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MICHELLE VINE 
Michelle Vine is a contemporary artist, currently completing her honours at 
Queensland College of Art. Through her practice she wants to get under the 
skin of things, to question and experience the machinations of producing 
sensation and knowledge. In recent years her focus was on the the site of 
knowledge formation in biological science (with residencies and research trips 
across outback Queensland and museums in Germany). However, this year 
has seen her return to earlier concerns of embodiment, feminist presence 
and performative expression, now further explored through affect theory and 
social touch. Michelle’s work has appeared in House Conspiracy, POP 
Gallery, Qld Museum, World Science Festival, The Walls, and 
Kunsthochschule Kassel Germany. 

In addition to her art practice, Michelle is part of the teaching team for 
sculpture at QCA and works as curatorial assistant at Urban Art Projects. 
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WHAT IS SKIN FOR? 
Proposition One: we are mammals (for ancient ages). 

We are mammals, and mammals are the creatures of the mammary gland, 
creatures who have crafted social configurations and dynamics such that we 
can protect the mothering in her vulnerability of breast feeding her babies. 
Soft belly. Furry warmth. Slow suckling. Close ongoing embrace. Crucial 
intimacy. And protection of such intimacy. Sometimes in the hardened and 
spikes backs of the mammal species. Sometimes in the darkened hearths and 
hovels and homes the mammals build. And sometimes in the ways the social 
pack organises itself to ward off intruders and threats and give space and 
grace to the most intimate and nourishing of connections.  

And being in such ways with the raising of babies, mammals also carry their 
touching touches into many other aspects of their lives, their sexual bonding, 
their social bonding, their eating, their shitting, their sleeping, their dying, 
their crying. 

Proposition Two: we live now, in cities (increasingly so). 

Flash forward from ancient mammalian ancestry to recent post-industrial 
times, and it’s a cold hard fact that the human species is flooding into cities. 
Once most of us used to live in what we call rural settings. But now more 
than half of all of us on earth live in cities and the trend is that it will become 
almost all of us, within just the next hundred years or so. Many cities will join 
up in ribbons of mass population. Megatropolis and all that. 

Ahh… It can be so lonely in a bustling city. And it’s such a tease. A million 
people jostling on the streets all looking to avoid contact. In such close 
proximity, we seek distance. And conjure rules and regulations and build 
structures and strictures that offer safety-ness at the expense of cosy-ness. 

Touch has effectively become privatised. Inside the home. Inside the 
bedroom. Inside the massage parlour. On the hair-dresser’s chair. Or else it 
has become stylised into strange physical rituals. Hence, sports. But leave it 
all on the field, as they say.  

I miss my skin. My skin misses you. I can touch all the concrete and metal 
and wood and plastic. But the social mammals we are have retracted our 
surfaces from each other. Social Touch And The City is one hell of a sad 
story. 

 
Proposition Three: art can change how we live in the world (let it). 

Beauty is in how we live, not what we look like. New creative forms are really 
new forms of living. Art is thus one place to experiment with what it means to 
be a human. Which is to say, to experiment with what humans can become. 

The experiment might be small, contained to a few moments, a few 
measures, a few methods, a few moods, a few musings, a few meanderings, a 
few mouthings, a few mentionings, a few meetings, a few meltings. But inside 
the microcosms and micro practices, we can maximally test out other modes 
of being the humans we don’t know yet we might be. 

Perhaps, then, art can be a place to redress the utter sadness of how we have 
come to mix our city life with our mammal life. Art could be for touch. Art 
could be touch-affirming. The exhibition space could be a touchy 
experimental space. We might work out new ways to be mammals. Together.  

Proposition Four: words can only point (we must test things actively and 
practically). 

Ok… so fuck talking about it anymore, let's dive in. Sink into a soft furry bath. 
Drag tuffs of fluff and tendrils of tassels across your skin. Lie into a swirling 
hug. Bath in sounds that swell with the swells of your chest. Listen to a voice-
body affirm your human-body. Press and rub and glide into a wall of squishy 
sequins. And open yourself to what sensations are possible. What 
connections are possible. What love and care can be had in how we approach 
and caress the surfaces of our selfs. Feel something. Do something. And 
don’t stop when you leave. 

