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Figure 1. Michelle Vine, Sensation Play Wall, 2018, installation detail. Memory 
foam, mermaid sequin fabric, 12 Ikea tabletops, timber, 1 m x 7.2 m, Surrogates 
For Social Touch, Project Gallery, Griffith University, Brisbane, May 2018. 
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Abstract   
 
The primacy of touch—its position as our first sense—is, after infancy, 
overcome by sight. In making touch central to my project, I am investigating 

how installation art can help recover the power of touch in a safe and positive 
way. My research asks: how can an exploration of touch in contemporary 
installation practice reconnect participants to its primacy in human sensory 
experience?  
 
While the role of touch in contemporary art is underexplored, Susan Best’s 
scholarship on affect and Clare Bishop’s account of installation’s ability to 
heighten sensory experience have been most useful in pursuing my studio 
research. Extending from Best, I consider recent neuroscientific studies by 
Francis McGlone on affective and discriminative touch to deepen my 
understanding of sensations felt in the body when activating touch.  
 
I aim to produce playful interactive works that elicit the positive affects 
identified by Silvan Tomkins as interest, joy and surprise, within installations 
that challenge the convention of sight as the sense through which art is to be 
experienced. My resulting studio outputs are objects and spaces that embrace 
bodies; hand-held touch tools for tactile stimulation; and touchable 
participatory works. I experiment with a range of material surfaces and objects, 
which I analyse through a phenomenological lens, to reflect on the affect they 
elicit in myself and others.  
 
The works were exhibited in two solo shows during the degree: Surrogates For 
Social Touch (2018) and Touch Lab (2019). Through comparative analysis of 

the audiences’ interactions at both exhibitions, I devise strategies for 
encouraging touch that can successfully reconnect audiences to its sensual 
primacy. Additionally, I find that touchable installations are able to increase 
inclusion of people with diverse physical and sensory abilities.  

 

  



 iv 

Contents 
 
 
Abstract 
 

iii 

Acknowledgements 
 

v 

Statement of Original Authorship  
 

vi 

List of Figures 
 
 
 

vii 

Introduction 
 

1 

Chapter One – Project Rationale  
Touch: its primacy and neglect  
 

4 

Chapter Two – Theoretical Framework 
Installation, Affect and Affective Touch 
 

9 

Chapter Three – Analysis of Exemplars 
Touchable Art and Embodied Participation 

16 

 
Chapter Four - Methodologies 
Surrogates For Social Touch and Touch Lab 
 

28 

Conclusion 
 
 
 

40 

Bibliography  
 

42 

Appendix 1 
Written comments left in visitors’ book in Touch Lab 
 
 

46 

 
  



 v 

Acknowledgements  
 
 
I would like to thank my supervisor Associate Professor Rosemary Hawker for 
her clarity, support, patience and generous feedback throughout this research. 
Her enthusiastic steadfast support over the past two years helped me to ride 
out the tough days, of which there were many. I would also like to thank Dr 
Lorraine Marshalsey, Dr Laini Burton, Dr Jacquie Chlanda, Dr Simon de Groot, 
Dr Luke Jaaniste, and Megan Janet White for their assistance and support of 
my research.  
 
I would like to acknowledge my partner Seth Ellis, whose unshakeable belief in 
me, wise counsel, power tools, and gentle reminders to rest, helped get me 
across the finishing line. Thank you, Seth, for your constant love, care and the 
noise cancelling headphones.  
 
I am also enormously grateful for my family’s support, especially my two 
daughters Catherine and Elizabeth Gunther, whose own abundant creativity is 
an inspiration. I acknowledge also the contribution of Mari Hirata, my dear 
friend, house and studio mate, for her daily positive encouragement, insights 
on my process as it happened, and her delicious curries. 
 
Finally, I would like to thank all of the incredible artists and educators who have 
taught me along the way, and because of whom I am the artist I am today.   
 

  



 vi 

Statement of Original Authorship  
 
This work has not previously been submitted for a degree or diploma in any 
university. To the best of my knowledge and belief, the dissertation contains 
no material previously published or written by another person except where 
due reference is made in the dissertation itself.  
 

 
 
Michelle Louise Vine  
Date: 25th October 2019 
 
  



 vii 

List of Figures 
 
Figure 1 Michelle Vine, Sensation Play Wall, 2018    

Figure 2 Michelle Vine, marketing posters for the two solo exhibitions held 
during my honours research program  

 
Figure 3 Michelle Vine, Touch Play Space, 2019    

Figure 4 Meret Oppenheim, Object, 1936    

Figure 5 Michelle Vine, Touch Play Space, 2019 

Figure 6 Tomkin’s Innate Affects as observed in visitors to my exhibitions 

Figure 7 Michelle Vine, Surrogates For Social Touch, 2018 

Figure 8 Michelle Vine, Surrogates For Social Touch, 2018 

Figure 9 Michelle Vine, Sensation Play Wall, 2018 

Figure 10 Michelle Vine, Affirmation Tub, 2018 

Figure 11 Michelle Vine, Surrogates For Social Touch (Love me tender), 2018 

Figure 12 Meret Oppenheim, Eichhörnchen (Squirrel), 1969 

Figure 13 Michelle Vine, Surrogates For Social Touch, 2018 

Figure 14 Lygia Clark, Bichos (Creatures), 1960-66 

Figure 15 Michelle Vine, Twist, 2019  

Figure 16 Michelle Vine, Slot, 2019 

Figure 17 Lygia Clark, Structuring the Self, 1976-88 

Figure 18 Ernesto Neto, Walking in Venus Blue Cave, 2001 

Figure 19 Ernesto Neto, Celula Nave, 2005 

Figure 20 Michelle Vine, Touch Play Space, 2019 

Figure 21 Ernesto Neto, Humanoids Family, 2001 

Figure 22 Michelle Vine, Revolutionary Rest Nests, 2018 

Figure 23 Michelle Vine, Nook, 2019 



 viii 

Figure 24 Yayoi Kusama, The Obliteration Room, 2011 

Figure 25 Michelle Vine, FEEL, 2019 

Figure 26 Michelle Vine, Relax, 2013 

Figure 27 Michelle Vine, Sensation Play Wall, 2018 

Figure 28 Michelle Vine, Welcoming touch, 2018 

Figure 29 Michelle Vine, Surrogates For Social Touch, 2018, exhibition floor 
plan 

 
Figure 30 Michelle Vine, Surrogates For Social Touch Live Closing 

Performance Event, performance documentation, video stills, 2018 
 
Figure 31 Michelle Vine, Touch Lab, 2019, exhibition floor plan 
 
Figure 32 Michelle Vine, Twist, 2019 

Figure 33 Michelle Vine, Touch Lab exhibition documentation, 2019 

Figure 34  Michelle Vine, Touch Play Space, 2019 

Figure 35  Michelle Vine, Affirmation Tub, 2018 

Figure 36  Michelle Vine, Touch Play Space, 2019 

Figure 37 Michelle Vine, Touch Lab Safety Glasses, 2019 

Figure 38 Michelle Vine, Touch Play Space, 2019 

 

 

  



 1 

Introduction 
 
My Honours project explores how allowing touch, and making works 
specifically to be touched, adds to the experience of installation art. My interest 
in touch and human sensory experience grew from lived experience of chronic 
illness. I have an immune system dysregulation (AERD - Aspirin Exasperated 
Respiratory Disease) that affects my senses. For the most part, I cannot smell; 
therefore, I taste very little. Often, on waking, I cannot focus my vision due to 
inflammation. My hearing and auditory processing is affected. I am thus acutely 
attuned to my senses and how their functioning, and relationship to each other, 
changes over time with the cyclical presentation of AERD. Touch therefore is 
my body’s dependable silent interface for perception and a source of deep 
personal comfort.  
 
This project investigated strategies and materials for creating touchable 
objects and environments that audiences would enthusiastically interact with. 
It aimed also to bring awareness to the under-examined sense of touch by 
focusing the installation experience on that sense, and disrupting sight’s usual 
dominance. The methodology I use in my practice-based research is 
phenomenological enquiry.1 It is a sensory-based embodied and situated 
methodology for conducting scholarly research. 2 This approach best suited my 
reflections on touchable installations, which have included performance and 
participatory works. These reflections translate the lived experience of myself 
and others, in both studio and gallery spaces, into academic scholarship in the 
form of this exegesis. They are drawn from what I recorded of the installation 
exhibition experiences in the form of written journal notes, remembered 
fragments of conversations, photographic, and video documentation. 
 

