research images, are at the same time wholly separate, personal, and
usually hidden.
Revealing images in this manner is exposing our private activities, but
also giving body to the people behind our research practices.
This work focuses on the freedom of sketching or painting with colour,
but is then continually overlaid with meticulous outlines, over and over
until the subject is more outline than form. In this way there is both
freedom and constraint, working together in balance. [MS]
Page Numbers will be added here and either centered or right-aligned
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TAKE A PIECE OF MY CREATIVITY
Visual doing offers a way to explore what is on the edge
of the box. The creator challenges their mind to explore
new directions. By placing the pen in one’s hand (e.g.,
A) we allow ourselves to indulge in our ideals, beliefs,
and desires. The act of sharing (e.g., B and C) offers
us an opportunity to showcase our experiences, selfpreen one might say, however, under this facade our true
aim is to converse and give courage to others to do the
same. Although often this is not enough, the solution is
to offer a piece of our creativity (e.g., D), we let our kin,
acquaintances, and participants to tear, alter, and reform
us, our creativity. This act is internally painful to witness
but we soon forget, it’s part of the process, remember, we
crave communication thus we are grateful to learn about
their world, their story, through their hands (E). [ML]
Top Left (A): “Tenderness and kindness are not part of despair”. Digital
illustration. Makayla Lewis, 2021 [24]
Top Right (E): Participant current experience comic strip. Mixed media on
paper, 2014 [23]
Bottom left (B): “Sketchnote Hangout virtual visit to Museo Casa Estudio Diego
Rivera y Frida Kahlo”. Pen and marker on paper, Makayla Lewis, 2020 [24, 30]
Bottom Middle (C): “How will we interact and meet each other”
#SketchCOVIDfutures a probe for discussion. Digital illustration. Makayla Lewis
[24], 2020 part of [27]
Bottom Right (D): “AI Tactile visual library to support participants to carry out
speculative design”. Pen and marker on paper, Makayla Lewis [24], 2020 part
of [28]
Figures 7-11: Copyright © 2021. Makayla Lewis. All rights reserved.

Page Numbers will be added here and either centered or right-aligned
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MACHINES AS COLLABORATORS
Since my creative practice incorporates machines, it
allows me to observe and experience human-computer
interaction within a cultural context, as opposed to the
strict utilitarian confines of academic research. Generative
algorithms in creative processes are appealing because
of their unpredictability, as opposed to the reliability
necessitated by their role as tools in traditional HCI
research. Creative practice allows for posing questions
and reflection on the intersection of aesthetics, culture,
and technology [6]. Parsing a distinction between these
realms is difficult and requires careful consideration as
sometimes the machine is regarded as a creative tool, and
sometimes as an active collaborator in the process. Here
I will discuss two bodies of work that situate within this
gradient of machine as tools and collaborators.
Tools and Architectures of Nowhere
When a piece of architecture is emptied of people, it
lurches towards being ruins. These works were made
during covid lockdown when our own buildings and cities
had fallen quiet. Often I use machines and algorithms as
an innate part of my practice [7], and during quarantine
it occurred to me how vital these technologies were to
communication. Our entire lives are mitigated by zeros
and ones, “likes” and comment threads and endless feeds.
I wanted to use these same means of communication,
these tools of connection, to talk about our division. If
nothing else, they made me feel less lonely and gave me
a place to escape to.
The plague highlighted this dependency on our tools,
since almost all social interaction, communication, and
labor became mediated by our machines. Our tools and
technologies became not only our means of surviving
during the plague, but essential means of escaping the
isolation it imposed. In this way, our machines became
our principal companions in the physical world, mediating
our connection to others through the virtual world. The
Hideouts series serves as an aesthetic representation
and active practice of exploring this tension between the
physical world of viruses and the virtual world of machines,
a place to hide while waiting for the world to finish ending.
Page Numbers will be added here and either centered or right-aligned