As I come to the end of words, and the beginning of all the rest, my skin has 
quite clearly told me to tell you this: my skin is for touch. So many tears flow 
as I say and write this. And within all this, there is also a question for you: 
what is your skin for?  

LUKE JAANISTE 

 
SENSUOUSNESS, SEDUCTION,  
INTIMACY AND JOY 
Phenomenological perception, according to Edmond Husserl (in 
Phenomenological psychology: lectures, summer series 1925), involves ‘first 
sense experience’ that appercepts phenomena prior to any cognitive 
recollection or explanation of it. It’s an appealing philosophy for artists 
because it prioritises our senses. Within most conceptions of art, vision is 
favoured but is by no means the only focus. In Surrogates for Social Touch 
Michelle Vine explores experience in multiple ways. Her collection of 
readymade objects, prefabricated textures and composed or performed 
soundtracks vie for our sensuous attention across two rooms in Queensland 
College of Art’s Project Gallery. Vine’s experiences establish positivity as the 
Body’s primary and fundamental leitmotif, supplanting pre-cognitive 
phenomenological experience with postmodern egalitarianism. 

Within Surrogates for Social Touch, our seduction appears, at first, to be 
focused on the material of faux sheepskin and other ‘fluffy’ textures including 
‘mermaid sequins’ – a beguiling lenticular-like fabric that adorns children's t-
shirts and notepads. In this context Vine has transformed that material into a 
large wall painting and attached faux sheepskin to a host of domestic and 
utilitarian objects and surfaces – a rolling pin, squeegee, eggbeater, fly swat, 
meat tenderiser, mannequins foot and old phone for example. Their display, 
in the style of the department store and workshop, is intended to invite 
inspection and as a consequence, introspection. From this point, we are left 
to our, or rather Vine’s, devices. 

In an environment in which visitors are allowed and encouraged to touch and 
(consensually, we presume) be touched, our individual and shared 
experiences are given emotional as well as conceptual precedence. In doing 
so, the acts Vine wants you to perform establish the protocol for behaviours 
within a democratised safe space. Your body, sensually activated and more 
vibrantly attuned to its surroundings, exists in corporeality with others and its 
environment. This logic contrasts the institutional purpose of gallery 
contexts. Project Gallery is an important venue within the academic 
environment of Griffith University, showcasing the art of undergraduate, 
higher degree research candidates, staff and alumni. It provides evidence of 
creative outputs in a context of cultural and academic competitiveness. 
Vine’s social space, replete with its substantial inclusion of faux sheepskin and 
augmented, fetishised objects flirts with the notion that competitiveness, of 
which authorship is a fundamental corollary, is desirously sensual at its core. 
While the institutional context of Project Gallery is an implicit paradox for 
this project, Vine’s exhibition provides, through individual experiences, 
conceptions of intimacy that not only elevate corporeality, but also  
question it. 

Two elements within the exhibition signal the artist’s desire to induce detailed 
and contemplative introspection into our comprehension of bodily 
experience in social contexts: Luke Jaaniste’s ongoing ambient soundscape 
and Vine’s recorded affirmations. In the first instance, Jaaniste’s sound  
wafts over visitors who recline in Vine’s sculptured furnishings – sheepskin 
covered cushions that are as difficult to get up from as they are comfortable. 
These elements combine to provide a meditative opportunity to alert the 
experiencer to their experience – effectively reconciling competitiveness, 
hierarchy and authorship within Husserlian pre-cognitive first-sense  
now-ness.  

A second soundscape affirms the phenomenology of this meditation. Vine 
invites visitors to recline in a bathtub, also sheepskin lined, while listening on 
supplied headphones to affirmations spoken by the artist. Phrases like ‘you 
radiate love, you are powerful beyond measure, you are enough, you are 
beautiful' and ‘you are leadership material’ whisper through the headset and 
contextualise a measure of Self that marks for Vine, the pinnacle of human 
sensuous experience. In so doing, Surrogates for Social Touch not only 
establishes an environment in which the artist venerates and celebrates the 
body politic in institutional contexts, it also asks you to apprehend that Body 
in all of it sensuousness, seduction, intimacy, and joy. In doing so our 
experiences distort phenomenological apperception to become socially 
radicalised within a safe and self-healing space.  

CHRIS BENNIE