 
1 For a fuller discussion of practice-based methodology see Rebecca Lyle Skains, 
“Creative Practice as Research: Discourse on Methodology,” Media Practice and 
Education 19, no. 1 (2018): 82-97, doi: 10.1080/14682753.2017.1362175. 
2 Susan Kozel, “Process Phenomenologies” in Performance and Phenomenology: 
Traditions and Transformations, ed. Maaike Bleeker, Jon Foley Shaerman, and Eirini 
Nedelkopoulou (New York: Routledge, 2015), 55. 
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I ask the question: how can an exploration of touch in contemporary installation 
practice reconnect participants to its primacy in human sensory experience?  

 

Chapter One of this discussion begins to identify the significance of the project 
by establishing the primacy of touch. The place of touch and its marked 
absence in contemporary life is discussed before I narrow the focus to the 

neglect of touch in the art experience and art historical scholarship. I want my 
work to be understood as challenging the dominance of sight, and arguing for 
the value of reinstating touch, in the art experience. 
 

In Chapter Two I argue that installation is the ideal mechanism for exploring 

the phenomena of touch with reference to Clare Bishop’s notion of an 
embodied viewer whose sensory perception is heightened in installation art.  
Further, I discuss how Susan Best’s application of psychologist Silvan 
Tomkin’s innate affects, combined with neuroscientist Francis McGlone’s work 
on affective touch, have informed my creative investigations into touch. 
 

Chapter Three discusses several artists whose work has informed my own 

creative outcomes and research in both the studio and exhibition spaces. 
Surrealist artist Meret Oppenheim was formative to my understanding of affect 
while the touchable works of Lygia Clark, Ernesto Neto and Yayoi Kusama 
provide motivation and insights into successful strategies for embodied 
encounters through active participation.  
 
My practice-based research took form in two solo shows during Honours (Fig. 

2), which are discussed in detail in Chapter Four. I reflect on the interactions 

observed, and follow Best in analysing affect—personally witnessed and 
documented by camera—through Tomkin’s theory of innate affects and 
McGlone’s elludation of affection touch and discriminative touch.  
 
 



 3 

In activating touch and making it central to my practice, I am investigating 
whether installation art can help recover the primacy of touch in a playful and 
pleasurable way. I note that my works do also include other senses but that 
addressing these in this thesis is beyond the scale of an Honours project.  
 
 

 
Figure 2. Marketing posters for the two solo exhibitions held during my honours research 
program. Design: Luke Jaaniste. Photos: Michelle Vine 
 
 
 
 
  



 4 

Chapter 1 - Project Rationale  
 

Touch: its primacy and neglect  
 
The tactile sense encompasses the entire body, inside and 
out...Sensory experience is first and foremost tactile experience, 
contact with others and objects, the feeling of our feet touching the 
ground. The world impacts its forms, volumes, textures, shapes, 
masses, and temperatures to us through its endless layers of skin. 

David Le Breton3 
 

Touch is the first sense developed in utero and the last to deteriorate with age.4  
It is our first language; the skin is our primary organ of communication, and the 
largest sensory organ.5 We possess no off switch for our tactile perception: we 
constantly sense and gain knowledge of our surroundings through the skin, 
even while sleeping.6  
 
Psychologist Tiffany Field maintains that the growing stigmatisation of touch, 
due to fear of sexual abuse lawsuits, is leading to ‘touch hunger’.7  She 
suggests that our preoccupation with the disembodied digital world of 
experience is also causing touch deprivation.8 Sensory neuroscientist Francis 
McGlone is alarmed at the disappearance of touch from our daily lives and how 
we suffer physically and mentally in its absence.9 Field too finds that adults 
continue to need touch to thrive; for McGlone ‘touch is not just a sentimental 
human indulgence, it’s a biological necessity.’10 My work playfully addresses 

 
3 David Le Breton, Sensing the world: An anthropology of the senses, trans. Carmen 
Rushiensky (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017), 95. 
4  Tiffany Field, Touch. 2nd ed. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2014), 5, 
ProQuest Ebook Central.  
5 Le Breton, Sensing the world, 103.  
6 Le Breton, Sensing the world, 95, and Field, Touch, 7. 
7 Field, Touch, 1-3, 72. 
8 Field, Touch, 14-15. 
9 “Touch – The Forgotten Sense with Professor Francis McGlone.” Interview by Dr. 
Rangan Chatterjee, January 16, 2019, in Feel Better, Live More, produced by Dr. 
Rangan Chatterjee, podcast, MP3 audio, 1:14:39, https://drchatterjee.com/touch-
forgotten-sense-professor-francis-mcglone. 
10 Field, Touch, 1-3; “Touch – The Forgotten Sense,” 2019. 
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our essential human need for touch when it posits objects as surrogates for the 
caress and embrace of another.  

 
 

Figure 3. Michelle Vine, Touch Play Space, 2019. Installation detail. Textiles, foam, pool 
noodles, found objects, mattress, feathers, wadding, Touch Lab, Grey Street Gallery, Griffith 
University, Brisbane, Sept/Oct 2019. 

 
The sense of touch is how we gain knowledge of the world as infants, like 15-
month-old JoJo (Fig. 3), for whom embodied tactile exploration of my Touch 

Lab installation is innate. So how is it that sight, rather than touch, has become 
our dominant sensory mode for experiencing and knowing art?  
 
The dominance of sight in the Western sensory hierarchy was coined 
“ocularcentralism” by Martin Jay, who noted that vision has long been held up 
as the most intellectual and sophisticated of the senses.11 Sensory 
anthropologist David Le Breton writes that, historically, the dominance of a 
Platonic line of thought rendered touch “a vulgar sense that barely 
distinguishes the human from the animal” and that medieval mindsets 
associated touch with sexuality and not with the intellect.12  
 
Cultural historian Constance Classen’s recent scholarship on the aesthetics of 
touch goes some way to refute Le Breton’s position. In contrast, she argues 

 
11 Martin Jay, “The rise of hermeneutics and the crisis of occularcentralism,” Poetics 
Today 9, no. 2 (1988): 307-326, doi:10.2307/1772691. 
12  Le Breton, Sensing the world, 96. 
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that premodern culture was very hands-on; aesthetics forms with strong tactile 
components, such as embroideries and tapestries, were amongst the most 
highly valued medieval art objects, and handling sculptures and paintings was 
an important and normalised part of appreciating artworks until the late 
eighteenth century.13 Classen maintains that it was only with the rise of 
eighteenth century visual arts that tactile modes of aesthetics declined, and 
touch became taboo as philosophers and art critics declared it vulgar,14 

For the taboo on touch in the modern museum to be effective and 
accepted, visitors had to internalize a number of notions. First, that they 
must behave deferentially toward the exhibits on display. Second, that 
to touch museum pieces was disrespectful and damaging. Third, that 
touch had no cognitive or aesthetic uses and thus was of no value in the 
museum, where only cognitive and aesthetic benefits were to be sought. 

 
Our primary sense was henceforth denied the access it had always enjoyed to 
art at the highest level. Thus, Classen claims that sight’s assumed historical 
dominance of aesthetics, and the denial of touch, is indeed an unfounded 
modern assumption.15 Consequently, the history of aesthetics, and broader art 
historical scholarship, has greatly neglected the role of touch.16 

 
Ian Heywood argues that twentieth century art movements, from Dada and 
Surrealism to, more recently, Fluxus, have sought to disrupt sight’s dominance. 
However, he concludes that most of their works remained conventional in 

 
13 Constance Classen, The Deepest Sense: A Cultural History of Touch (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2012), 123-132.  
14 Classen, The Deepest Sense, 145. 
15 Classen argues that beyond the philosophical, there are very practical reasons that 
premodern humans had a greater tactile sensibility than we do today and why touch 
was a key mode of art appreciation. Without electricity, nights were long and dark; 
glass could not be made into large windows so interiors were dimly-lit even in the 
day; a significant percentage of the population had impaired vison with no recourse 
to correct it. Classen, The Deepest Sense, 123-127. 
16 For a more detailed discussion of this neglect see Constance Classen (ed), The 
Book of Touch (Oxford: Berg, 2005), and also Madalina Diaconu, “Reflections on an 
aesthetics of touch, smell and taste,” Contemporary aesthetics 4 (2006), 
https://www.contempaesthetics.org/newvolume/pages/article.php?articleID=385, 
and Hayes, Lauren, and Rajko, “Towards an Aesthetics of touch,” in MOCO 2017 - 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Movement Computing (London, 
UK: Association for Computing Machinery, 2017), vol. Part F129150, 3078028, 
https://doi.org/10.1145/3077981.3078028. 
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sensory terms. He highlights Swiss-German artist Meret Oppenheim’s Object 
(1936) (Fig. 4)— her iconic surrealist fur-covered cup and saucer— as a rare 
exception with strong tactile impact.  As much as I respond to Oppenheimer’s 
Object, unlike my works, it was never made to be touched by gallery visitors.17  
 

  
Figure 4. Meret Oppenheim, Object, 1936. Fur-covered cup, saucer, and spoon, Cup 10.9 
cm in diameter; saucer 23.7 cm in diameter; spoon 20.2 cm long, overall height 7.3 cm, 
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/80997. Collection of MOMA, New York. 
 