Figure 12: Copyright © 2021. Josh Urban Davis. All rights reserved.
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Algorithms Between People Between Algorithms
Creative algorithms such as Adversarial Networks often “learn” to create images
by observing and interpolating between large swathes of image created by human
artists. Often, the language used by artists to describe this process explicitly engages
questions of autonomy and the automation of creativity. Agency is often assigned to
the machine, and the process described as “co-creative” suggesting that the machine
comprises a pseudo-autonomous or fully autonomous creative entity [5]. While
there is certainly an interesting dialogue to be parsed from this interest in autonomy,
the shift in focus away from human contribution to the functioning system warrants
closer inspection. These systems insinuate a definition of creativity that suggests
the creative act is executed through interpolation between many previously existing
ideas simultaneously. However, these ideas and images are previously composed
by human beings, and thus the algorithm serves more as a facilitator of collaboration
between these artists, identifying and generating images that are combinations of these

CREATIVITY & COGNITION 2021: JUNE 21-24, VENICE, ITALY

human artists previous images. This idea of creative human-machine collaboration
is more interesting to me as it shifts focus to the human beings that create these
images, as opposed to aesthetics of machine autonomy. When an artist creates with
these machines, they are not collaborating with an autonomous creative entity, but
collaborating with many other human artists mediated by an algorithmic system.
Bridges to HCI Research
Traditional HCI research often privileges immediate result utility as opposed to cultural
reflections or aesthetic pleasure. While it may be necessary for a science to embrace
these qualitites to ensure reproducibility, these same qualities could stifle deviation,
reflection, and innovation that produce motivating insights. My creative practice
incorporating machines provides an avenue for untethered exploration on the cultural
values endemic to these algorithmic aesthetics. It is this tension between privileging utility
versus unrestrained exploration that distinguishes these methods from each other. [JUD]

Figures 13-16: Copyright © 2021. Josh Urban Davis. All rights reserved.
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Thoughts about my research and other aspects of academic work spin around
my head as I sew. When I realised this, I started to use my embroidery practice to
document my experiences of academia, of online meetings, and of my work at the
theory-praxis nexus. Here, I have chosen five embroidery hoops to illustrate my
thinking. These pieces relate to the mess in the collaborative and justice-oriented
research projects I work on [22], and how theoretical and pragmatic issues intersect
with one another.
I use my embroidery practice to reflect (and perhaps overthink) on the research
process, the purpose of my work, the different layers of identity I rely on. My academic
heart often feels like it is a puzzle made up of colour-changing, but matching pieces.
Am I a researcher? A designer? A community artist? Where are the boundaries
between personal, academic, and political interests? Where are the boundaries
between my pedagogy and research practice? Or what disciplinary boundaries should
I draw when engaging in diverse conversations with disparate disciplines?

Quote:
Louise Bourgeois,
in Spiral (2019) [3]

These kinds of questions and pieces of my heart of course impact my research. I
consistently work not only across academic disciplines, but also across academic and
non-academic worlds at the intersections between social, political, and theoretical
interactions between people and technologies. Often, I am asked about the involvement
of my politics, my hope, my care in research projects and collaborations. While I don’t
have finite answers for these questions, working on my hoops and reflecting back on
them has allowed me to sit with these questions, to think them through; to hold the
tensions, and as Donna Haraway says: stay with the trouble [16]. [AS]

Page Numbers will be added here and either centered or right-aligned
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IN THE SEARCH OF THE FOUND:
THE FINDING, THE DISCOVERY AND THE NARRATIVE
What I find particularly interesting are the trivial things that
others hardly notice or consider less important. Found
objects fascinates me and the experience of finding them
intrigues me. My personal reason is that found objects
share their materiality with us. Found objects have their
starting point and they become “hybrid artifacts” merging
their existing narratives with my practice as a design
researcher and jeweller in the field of interaction design
and HCI research. They seek to tell stories about their
history, their materiality and the specificity of the place
where they were found. We just need to pay attention!
For example, when the material is a found tin can, it
symbolises an industrial heritage. As an object it can be
read as a relic of everyday urban life. Scraps of posters
convey other types of knowledge – material process of use,
time and the layering of information. Found objects are
physical objects with certain material qualities that inspired
us to interpret their relevance in the digital age. The use of
found objects in art is nothing new. In design research, it is
new and exciting. Found objects are beautiful, sumptuous,
exquisite, surprising and conspicuous in many ways.

Left. Scraps from an old
torn poster paper from a
street wall made me think of
the layering of data and its
access over time.

