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The Lightness of Your Touch

In this piece one touches a larger-than-life torso that reacts. The skin of the body moves subtly as 
one’s hand moves over the surface. If the hand is held down for a moment and then taken away, 
an impression of the hand is left behind. This imprint soon lifts off the surface and begins to 
blow around as if it were a leaf or tissue caught in a breeze. Many people can touch the surface at 
the same time, sharing in the interaction.

The work employs rear infrared illumination and custom computer vision software to track the 
touches that the camera sees and map them to the curved screen. The touch outlines are con-
verted to polygonal meshes that are placed in a fluid flow simulation that makes them blow like 
leaves in a breeze.

When someone touches you and takes their hand away, what do you feel afterwards? Is that 
tingling warm sensation something of them, or is it created in your body? What remains of 
yourself when you touch something? If you could see the imprint of your touch, how would it 
appear? Kaufman's vision was to make it possible to see what you leave behind, turning that 
ephemeral residue into something visible. By showing people’s touches to be semi-physical 
objects, the work seeks to create awareness with regard to touch and, perhaps, encourage more 
touching. In general, people need more physical contact to be healthy and balanced.
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Many Western cultures discourage touch. Whether through fear of litigation or sexual harass-
ment, or uptightness in general, it seems that personal contact has become something to be 
avoided. One nurse told Kaufman that she was asked to stop hugging the patients in a nursing 
home even though she knew it helped them. Kaufman hopes that people will spend some time 
with this piece, that their explorations will lead to meditative reflection about touch and per-
sonal contact, and that their experience prompts discussion about touch—whether intimate, 
friendly, or for therapeutic healing—and personal boundaries in general. 

This piece is part of a series composed of three related works. The first, The Memory of Your 
Touch, explores the material of touch itself by giving physicality and weight to the touches that 
people leave behind. The second (the present work), The Lightness of Your Touch, explores touch 
on a human body, specifically a belly, and gives the touches a behavior like leaves blowing in the 
wind. Finally, the third work, A Touch of Ancient Memories, explores the "touches" as handprints 
created by our ancestors in cave paintings around the world. 

Henry Kaufman brings his lifetime passion for computer graphics and a deep curiosity about 
touch to his production of interactive art. He received a double BA magna cum laude with 
honors in Visual Arts and Computer Science, and an MS in Computer Science from Brown 
University, and has worked in a variety of areas, including games special effects, graphical music 
composition software, and special effects for broadcast television. His work has been shown at 
the DeCordova Museum, Axiom Gallery, and the MIT Museum, and he has collaborated on 
innovative exhibits at many museums, including New York’s MoMA and Liberty Science Center. 
Kaufman’s work is known for breaking new ground in interactive public experiences and has 
earned many awards, including the Communication Arts’ Interactive Design Annual, ID maga-
zine Interactive Annual, several Clios, and an Emmy nomination. In 2007, he started Tactable 
to focus on multi-touch tables and walls. 
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