 
Contemporary artists are challenging the “do not touch” culture of galleries 
with innovative, interactive exhibitions. I discuss three of these artists, along 
with Oppenheim, in Chapter Three. They are, however, among the exceptions 
to the rule. Artworks are still mostly to be seen, not felt. Even when artworks 
allow for touch, for example, in participatory works, in which embodied tactile 
experiences are fundamental, there is scant scholarship that directly addresses 
the sense of touch. Best notes that participation is usually discussed in art 
historical discourse with reference to acts of inclusion in political or social 
practice, rather than as a phenomenon of sensory experience.18 Thus, even if 

 
17 Ian Heywood, “Introduction: Twentieth Century Visual Art and the Senses” in 
Sensory Arts and Design, ed. Ian Heywood (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017), 
3-7. 
18 Best notes this in relation to Lygia Clark, who will be discussed in Chapter Three as 
an exemplar. She writes that Clark saw participation’s main role as a means to 
engage with touch and bodily sensations. Susan Best, Visualising Feeling: Affect and 
the feminine avant-garde. (London: I.B. Taurus, 2014), 139-140.  
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touch in interactive exhibitions appears to have gained greater acceptance, its 
role in experiencing art continues, for the most part, to be overlooked by 
scholars.   

 
 
Harland and Donnelly write in Art Spectatorship and Haptic Visuality (2017) that 
“there has been a recognition by cultural theorists in recent times that several 
centuries of European ocularcentralism, in which vision is both dominant and 
separate as a sense, needs to be challenged”.19 I want my work to be read as 
part of this challenge, that is, not so much a turn to touch but a reversal; a 

reinstatement of its prior standing as fundamental, unique and valuable to the 
aesthetic experience of art.  

  

 
19  Beth Harland and N. Donnelly, “Art Spectatorship and Haptic Visuality: An Eye-
Movement Analysis Exploring Painting and Embodied Cognition” in Sensory Arts and 
Design, ed. Ian Heywood (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017), 176-187. 
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Chapter 2 – Theoretical Framework 
 

Installation, Affect and Affective Touch 
 

Installation art … differs from traditional media (sculpture, painting, 
photography, video) in that it addresses the viewer directly as a literal 
presense in the space. Rather than imagining the viewer as a pair of 
disembodied eyes that survey the work from a distance, installation 
presupposes an embodied viewer whose sense of touch, smell and 
sound are as heightened as their sense of vision. This insistence on the 
literal presence of the viewer is arguably the key characteristic of 
installation art. 

Clare Bishop20  
 
 
Contemporary installation is, I argue, the most suitable mode of artistic 
production for reconnecting participants to the primary of touch. This is due to 
what art historian Claire Bishop identifies in Installation Art: A Critical History 

(2005) as its insistence on the literal presence of the viewer, its desire for active 
embodied spectatorship and ability to heighten viewer perception and sensory 
experiences.21  
 
Bishop accounts for installation’s ability to heighten sensory experience with 
reference to philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s notion of whole-body 
perception. Of relevance to my aim to elevate the value of touch perception is 
his key claim that “perception is not simply a question of vision, but involves 
the whole body”.22 I want my work to be experienced and perceived with the 
whole body, not just looked at from a distance; to be touched by body surfaces 
more expansive than tentative fingertips alone. In Figure 5 we see an adult 
visitor to Touch Lab doing just this. But what compelled this visitor and others 
like her to dive right in? I look to affect theory as a way of understanding this 
observed phenomenon.  
 
‘Don’t touch’ is an established convention in gallery contexts. Art historian 
Susan Best’s extensive scholarship on affect— the arousal of bodily sensation 

 
20  Claire Bishop, Installation Art: A Critical History (London: Tate, 2005), 6. 
21  Bishop, Installation Art, 6 & 50. 
22  Bishop, Installation Art, 50. 
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and feeling triggered by experiencing art—informs my approach to making 
artworks that overcome our cultural conditioning not to touch objects of 
perceived cultural value.23 In relation to installation art, Best suggests that affect 
has ‘the capacity to impel or move a spectator…the body quite literally moves 
or is moved by the shape of the work when interest is ignited’.24  
 

 
Figure 5. Michelle Vine, Touch Play Space, 2019, installation detail, shown in use. Textiles, 
foam, pool noodles, found objects, mattress, feathers, wadding, Touch Lab, Grey Street 
Gallery, Griffith University, Brisbane, Sept/Oct 2019. 
 
 
In Visualising Feeling: Affect and the feminine avant-garde (2011) Best 
addresses what she identifies as a methodological blind spot in art history—
the interpretation of art’s affective dimension, that is, how experiencing art 
achieves an emotive response.25 Best brings psychologist Silvan Tomkins’ 
theory of innate affects— those present from birth—into art historical 
analysis.26  She singles out the affect that Tomkins calls “interest-excitement”, 
arguing that this affect best accounts for our ability to derive pleasure from 

 
23 Best, Visualising Feeling, 1-6; and Susan Best, "What is Affect?: Considering the 
Affective Dimension of Contemporary Installation Art," Australian and New Zealand 
Journal of Art 2-3, no. 21 (2001), 20-225. 
24 Best, “What is Affect?,” 209.  
25 Best, Visualising Feeling, 1. 
26 Best, "What is Affect?" 207-225. See also Susan Best, "Special Section: Rethinking 
Visual Pleasure: Aesthetics and Affect," Theory & Psychology 17, no. 4 (2007), 505-
514, https://doi.org/10.1177/0959354307079295; and, The Tomkins Institute, “Nine 
affects present at birth combine to form emotion mood and personality,” accessed 
March 3, 2019, http://www.tomkins.org/what-tomkins- said/introduction/nine-affects-
present-at-birth-combine-to-form-emotion-mood-and- personality/.  
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looking at art.27 Following Best, I also examine and apply to touchable 
installations what Tomkins identifies as the two positive affects — “Interest-
Excitement” and “Enjoyment-Joy” — along with the neutral resetting affect of 
“Surprise-Startle” (Fig. 6).28 Best’s application of Tomkins’ theories provides an 
excellent framework for discussing the emotional reactions of viewers I have 
observed touching my work. 
 

 
Figure 6. Tomkins’ Innate Affects as observed in visitors to my exhibitions 
Left Column: images of babies displaying various innate affects. Source: The Tomkins Institute 
website. Middle column: Michelle Vine, Surrogates For Social Touch exhibition documentation, 
May 2018, Project Gallery, Brisbane.  Right column: Michelle Vine, Touch Lab exhibition 
documentation, Oct 2019, Project Gallery, Brisbane. 
 
 
As Best states, the “Interest-Excitement” affect pulls our body towards an 
object we are attracted to within an installation.29 Further, once pleasurable 
touch is occurring, the “Enjoyment-Joy” affect is felt. This affect operates 
passively as it ‘is triggered by a decrease in neural firing’, compelling us not so 
much to move, but rather, relax and connect with others—smiling being the 
visible evidence of joy.30 Finally, “Surprise-Startle”, is described by Tomkins as 

 
27  Best, “Rethinking Visual Pleasure,” 506. 
28 The Tomkins Institute, “Nine affects”. 
29  Best, "What is Affect?," 209. 
30  The Tomkins Institute, “Nine affects,” para. 11. 
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“a sudden, brief stimuli” that acts as a reset “which get[s] you to stop what you 
are doing and pay attention to something new”.31  
I aim to produce interactive works to elicit the affects of interest (to initiate 
touch), joy and surprise (pleasurable and attention focusing sensations 
generated by touching). I have mined photographs and video footage from 
both exhibitions, reflecting on the observable interactions and affects captured.  
Extending from Best, I apply recent neuroscientific discoveries by Francis 
McGlone on affective touch in order to deepen my understanding of felt 
sensations when deliberately activating the sense of touch in my studio 
outcomes.  

 

 
Figure 7. Michelle Vine, Surrogates For Social Touch, 2018, installation views, shown in 
use. Faux fur, fabric, foam, found objects, dimensions variable, Surrogates For Social 
Touch, Project Gallery, Griffith University, Brisbane, May 2018. 
 