Top. Stanhope Thimbles (red thimble) are
objects that hide a tiny image. The black “peeps”
are miniature photographic lenses, incorporated
in different objects from the mid-19th century
onwards and thimbles were an example of such
objects. When held up to the light one can look
through the lens and view the microscopic
image with remarkable clarity (left).

At the same time that people inspire us to think differently on issues and concerns around
our highly connected world with the aim to find ways to explore the more social values of
IoT, the physical environment and our surroundings have their own ways to inspire us.
During a walk near the Fablab in Berlin, I searched for things that would inspire me to
think of ways that people could respond to issues of privacy and take a bit of control over
their personal data online. The materials qualities of the things I found allowed me to start
thinking on issues around data access and sharing to explore in physical ways issues
around data access and privacy.
Figures 22-24: © 2015 & 2017 Nantia Koulidou. All rights reserved.
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found thimble

found spoon

enclosed - an LED light, a Teensy
3.2 board with capacity sensor
and a Li-battery.

found tin
Milliput epoxy putty mixed
with found coal pieces from
the beach

oxidised silver

found spoon

Figure 25: © 2017 Nantia Koulidou. All rights reserved.

Inspired by finding the Stanhope thimble and the suggestion of looking into a hidden
world I began an exploration into the potential of using aspects of the thimbles within my
research into digital jewellery and self in transition [19]. For the design of Microcosmos
and Topoi, I drew also inspiration from the context of miniatures. When something is
represented in miniature it often creates a particular kind of intimate interaction that is
private and uncommon in our everyday public life [33]. Stewart suggests that viewing

found thimble
left. Topoi 2017. The piece is a hand-held piece of Art
Digital Jewellery containing tiny microfilm images
from two countries that are significant for the owner
who can view them only in short bursts.
right. Microcosmos 2017. The piece is hand-held
piece of Art Digital Jewellery for the airplane allowing
one to view an potent image during the flight journey.

a miniature creates the space to allow one to spend time with oneself, which is highly
valued during the context of this research. I introduced the Stanhope thimbles to the
participants in the study and used them to invite them to consider what was important
for them in home locations and to start to think of a piece of digital jewellery that
could perhaps hold microscopic images that may connect them to things that were of
significance to them on a personal level in relation to both homes [21]. [NK]
Page Numbers will be added here and either centered or right-aligned

I grew up studying both science (mathematics and computer science) and dance. While these two interests have long been separated, it was
during my PhD that I sought to connect them. From then on, dance and technology became an entangled space for research, reflection and
innovation. My research creation work follow a performance-led research in the wild [2] as I create technologically mediated dance pieces that
both provide an embodied experience to the participants (dancers or audience members) but also serve as an experimental ground in which I
observe how they relate to their own body and to digital technologies.
The pictures in this page illustrate an example of a participatory dance piece that I co-created with Jean-Marc Matos called RCO. We
choreographed a “performative situation” where the audience members respond to instructions and interactions sent to their mobile phones
as well as invitations to dance from the performers. During showings of the piece, I observed how the participants took part in the creative
act of dance through the interaction with their mobile phones and I reflected on these findings using concepts related to the social norms and
technological constraints [11].
More generally, creating performances that use technology is a way for me to look at and reflect critically on the creative process, on
technology and on people’s experience of both [10]. Beyond a personal creative interest, my art practice is an experimental research where I
imagine, develop and experiment with new and creative embodied ideas through, with or for technological interventions. [SFA]
Video available at: https://vimeo.com/222166447
Photographs taken by Fabien Leprieult

REFLECTION & OPEN QUESTIONS

We collected and curated images, stills, text, which
related to our own artistic practices, and that also
sometimes crossed over into our research. When we
create we reflect, sometimes those reflections make it into
our research. Some of our work is creation for creation’s
sake, or a way of thinking [17]: artworks do not have to
have a purpose. That said, perhaps we might also find
meaning in formalising and exposing these hidden artistic
practices that are typically considered “hobbies” or “soft
skills” to give them credence and credit where it is due.
Motivation is key to creativity, and intrinsic motivation is
a starting point - we do it because we want to [31]. This
collection provides insight as to how diverse our creative
practices are, and how they can sit alongside – and often
merge with – research in Human Computer Interaction.
Methodologically this work straddles the arts, design,
interdisciplinary practice, and HCI, focusing more, or
less, upon each depending on our own approaches. We
are lucky in that our field supports a wide view of research
outputs and practices, but there is still scope to expand on
our outlook in this respect.
Researcher/Artist

There are many entry points into the arts-HCI discourse,
and whilst we do not claim to be the first to examine this
area, we do present to you, the audience, novelty in the
form of a snapshot of our uniquely personal creative
outputs. In creating this collection and reflective piece,
we draw upon the influence of works such as Gaver’s
insights from designer’s workbooks, in which we can see
process and reflection alongside iterations and outputs
[14]. We also look to RtD which can look “suspiciously
like design practice” on the surface but can produce
new and actionable knowledge via making and doing
[37]. A literature search of arts within the context of
HCI provides interesting conflicts, in 2003, Sengers &
Csikszentmihályi stated that “it is not uncommon for
artists to revel in the nonutilitarian nature of their work”
[29], and then went on to talk about those artists who did
embrace technology. Later, Benford et al. [2] go on to
state the importance of artworks to enrich our cultural life

and society as a whole, but yet, as before, the ‘artist’ and
‘researcher’ are two separate entities, who may meet to
work together but have separate interests and do not exist
in the same plane. Conversely, Edmonds et al.’s view
of the `studio as laboratory’ is a more complementary
approach, recognising the similarities between those in
seemingly disparate fields and that our creative spaces
are “...the ‘natural’ working environment where the
artist dreams, explores, experiments and creates...”
[8]. Bowen et al.’s creative exchange demonstrates the
value in bringing together the creative, researcher and
participant in meaningful collaboration [4], but again
there is the notion of the creative practitioner (or artist)
as other, despite their dual status as researcher. Finally,
Finley and Knowles perhaps best describe the approach
we have taken on here in their simultaneous roles as
both artist and researcher [12], discovering by chance
that both experienced the duality of research and art in
disparate fields: showing that one can be both, all willing.

“This is who we are
– we often overlook this”

Tension/Ease

Technology can support multiple paths in creating and
creativity, software does this by giving people short
cuts and modules and remixing options – which is more
difficult to do in the physical world. Hardware does
this by offering different modes of interaction across
multiple tangible forms. Creativity support tools thus
present a landscape of options [13], but all are ultimately
mediated by the designers of the interface. There are
also barriers in utilizing such tools such as accesibility,
wealth, or even the mundane such as processing power,
or brand. But there are no barriers to making marks on
a surface, dancing within a space, or finding beauty in
the mundane [25].

Some of our practices are rooted in the interface and
underlying program, made real by our mastery of the
machine and algorithm, but others are rooted in media
that have been used for millenia, such as charcoal
and graphite. Both methods offer entry points into
their representative creative outputs, but can we also
support different entry points to these more traditional
“hands-on” practices – and could machines help to
facilitate that?
There is both tension and understanding between person
and machine, the barriers between what constitutes
`art’ are becoming blurred. On one hand, where how
can traditional creative practices find a home in our
digital age [15, 35], and on the other, how can those
works created with and by technology find acceptance
amongst ones created by more traditional means [9, 17]?
There are also divides between our artistic endeavours
and our research, for some these are clear cut, for
others it is almost impossible to draw the line between
the two. For practicing artists outside of our field and
others like it, in the traditional domains of the arts and
humanities, the distinction needs not be made, as art IS
research – in thought, process and output (though not
always published [29]). Should we thus state that we
have multiple research interests? But then how does that
reconcile with the art we make for ourselves, and for the
simple joy of creating?
Process/Person

In the course of curating and reflecting upon our work,
we met several times as a group to discuss our practice
and thoughts, asking why, and how we do this, and
in this way delivered a series of impromptu artist’s
talks, provided validation and insight, and forged a
collaborative pictorial process. Although all artistresearchers in this group were known to the organiser,
some had serendipitously crossed paths prior to the
collective forming, either through reading each other’s
research, social media, or via introductions in person.
Whilst meeting, either in pairs or as a group, we also
discovered information about each other’s approaches,
and sometimes about our own: “in talking about our

practice with each other we learned about ourselves”
(when NK was asked why they were interested in
found objects (page 8). In questioning JUD about their
research practice, we discovered that their research
focus is on accessibility tools and their arts research is
quite distinct: “...two separate lives, but I’d like them
to hang out more often”. Finally, there was a collective
sense of exposure in how we are sharing our practices,
we are giving our research community a glimpse into
the person who made these artworks, and likewise wrote
papers, hosted workshops, gave talks. As ML says in
their statement – when we give this part of ourselves
we are inviting you to ``take a piece of our creativity”.