Affective touch is defined in neuroscience as tactile processing with a hedonic 
or emotional component.32 In scientific contexts, touch’s affective role has 
been under-researched.33 McGlone, Wessberg and Olausson find that a 
distinct set of ‘afferent C nerve fibres’, present only in hairy skin, ‘provide the 

 
31  The Tomkins Institute, “Nine affects,” para. 12. 
32 India Morrison, Line S. Löken and Håkan Olausson, “The skin as a social organ,” 
Experimental Brain Research 204 (3: 2010) 305-314, doi: 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00221-009-2007-y. 
33 Francis McGlone, Johan Wessberg, and Hakan Olausson, “Discriminative and 
Affective Touch: Sensing and Feeling,” Neuron 82 (2014): 739, doi: 
10.1016/j.neuron.2014.05.001. 
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neurobiological substrate for the development and function of the social 
brain’.34  In Figure 7 a visitor is intuitively using one of the touch tools from 
Surrogates For Social Touch (2018) to gently stroke the hairy skin on the back 
of her hand. McGlone’s extensive research into touch’s affective role finds that 
these slow acting nerves evolved specifically to create pleasurable sensations 
that respond to gentle stroking, and play a key role in social connection and 
emotional regulation.35  
 

  
Figure 8. Michelle Vine, Surrogates For Social Touch, 2018, installation views, shown in 
use. Faux fur, fabric, foam, found objects, dimensions variable, Surrogates For Social 
Touch, Project Gallery, Griffith University, Brisbane, May 2018. 
 
In contrast, discriminative touch is associated with a super-fast system of 
nerves that help us detect and identify external stimuli and make quick 
decisions about what to do next.36 Think of the speed at which you can recoil 
when you touch something sharp. The nerves associated with discriminative 
touch are found in all skin but are very highly concentrated in the fingers, toes 
and our lips; the hairy skin associated with affective touch is not present here. 

Discriminative touch plays a sensing role in educating us about our immediate 
surroundings. Figure 8 illustrates how a visitor to Surrogates For Social Touch 
(2018) is engaging discriminative touch to handle and appreciate a touchable 
art object. In Figure 9 a visitor is using discriminative touch by her fingertips to 

 
34 McGlone, Wessberg, and Olausson, “Discriminative and Affective Touch,” 744. 
35 “Touch – The Forgotten Sense,” 2019. 
36 McGlone, Wessberg, and Olausson, “Discriminative and Affective Touch,” 737. 
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gain knowledge of the properties of the artworks surface, a lenticular effect 
sequined fabric, and learn how to make marks in it. 
 

  
Figure 9. Michelle Vine, Sensation Play Wall, 2018, installation detail, shown in use. 
Memory foam, mermaid sequin fabric, 12 Ikea tabletops, timber, 1 m x 7.2 m, Surrogates 
For Social Touch, Project Gallery, Griffith University, Brisbane, May 2018. 
 
There is much we do not understand about affect.37 I propose that 
understanding the neurological mechanisms at play, when affective and/or 
discriminative touch is engaged, gives fresh insights into the phenomena of 
both touch and affect, and their connection. I am currently following a hunch 
that McGlone’s work on the nerve mechanisms and evolutionary purposes of 
affective touch will help make clear how our bodies are affected by haptic art 
experiences, underlining how perception is a whole-body experience. My 
observations and analysis of this will be discussed in the two chapters. 
 
Merleau-Ponty brought attention to embodied experience in his work when he 
argued that it was not possible to perceive the world without one’s body; we 
cannot step outside our bodies and look back at the world, our place in the 
world is an embodied one.38 As I have previously established we cannot 
disconnect ourselves from touch; this primary sense is always engaged in our 

 
37 Best, Visualising Feeling, 5-7.  
38 Saara Hacklin, “To touch and be touched: Affective, Immersive and Critical 
Contemporary Art?,” Stedelijk Studies, No. 4 (2016): 4, accessed September 13, 
2019, http://stedelijkstudies.com/journal/to-touch-and-be-touched/. 
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perception of world, and of art, even if we take its role for granted.  Claire 
Bishop’s notion of an embodied viewer with heightened perception in 
installation art, and Susan Best’s investigation of how affect motivates the 
movement of a spectator, have helped me think about approaches towards 
heightened tactile perception in audiences. Further, combining knowledge of 
affect in both the context of installation art and the neuroscience of touch has 
enhanced my experimental approach to making. 
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Chapter 3  
 

Touchable Art and Embodied Participation 
 

Four artists’ practices help to contextualise this research project’s studio 
outcomes. Here, I revisit Meret Oppenheim (1913-1985) to discuss how her 
practice was formative to my understandings of affect. According to both 
Bishop and Best, Brazilian installation artists Lygia Clark (1920-1988) and 
Ernesto Neto (b.1964) both actively engage with Merleau-Ponty’s concept of 
whole-body perception.39 Along with Japanese artist Yayoi Kusama’s (b. 1929) 
The Obliteration Room (2011), they informed my own strategies for devising 

touchable installations, that engage with touch through participation as part of 
multi-sensory embodied aesthetic strategies.  
 
 
Returning to Meret Oppenheim’s fur-lined cup, saucer and spoon Object (1936) 
(Fig. 3) I find that analysis of this work has focused primarily on discussing its 
abject and sexual symbolism.40 More useful to me is Elisabeth Mansén’s 
analysis which highlights Oppenheim’s engagement with touch throughout her 
oeuvre and as centred on the relationship between the intellect and the 
senses.41 Object relies upon the viewer’s existing tactile understanding of the 

everyday object when it evokes the conflicting affects of attraction and 
disgust.42 The work has high tactile impact: seemingly attracting touch, it 
conversely repels us when we imagine the physical sensation of wet fur 
entering our mouth.  
 
 

 
39 Bishop, Installation Art, 64, and Best, Visualising Feeling, 48.  
40 Werner Spies, “Meret Oppenheim’s Objet de Désir”, in Meret Oppenheim: 
Retrospective : "an Enormously Tiny Bit of a Lot", eds. Städtische Galerie Altes 
Theater Ravensburg, and Kunstmuseum Bern (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, Germany, 
2007), 21-36. 
41  Elizabeth Mansén, "Fingertip Knowledge: Meret Oppenheim on the Sense of 
Touch," Senses and Society 9, no. 1 (2014): 5, 
doi: 10.2752/174589314X13834112760921. 
42 Oppenheim softens and warms a typically hard and cold item by gluing on the fur 
of a Chinese gazelle on to ceramic and metal kitchenwares. 
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Figure 10. Michelle Vine, Affirmation Tub, 2018, installation detail. Cast iron bathtub, faux fur, 
foam, with audio track on headphones. Surrogates For Social Touch, Project Gallery, Griffith 
University, Brisbane, May 2018. 
 

 
Figure 11. Michelle Vine, Surrogates For Social Touch (Love me tender), 2018, meat tenderiser 

and faux fur. Exhibition marketing image. 
 

Oppenheim’s use of fur is the most obvious connection to my work, and Object 
is clearly referenced in my faux fur-lined Affirmation Tub (2018) (Fig. 10), and 

Surrogates For Social Touch (Love me tender) (2018) (Fig. 11). Of equal weight 
for me is Oppenheimer’s use of familiar domestic objects, like the beer mug in 
Squirrel (Fig. 12) that inform Surrogates For Social Touch (2018) (Fig. 13).  In 
my case, I liberate household items from their expected use to reimagine them 
as surrogates for both social and intimate touch.  
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Figure 12. Meret Oppenheim, Eichhörnchen (Squirrel), 1969. Fur, glass, plastic foam, no.38 from an 
edition of 100, 23.0 (h) x 17.5 (w) x 8.0 (d) cm. Collection National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, 
https://nga.gov.au/Exhibition/softsculpture/Default.cfm?IRN=185836&BioArtistIRN=20699&MnuID=3& 
ViewID=2 
 

 
Figure 13. Michelle Vine, Surrogates For Social Touch, 2018, installation views. Faux fur, 
fabric, foam, found objects. Exhibited in solo exhibition of the same name, Surrogates For 
Social Touch, Project Gallery, Griffith University, Brisbane, May 2018. 
 
 
Lygia Clark also engaged with the idea of objects as potent surrogates for 
human touch. The Neo-concretism Manifesto, of which she was one of seven 
signatories, states, 

We do not conceive of a work of art as a "machine" or as an "object" 
but as a "quasi-corpus" (quasi-body)...which can only be understood 
phenomenologically. 43 

 

 
43 Susan Best, “Lygia Clark (1928-1988) Bodily Sensation and Affect: Expression as 
Communion,” Australian and New Zealand Journal of Art, 6.2/7.1 (2006): 86. 
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Yves-Alain Bois, cited by Best, has long argued for Clark to be recognised as 
the manifesto’s primary author, finding that it was solely based on her 
reinterpretation of geometric abstraction through the lens of Merleau-Ponty’s 
phenomenology of perception. Best agrees that it is highly likely that this 
manifesto represents Clark’s views on how liveliness can be introduced into a 
work of art. She surmises that Clark’s entire oeuvre exists in ‘this hinge space 
created by the interaction of two or more entities’. 44 
 
Clark’s Bichos (Creatures) (1960-66) (Fig. 14), hinged metal geometric 
sculptures that audiences could manipulate into their final forms in the gallery, 
influenced my own manipulatable objects. Twist (2019) (Fig.15) and Slot (2019) 
(Fig. 16) were conceived as playable oversized reinterpretations of popular 
1980s toys.  I was motivated by Clark’s work and writings to explore a more 
open approach to touchable works; to let go of the idea of a final aesthetic 
predetermined by the artist, and give greater weight to multi-sensory 

encounters with my art objects over the visual.  
 

 
Figure 14. Lygia Clark, Bichos (Creatures), 1960-66, installation view. Aluminium. Dimension 
variable, https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/1422/installation_images/9545?locale=en 
 
Following Clark, I use participation as a means to explore the embodied 
phenomenon of touch. Her approach is prescient of the contemporary 
theoretical interest in participatory art as a means of transferring political power 

 
44 Best, “Lygia Clark,” 84. 
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to audiences. 45 With help from Clark’s thinking, I view the primary role of 
participation in my work as facilitating exchanges of sensation and affect 
between bodies and objects, in order to heighten multiple senses. 
 

  
Figure 15. Michelle Vine, Twist, 2019. Shown in use, plywood, cork, steel, faux fur, Touch Lab, 
Grey Street Gallery, Griffith University, Brisbane, Sept/Oct 2019. 
 

  
Figure 16.  Michelle Vine, Slot, 2019. Shown in use, plywood, faux fur, Touch Lab, Grey Street 
Gallery, Griffith University, Brisbane, Sept/Oct 2019. 
 
Guy Brett notes that Clark ‘produced many devices to dissolve the visual sense 
into an awareness of the body’.47 Clark herself said that an artwork should not 
be seen as an object or machine but rather an ‘almost body’ that was only 
made whole, and whose meaning was created, through interaction with the 
viewer.48 Her later works such as Structuring the Self (1976-1988) (Fig. 17) 
evolved into private therapeutic sensory experiences where ‘objects serve as 

 
45 I will look to Nicolas Bourriaud in the future to refine my understanding of 
participatory art; further analysis of the relational effect of my works is beyond the 
scope of this Honours project. See Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics. France: 
Les presses du réel, 2002. And Claire Bishop, "Antagonism and Relational 
Aesthetics." October 110 (2004): 51-79. 
47 Guy Brett, “Lygia Clark: In search of the body”, Art in America July(1994), 62. 
48  Lygia Clark, and Yve-Alain Bois, "Nostalgia of the Body," October 69 (1994): 85-
109, doi:10.2307/778990.  
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surrogates for physical contact’; participation in these final works, as she 
abandoned traditional art spaces, focused on intimate embodied encounters.49  
 

 
Figure 17. Lygia Clark, Structuring the Self, 1976-88. Photograph. 69 x 82 cm, 
https://bitforms.art/archives/touched/lygia-clark-structuring-the-self 
 
 
Bodily contact also activates the installations of Ernesto Neto, who cites Clark 
and her fellow Neo-Concretists as direct influences.50 Éric Alliez explains this 
activation: 

Everything changes from the moment that the spectator becomes 
ambulant: he or she becomes a sensori-motor component of this body, 
which ingests him or her, and into which s/he is plugged. The spectator 
experiences this body—which is defined only by the set of tensions 
which animate it (tractions, suspension, stretching, inflation)—in a 
kinaesthetic and tensive manner.51 

 

Neto is best known for his immersive installations, such as Walking in Venus 
Blue Cave (2001) (Fig. 18) and Celula Nave, (2005) (Fig. 19) that are made to 
embrace and envelope whole bodies. Bishop asserts that Merleau Ponty’s 
principle of embodied perception is a prominent feature in Neto’s “engorged 

 
49  I note for clarity here, whilst uncanny, my use of the term surrogate proceeded my 
introduction to Clark’s practice. It was Susan Best herself, whilst visiting Surrogates 
For Social Touch in May 2018, who recommended I look to Clark as an exemplar. 
See also Laura Blereau, “Touched: A Space of Relations,” February 26, 2011, 
https://bitforms.art/exhibitions/touched-a-space-of-relations.  
50 “Ernesto Neto,” accessed September 10, 2019, 
https://www.guggenheim.org/artwork/artist/ernesto-neto, para. 2. 
51 Alliez, Éric. "Body without Image: Ernesto Neto's Anti-Leviathan." Radical 
Philosophy no. 156 (2009): 24, accessed June 8, 2018, https://www-
radicalphilosophycom/article/body-without-image-ernesto-netos-anti-leviathan. 
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membranes of translucent fabric, held taut by aromatic spices, that invite the 
viewer to relax inside their curved and sensuous forms”. 52 They emphasise the 
tactile human experience, in contrast to the alienation of the pure visual 
spectacle.53 There is a connection here with the idea Merleau-Ponty describes 
elsewhere of “a drive to rediscover the world as we apprehend it in lived 
experience” — as a sensorial experience of art that defies certainty by relying 
on connections other than those of sight: these works cannot be kept at a 
distance.54 They cannot be interpreted as a painting, but must be felt; his works 
are to be perceived with multiple senses.  

  
Figure 18. Ernesto Neto, Walking in Venus Blue Cave, 2001, interior installation view. Stocking, 
styrofoam, buttons, incandescent lights, 3.96 x 7.77 x 8.12 meters, 
http://www.tanyabonakdargallery.com/ exhibitions/ernesto-neto_4/mail@tanyabonakdargallery.com.  
 

 
Figure 19. Ernesto Neto, Celula Nave, 2005, Galerie Yvon Lambert, Paris. 
http://old.likeyou.com/gfx/ernesto_neto_lambert_05.jpg.  

 
52  Bishop, Installation Art, 64. 
53  “Ernesto Neto: Only the amoebas are happy,” April 10, 2001, 
http://www.tanyabonakdargallery.com/exhibitions/ernesto-neto_4 
54 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The World of Perception, trans. Oliver Davis (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2008), 41. 
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Neto’s maze-like installations encourage me to develop more sophisticated 
strategies for elevating touch in relation to sight. Touch Play Space (2019) (Fig. 

20) frustrates vision in its layering but doesn’t deny it completely; the work is 
incapable of being visually perceived all at once. Here the density of the 
layering was built up as I collaboratively constructed the space with gallery 
visitors over a ten-day period.  
 
 

 
Figure 20. Michelle Vine, Touch Play Space, 2019, installation detail. Textiles, foam, pool 
noodles, found objects, mattress, feathers, wadding, Touch Lab, Grey Street Gallery, Griffith 
University, Brisbane. Left image taken September 24, 2019; right image October 4, 2019. 
 
Like Neto, I have explored touch through creating both immersive spaces, and 
discrete objects designed for a single adult body. On this smaller scale, there 
is a correlation between Neto’s Humanoid’s Family (2001) (Fig. 21) and my 
works Affirmation Tub (2018) (Fig. 10), Revolutionary Rest Nests (2018) (Fig. 22) 

and Nook (2019) (Fig. 23). These works aim to function as surrogates for whole 
body embraces. Here the physical sensation of a full body hug can induce 
relaxation; an embodied experience not usually associated with public gallery 
spaces. I find that designing seductive forms and tactile surfaces, to ignite 
Tomkins’ “Interest-Excitement” affect, are key to increasing visitor’s 
willingness to participate in the embrace, in both my own and Neto’s works. 
Often, my work on this scale is built on a base object, such as a bathtub or 
chair, that is very familiar, trusted to hold a body, and thus, easy for participants 
to engage with the work with little or no prompting.  
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Figure 21. Ernesto Neto, Humanoids Family, 2001. Polyamide fabric, velvet, lavender, styrofoam, 6 
elements, dimensions variable, 
http://www.tanyabonakdargallery.com/artists/ernesto-neto/emodal/sculpture-and-installation_5. 
 

 
Figure 22. Michelle Vine, Revolutionary Rest Nests, 2018, installation detail. Swimming pool 
noodles, fleece fabric, Surrogates For Social Touch, Project Gallery, Griffith University, 
Brisbane, May 2018. 
 

 
Figure 23. Michelle Vine, Nook, 2019. Found chair frame, foam, faux fur, Touch Lab, Grey 
Street Gallery, Griffith University, Brisbane, Sept/Oct 2019. 
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A similar ease of participation, due to the strategic use of familiar domestic 
furniture and ornaments, can be seen in Yayoi Kusama’s The Obliteration 
Room (2011) (Fig. 24). Kusama’s all-white environment was progressively 
“obliterated” when thousands of participants applied brightly coloured 
stickers over the period of the exhibition. Reuban Keehan suggests that it is 
the familiarity of this room, set with locally sourced consumer items, that 
creates an ‘air of familiarity that makes participants, especially children, 
comfortable enough to engage in the work with little to no prompting’.55 My 
work follows Kusama’s example in this regard, but stands in contrast to it; 
rather than obliterate,  I reveal. Forming my participatory work FEEL (2019) 

(Fig. 25) more than 500 tactile disks were crafted by participants in Touch Lab 
over ten days.  Hiding in plain sight on the peg board designed to hold the 
disks, the underlying text was readily perceivable by touch. Tomkins’ affect of 
startle was successfully invoked in viewers when the word FEEL emerged 
clearly on day eight; regular visitors laughed at themselves for not seeing it 
earlier.  
 