Where we are placed within the academy can affect our
self-definition, we move between computer science and
design schools, with those in the former often feeling
like the odd-one-out – “this is largely outside of what
they ‘count’…” – but however our work is framed,
science, design, technology... it IS research. The power
of artistic or other creative practices is in what we have
to show for our research - often physical, tangible or
recorded performance, which allows those outside our
practice to connect more deeply with research than they
might with a technical body of work which lies purely in
the digital world. We attempt to legitimise “two voices
cohabiting and nurturing each other”.

• How do your colleagues respond to alternative
publication formats?

GROUP REFLECTION

How our departments each approach and understand
these hybrid practices depends on their affiliation, and
ability to be open to new ideas. One of us described the
pictorial as a ‘safe space’ where we could be ourselves,
another stated how it as ‘freeing’ to write about our
practice without having to frame it within an HCI
context. There is a vulnerability to sharing our work, and
though some are more familiar and comfortable with this
sharing than others, it is an opportunity to show others
how this creativity and practice applies to our lives.

CONCLUSION

Following completion of the pictorial, we discussed the
process and our thoughts about the plurality of artistry
and research. The following paragraphs summarise
these reflections
The notion of what makes an artist was important in our
discussions, for example, some of us feel like makers,
some do not feel like artists at all - even if others name us
as such. For others, the primary definition of ‘researcher’
was felt to sit better. To be an artist should not be defined
by background: “being an artist is larger than just going
to an art school”. We related this conversation back to the
cultural idea that ‘everyone is a designer’ which became
popular in past years, attempting to unpick, and open up
the discussion, and debated the plurality of being an artist,
researcher, or both - depending on the context and output.
Making art allows us to “directly interact with culture”.
The boundaries perhaps are blurred in that “if it [the
artwork] is useful, or it is better understood as part of
a cultural dialogue” then it may be viewed primarily as
a research piece or vice versa. The histories of a type
of practice can also influence its meaning - in the case
of embroidery, the craft is also inextricably bound up
in political histories and feminist action. It is also very
much part of the arts and crafts movement - which should
not be lacquered over by simply labelling it ‘art’, though
it also belongs there.

This pictorial has been a space to think about our work
and practice, it needs not have a ‘why’ or distinct
outcome, it might be enough to question our research
and surroundings, and give others the space to enjoy that
same liberty. These practices are “less about getting to an
outcome, but going a new way”. By coming together, we
began these conversations, and intend to return to them in
our process and practice. “Any artistic approach can help
us sharpen our understanding of a multitude of things”.
QUESTIONS FOR THE RESEARCH COMMUNITY

As part of our discussion, we finished by asking ourselves
what questions might best serve the community in
opening up this dialogue even further. To that end, we
ask you to consider the following:
• In what ways does the disciplinary setting you work
in impact your creative and research practice?

• What type of knowledge comes from the intersection
of art practice and HCI?
• How does your artistic practice inform your research
in HCI? And how does your research inform your
artistic practice?
• How comfortable are you with labels such as ‘HCI
researcher’ or ‘artist’? And why do you think that is?
• Where do you place yourself and your own work in
relation to art, craft, HCI, or design?
We hope that this work can provide inspiration and
a prompt to those who struggle to engage with both
worlds. This pictorial acknowledges our hidden
practices, and offers a space for mindful reflection, but
also an opportunity to make more of these practices as
they relate to our own wellbeing, research, and personal
journeys. At this point we would like to “hand the pen
over” to you, and let you start your own creative journey.
--------------------------------------------------These images are presented here for viewing purposes
only. They are not royalty free images and may not be
used for commercial or private use. Any such use of these
images is strictly prohibited. These images may not be
copied, manipulated, be reproduced by any other means
nor sold without prior written consent by the author.
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