 
Figure 24. Yayoi Kusama, The obliteration room, 2011, installation view, as part of 'Yayoi 
Kusama: Look Now, See Forever', Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane. Collection of Queensland 
Art Gallery/Gallery of Modern Art.  
 

 
55 Rueben Keeham, “Yayoi Kusama,” in We can Make Another Future: Japanese Art 
After 1989, ed. Rueben Keeham (Brisbane: Queensland Art Gallery and Gallery of 
Modern Art, 2014), exhibition catalogue, 98. 
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Figure 25. Michelle Vine, FEEL, 2019, installation detail. Pegboard, timber, fabric, foam, tape, 
glue, with faux fur covered safety goggles shown in use, Touch Lab, Grey Street Gallery, 
Griffith University, Brisbane, Sept/Oct 2019. 
 
 
Kusama’s work prompts me to think about the act of transformation through 
audience participation, where the artist is enabler rather than maker. Her work 
appears to be quite open, but the artist has a canny hold on the underlying 
design framework— white walls in contrast to a limited bright colour scheme 
and repeating polka dots. These constraints operate to ensure the work cannot 
help but look good, and help assert its recognition as art, rather than craft. I 
have applied very similar aesthetic constrains across the entire Touch Lab 
exhibition— white painted surfaces, white textiles, splashed of bright textiles, 

repetition of circles in most forms— to ensure that it still reads as art, rather 
than a messy day care centre or art therapy space. That said, a nostalgic return 
to craft for adults was most certainly a key component to the successful 
reception of FEEL, which did not prescribe any expectations of polished artistic 
outcomes from participants.  Here I exercise more control than Kusama by 
constraining the outcome to text; however my participants had greater freedom 
and a long engagement through the making of their unique tactile disks, than 
simply applying a supplied sheet of stickers common to every visitor to the 
Obliteration Room.     
 
Direct representations of an idealised childhood are characteristic of Kusama’s 
work over the last decade, often framed as reference to her own childhood 
trauma. Jo Applin writes that Kusama’s world-building extends beyond the 
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artist’s own psychological interior to address culturally shared drives.56 I argue 
that one of these drives is the innate desire to touch, and to reconnect to this 
sense through play, which became apparent in my own installations. This work 
also directly confronts the 'look but don’t touch’ conventions of galleries by 
mobilising the desire of both adults and children alike to transgress this rule 
whilst simultaneously linking this convention with parental restriction in the 
family home.57 I reflect upon my own childhood here, and note how it is often 
this direct parental command of ‘don’t touch’ that is formative to our social 
conditioning to withdraw from the primacy of this sense.   
 
In summary, I have learnt several conceptual and pragmatic strategies from 
these exemplars: to think about how use of familiar objects encourages 
trusting participation in audiences, and how other artists have successfully 
approached the challenge of integrating other sensory experiences, centred 
on touch, into installation practice. The result has been my increased 
willingness to let go of control of the visual aesthetic outcomes, to allow my 
works to evolve within the exhibition setting over time, and to work through 
methods of enlivening them as active bodies encounter their forms and 
surfaces with multiple senses. I also learned to think about the act of touching 
as not something that happens after the art is made, but as integral to the 
creation and meaning of the work itself.  
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
56 Jo Applin, “I’m here but nothing: Yayoi Kusama’s Environments” in Yayoi Kusama, 
ed. Frances Morris (London: Tate Publishing, 2012), exhibition catalogue, 188-9. 
57 Keeham, “Yayoi Kusama,” 98.  
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Chapter 4 – Methodologies  
 

Surrogates For Social Touch and Touch Lab 
 

The methodology I use in my practice-based research is phenomenological 

enquiry. It is well established as a suitable approach for ‘capturing, 
questioning, sharing and even problematizing sense experience’.58 This 
chapter opens with a lengthy quote from my journal below, representing my 
interest in the phenomenon of touch and affect. Lived experiences like this, 
within a phenomenological enquiry, are tools for accessing the description of 
phenomena in their everyday physical activity.59 

In my first year sculpture class at QCA I made Relax (2013) (Fig. 26) 
an installation including a ubiquitous white plastic chair above which 
swayed, menacingly, a cloud-like grid of 96 railway dog spikes, their 
ends polished and sharpened to points. The work was inspired by 
the conflicting feelings of attraction and disgust I felt when 
introduced to Oppenheim’s Object (1936) in an art theory course. 60 
My intention was to see if I could create a work about my own 
trauma-based anxiety that induced physical sensations of anxiety in 
the audience. 
 
Feedback from the majority of viewers was that they readily 
imagined themselves sitting in the chair with the weighty metal 
objects hanging over them and it made them feel anxious and very 
ill at ease.61 Several people reported that viewing the work left them 
feeling so uncomfortable they had to leave the room, and they 
experienced nausea. I succeeded in producing the bodily 

 
58 Susan Kozel, “Process Phenomenologies” in Performance and Phenomenology: 
Traditions and Transformations, ed. Maaike Bleeker, Jon Foley Shaerman, and Eirini 
Nedelkopoulou (New York: Routledge, 2015), 69. 
59 Edmund Husserl, Ideas: general introduction to pure phenomenology, trans. W. R. 
Boyce Gibson (New York: Collier, 1931), 13. 
60 Still today I can so vividly recall how my lips tingled in the lecture theatre when 
Oppenheim’s work appeared on the big screen. I could instantaneously feel that fur on 
my lips, in my mouth, wet, brushing up against my tongue. The experience was 
profound, formative and intensely embodied.  
61 My original intention was that the audience could choose to sit in the chair; this was 
not allowed by the teaching staff due to risk assessment requirements. That said, the 
lecturer, Sebastian Di Mauro could not resist taking a seat, despite disallowing the 
students’ participation, should an object fall. He observed that he felt compelled to sit 
in the empty chair and experience the work in that way. He stated that the work made 
him feel very anxious and physically ill at ease in his body. I recall him shuddering and 
shaking his body when standing back up, as if to try and dislodge these sensations 
from his body. 



 29 

phenomena I wanted, however I had no real understanding of the 
how or why. Unnerved by the powerful negative reactions my work 
invoked in others, and very conscious of not retraumatising myself, 
I did not continue this line of inquiry in my practice, despite the 
frequent urgings of my lecturers. 
 
Fast forward five years to 2018, to the beginning of my Honours 
degree, and I found myself acutely aware of the absence of touch in 
my life while recovering from surgery and the grief of learning to live 
with a chronic illness. This awareness was not just a thought but 
manifested as an embodied sensation— the closest I can get to 
describing it is that it was an intense physical craving to be held, an 
actual bodily ache, to be comforted by touch. It was not sexual or 
sensual. I wanted to be held, embraced and soothed by gentle 
touch. I was so puzzled by this bodily intensity and began to 
research the role of touch and how adults and children self-soothe. 
It was at this early stage that I read Susan Best’s work on affect. 
Reading Best I was physically startled; my jaw dropped open, tingles 
radiated through my head and neck. I was jolted back to memories 
from first year as I connected her analytical framework to my first 
year installation and current experiments on huggable sculptures. I 
felt a great sense of calm wash over me, my breathing slowed, and 
I felt intuitively in my gut that I could once again experiment with 
installations to invoke feeling, in myself and others.” 
 

Michelle Vine, excerpts from my reflective journal 
 
 
 

  
Figure 26. Michelle Vine, Relax, 2013, installation view, River Studios, QCA. 
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My phenomenological reflection first produces messy fragments: rough notes, 

journal entries, recalled conversations and interactions, mapping of gestures 
and movement, photographic snapshots, audio recordings, video, guestbook 
notes from visitors (Appendix. 1) and screenshots of social media posts and 
comments. In the public exhibition spaces Griffith University Galleries’ 
standard photographic notices were highly visible, and advised visitors that 
they may be photographed, and how to opt out. Prior written consent to be 
photographed for the purposes of this research was obtained by the QCA 
Galleries Manager, Nicola Holly, from visiting groups; and before specific 
images were published.  

Through this process, I reflect on the lived experiences of myself and others in 
both studio and gallery spaces; this exegesis translates that experience,  
reflection, and analysis into the context of academic scholarship. It is important 
to me and to my methodology that the role of feeling is not deadened in this 
translation process. As I have established, there is scant contemporary 
scholarship on what it means to centre the art experience in touchable 
installations. I therefore suggest that a rich description of this phenomenon, 
situated at the site of inquiry, the gallery, is needed. Being present in the gallery 
to observe audiences’ interactions with my work is a key method in my 
research. But naturally, before exhibiting comes the process of making. 

My studio research began with making a series of seventy-two handheld ‘touch 
tools’ from found objects, Surrogates For Social Touch (2019) (Figs. 9 and 11). 
I selected ready-made objects, including kitchen utensils, beauty, hardware 
items and garden tools, according to touch; collating a library of differing tactile 
sensations to stimulate skin by stroking from super soft to spiky and abrasive. 
These objects were then augmented with sensual tactile materials including 
foam, fleece and high-pile luxury faux fur—materials selected when I perceived 
the “interest-excitement” affect, as defined by Tomkins, triggered my desire to 
touch them. In this work I explore the idea of ‘double touch’ as expressed by 
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Merleau-Ponty. 62 Writing about the experience of a handshake, he argued that 
being touched and touching another are not two phenomena that happen 
simultaneously; the two hands always remain separate. Drawing from this idea 
I sought to explicitly provide a distinct sensorial experience for the hand 
grasping the tool and the skin receiving the self-touch, thus greatly heightening 
the sense of touch.   

Next, I expanding my works to whole-body scale, making Affirmation Tub 
(2018) (Fig. 8) and Revolutionary Rest Nests (2018) (Fig. 18); both designed to 

securely hold and embrace the whole body. Collectively, the works made up 
to this point were playful attempts to addresses our essential human need for 
touch by speculating on how common domestic objects could replace the 
caress and embrace of another, and act tools for self-soothing. Together with 
Sensation Play Wall (2018) (Fig. 27), and Welcoming Touch (2018) (Fig. 28) they 
were exhibited collectively in my first solo show Surrogates For Social Touch 

at the Project Gallery, QCA, Brisbane, from 16 -26 May 2018. Figure 29 is a 
floor plan that shows the works in situ. 

 

Figure 27. Michelle Vine, Sensation Play Wall, 2018, installation detail. Memory 
foam, mermaid sequin fabric, 12 Ikea tabletops, timber, 1 m x 7.2 m, Surrogates 
For Social Touch, Project Gallery, Griffith University, Brisbane, May 2018. 

 
62 Saara Hacklin, “To touch and be touched,” 4; and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The 
Visible and the Invisible (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1968), 147. 
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Figure 28. Michelle Vine, Welcoming touch, 2018, installation detail. Pool noodles, fabric, faux 
fur, mop heads, Surrogates For Social Touch, Project Gallery, Griffith University, Brisbane, May 
2018. 

 

 
Figure 29. Michelle Vine, Surrogates For Social Touch, 2018, exhibition floor plan 
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Sensation Play Wall was the first work in this project in which I allowed 
participants some control of the final aesthetic outcome. As explained in 
Chapter 2 I made this work specifically to explore discriminative touch by  
fingertips and hands. The project allows visitors to ‘draw’ on the surface, 
documenting the daily outcomes. I observed the intense focus on participants’ 
faces as they made marks with their fingers and in some cases whole limbs. 
Welcoming Touch was a semi-dense installation of curved tendrils, with fur 
rimmed mop heads for blooms, that visitors had to negotiate in order to enter 
the gallery. I carefully made provision for wheelchair access in my placement 
of components parts, whilst aiming to immediately engage visitors’ sense of 
touch and disrupt the view of the gallery.  

Surrogates for Social Touch was my first solo show to engage with touch and 
it still followed many exhibition conventions. Works were discrete individual 
objects neatly arranged in a white cube space; and carefully lit. Detailed large-
type instructional didactics were displayed. Less conventionally, touching of all 
works was encouraged. The exhibition demonstrated that my use of familiar 
household items proved to be a successful strategy for overcoming reluctance 
to touch.  

In investigating how to further activate touch in relation to the installation I 
staged a live performance, in collaboration with performer and chorographer 
Megan Janet White and composer Luke Jaaniste (Fig. 30). Taking place over 
two hours as single event, the audience sat and reclined on large cushions 
whilst the performance work traversed the installation, interacting with objects, 
sounds and bodies. Through performance I explored the connection and 
disconnection, comfort and discomfort, we have with our own bodies and the 
bodies of others. As visible in the documentation, some audience members felt 
comfortable interacting with the performers, however the majority of the 
audience were still only passive observers; positioning their bodies as if 
expecting to view the performance directly in front of them from at a safe 
distance; having to shift abruptly as the performance unfolded with no set 
staging area. Whilst I deemed the performance a success in terms of embodied 



 34 

engagement with touch, its timeframe in relation to the whole exhibition period 
was very short. As my theoretical research into touch continued to evolve and 
deepen, I wanted to push myself further in finding strategies for activating 
touch in installations.  

Figure 30. Michelle Vine, Surrogates For Social Touch Live Closing Performance Event, May 
26, 2018, video still from performance documentation. Project Gallery, Griffith University, 
Brisbane. https://vimeo.com/283357831.  
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Figure 31. Michelle Vine, Touch Lab, 2019, exhibition floor plan 
 
 
Consequently, for my second exhibition Touch Lab (Fig. 31), held at QCA’s 
Grey Street Gallery from 24 September to 5 October 2019, I proposed to use 
the gallery as a research lab that integrated participation as a strategy for 
activating the space at all times. I was always present in the gallery, 
collaboratively making touchable works with participants. Whole body 
embrace moved from premade discrete objects to immersive environments 
created in situ over two weeks, incorporating many objects from the previous 
show. The final appearance of most works was contingent on the visitors who 
participated. There were no visible rules. With no didactics posted, visitors 
wanting more information had to start a conversation with me. I was an active 
facilitator, able to make clear to visitors that the work is for and by participants; 
that I was readily available to enter into a dialogue with them; and to enable 
their exchanges with other participants. The highly visible glass box 
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environment of the Grey Street Gallery enabled more of this social engagement 
in Touch Lab. The space looked fun and welcoming—a hub of busy activity, in 
the main campus entrance, that made onlookers curious to enter the space 
themselves. Although both shows were effective at encouraging touch, I 
observed that the messy, participatory openness of Touch Lab worked better 
at reconnecting participants to the primacy of touch, by creating a space for 
open exploration. In Touch Lab the tactile interactions were more playful, more 

whole bodied and sustained for longer periods than in Surrogates For Social 
Touch. The written feedback received in Touch Lab’s visitors book (Appendix 
1) is strong evidence for these claims; fun, love, joy, rest and connection were 
frequently reoccurring key words used to describe experiencing the 
installation.   
 

When examining in detail how participants touched and reacted to my works 
in both exhibitions, I found some patterns starting to emerge. I note that 
objects and surfaces made primarily for fingertip and palm of hand 
interaction— thus engaging our sensing discriminative touch alone—
appeared to frequently be associated with the observable facial signs of the 
affect Tomkins called “Interest-Excitement”. In Figure 32 you can see the 
intensity of gaze with eyebrows down, a look of concentration that Tomkins’ 
describes as characteristic of when this affect is in operation.64 Tomkins 
argues that it is “Interest-Excitement” that makes learning pleasurable and 
fuels thinking.65 In the context of participation, this affect appears to fully 
absorb the attention of a participant for an extended period of time.  
 
I further observed that the affect of “Surprise-Startle” appears to frequently co-
exist with discriminative touch of objects and surfaces that defy our visual 
assessments of their material properties. In Figure 33 a visitor to Touch Lab is 
surprised to discover the open book she picked up from fluffy shelf is covered 

in the same faux fur; a simple camouflage trick. Her eyebrows are raised up 

 
64 See also Figures 1, 3, 7, 9, 16, and 27 for the observable facial signs of the 
“Interest-Excitement” affect. 
65 The Tomkins Institute, “Nine affects”, para. 10. 
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with her eyes wide; along with blinking, these are the facial signs of this affect.66 
Best notes it is valuable in experiencing art because the effect of startle can 
gain the immediate undistracted attention of participants.67  
 

  
Figure 32. Michelle Vine, Twist, 2019. Shown in use, plywood, cork, steel, faux fur, Touch Lab, 
Grey Street Gallery, Griffith University, Brisbane, Sept/Oct 2019. 
 

  
 
Figure 33. Michelle Vine, Touch Lab exhibition documentation of interaction with visitors’ 
book, 2019. Grey Street Gallery, Griffith University, Brisbane, Sept/Oct 2019. 
 
I found that Tomkins’ innate affect of “Enjoyment-Joy” was more frequently 
observed when participants whole bodies were stimulated by objects and 
surfaces, as in figures 37 & 35.  Commonly observed movements included 
repetitive rubbing of the tops of hands and forearms along the interior of 

 
66 The Tomkins Institute, “Nine affects”, para. 12. 
67 Best, “Lygia Clark,” 91. 
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Affirmation Tub and Nook, stimulating pleasure through affective touch. The 
“Enjoyment-Joy” affect is visible in wide smiles, and semi-closed eyes. 
Tompkins finds that experiencing joy in association with people, objects, and 
activities creates trust. 68 This correlates with McGlone’s findings that affective 
touch is key to social bonding.69 My observations to date have so far confirmed 
my hypothesis that we relax and connect socially when joy is triggered by 
touchable installations that stimulate pleasurable affective touch. 
 

  
Figure 34. Michelle Vine, Touch Play Space, 2019, installation detail. Textiles, foam, pool 
noodles, found objects, mattress, feathers, wadding, Touch Lab, Grey Street Gallery, Griffith 
University, Brisbane, Sept/Oct 2019. 
 

  
Figure 35. Michelle Vine, Affirmation Tub, 2018, installation detail. Cast iron bath tub, faux fur, 
foam, with audio track on headphones, Surrogates For Social Touch, Project Gallery, Griffith 
University, Brisbane, May 2018. 
 
Both my exhibitions have succeeded in attracting an audience of broad ages 
and sensory abilities. Figure 36 shows the visit of two men in their 70s to Touch 

Lab, barefoot, exploring by touch. One has zero vision and his carer opted to 

 
68 The Tomkins Institute, “Nine affects”, para. 11. 
69 McGlone, Wessberg, and Olausson, “Discriminative and Affective Touch,” 745. 



 39 

reduce his own sight by wearing the fur-covered safety glasses I provided (Fig. 
37) so they could share a more similar sensory experience of the installation. 
Touch Lab’s inclusive design was likewise visited and praised by disability 
advocate Sarah Boulton, who is also vision impaired. She praised the project 
for being conceived and developed first and foremost as a series of tactile 
experiences; in contrast, most exhibitions address inclusion by adding sound, 
often as an afterthought. Several carers also brought non-verbal children with 
autism to Touch Lab. The carers were actively seeking sensory experiences for 
these children. In all these examples the duration of the visits exceeded two 
hours; some participants returned multiple times. Clearly, touchable 
installations have great potential to be more inclusive of audience members 
with different physical and perceptual abilities.  

 

  
Figure 36. Michelle Vine, Touch Play Space, 2019, installation detail. Textiles, foam, pool 
noodles, found objects, mattress, feathers, wadding, Touch Lab, Grey Street Gallery, Griffith 
University, Brisbane, Sept/Oct 2019. 
 

 
Figure 37. Michelle Vine, Touch Lab Safety Glasses, 2019, faux fur on acrylic safety glasses. 

Exhibition marketing image. 
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Conclusion 
 

Touch creates an instant connection to the world, you have created an 
incredible fun and joyful space and reminded me how much touch and 
feeling connected to people and places means to me.           
     Anonymous Touch Lab visitor74 

 
Since embarking on this research in February 2018, in both the studio and the 
gallery, I have shifted my approach considerably from wanting to present fully-
resolved works to embracing a process of openness and participatory making. 
Embracing process phenomenology, as described by Susan Kozel,75 has 
enabled me to sit longer with the ambiguity and complexity of the process of 
making and exhibiting; to realise the importance of the richness of lived 
experience as I continue to reflect upon and describe both exhibitions. 
Although I can summarise aspects of the observed phenomenology of affect 
and its associations with different types of touch, I acknowledge my status as 
a novice phenomenological researcher, as well as the limitations of the data 
collected to date. Further insights are bound to emerge with more time for 
reflection. Going forward in my practice I see the sense of touch as maintaining 
a central focus; however, I plan to also draw in the other senses, particularly 
sound and smell, so as to potentially achieve even greater inclusiveness and 
diversity of engagements.  
 
I have found that there is much to be discovered when we reconsider the 
value of touch within the experience of art. Following Bishop, I argue that 
installation is the most suitable medium for this research because of what she 
claims is one of its most defining characteristics – its ability to heighten 
embodied perception through multiple senses. By applying the mechanics of 
affective and discriminative touch, as investigated by McGlone, I have begun 
to devise successful strategies for making artworks that elicit the affects of 
“Interest-Excitement”, “Enjoyment-Joy” and “Surprise-Startle”, as described 
by Tomkins, and as used by Best in her analysis of installation art.  

 
74 See Appendix 1 for a record of all visitors’ feedback written in the book left in 
Touch Lab.  
75 Susan Kozel, “Process Phenomenologies,” 54-74. 
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I have found that having a better understanding of the sense of touch , as 
explained in relation to affect theory and neuroscience, has greatly enriched 
my art making. My research has shown that allowing touch, particularly within 
a messy non-ordered aesthetic, encourages adults to play (Fig. 38). By 
intensely focusing on art making and thus switching off from daily pressures, 
we can reconnect to the primacy of touch from our childhoods and reclaim this 
playful joy; by relaxing and resting collectively; by laughing and connecting with 
each other. By reconsidering the priority of the senses, bringing touch to the 
fore, I have worked to intensify the aesthetic experience and pleasure of 
engaging with installation art. By exploring touch in my art practice, I have 
received enthusiastic feedback from gallery visitors unused to prioritising this 
sense. As I have shown, touchable installations allow for greater inclusion of 
people living with disability and sensory difference. I finish this Honours 
research project with a range of successful strategies to continue to apply and 
refine in my touchable creative outputs and with a new set of questions and 
challenges generated by this work . 
 
 

  
 
Figure 38. Michelle Vine, Touch Play Space, 2019, installation detail. Textiles, foam, pool 
noodles,  found objects, mattress, feathers, wadding, Touch Lab, Grey Street Gallery, Griffith 
University, Brisbane, Sept/Oct 2019. 
  



 42 

Bibliography 
 
Alliez, Éric. "Body without Image: Ernesto Neto's Anti-Leviathan." Radical 

Philosophy no. 156 (2009): 23-34, https://www-radicalphilosophy-
com/article/body-without-image-ernesto-netos-anti-leviathan. 

 
Applin, Jo. “I’m here but nothing: Yayoi Kusama’s Environments.” In Yayoi 

Kusama, edited by Frances Morris, 188-9. London: Tate Publishing, 
2012. Exhibition catalogue. 

 
Best, Susan. "What is Affect?: Considering the Affective Dimension of 

Contemporary Installation Art." Australian and New Zealand Journal 
of Art 2-3, no. 21 (2001): 207-225. 

 
Best, Susan. “Lygia Clark (1928-1988) Bodily Sensation and Affect: 

Expression as Communion.” Australian and New Zealand Journal of 
Art 6, no.7 (2006): 82-104.  

 
Best, Susan. "Special Section: Rethinking Visual Pleasure: Aesthetics and 

Affect." Theory & Psychology 17, no. 4 (2007): 505-514, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959354307079295. 

 
Best, Susan. Visualising Feeling: Affect and the feminine avant-garde. 

London: I.B. Taurus, 2014.  
 
Bishop, Claire. “Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics.” October, no. 110 

(2004): 51-79. 
 
Bishop, Claire. Installation Art: A Critical History. London: Tate, 2005. 
 
Bishop, Claire. Participation. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2006. 
 
Bishop, Claire. Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of 

Spectatorship. London: Verso Books, 2012. ProQuest Ebook 
Central.  

 
Blereau, Laura, “Touched: A Space of Relations,” February 26, 2011, 

https://bitforms.art/exhibitions/touched-a-space-of-relations.   
 

Bourriaud, Nicolas. Relational Aesthetics. France: Les presses du réel, 2002.  
 
Brett, Guy. “Lygia Clark: In search of the body.” Art in America 82, no. 7 (July 

1994): 54-69. 
 
Candlin, Fiona. “Rehabilitating unauthorised touch or why museum visitors 

touch the exhibitions.” The Senses and Society 12, no. 3 (2017), 251-
266. DOI: 10.1080/17458927.2017.1367485. 
 



 43 

Clark, Lygia, and Y. Bois. "Nostalgia of the Body." October 69 (1994): 85-109. 
DOI:10.2307/778990. 

 
Classen, Constance (ed). The Book of Touch. Oxford: Berg, 2005. 

 
Classen, Constance. The Deepest Sense: A Cultural History of Touch. 

Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2012. 
 
Diaconu, Madalina. “Reflections on an aesthetics of touch, smell and taste.” 

Contemporary aesthetics 4 (2006), 
https://www.contempaesthetics.org/newvolume/pages/article.php?arti
cleID=385.  
 

“Ernesto Neto: Only the amoebas are happy.” April 10, 2001. 
http://www.tanyabonakdargallery.com/exhibitions/ernesto-neto_4. 

 
“Ernesto Neto.” Accessed September 10, 2019. 

https://www.guggenheim.org/artwork/artist/ernesto-neto. 
 
Fetell Lee, Ingrid. Joyful: The surprising power of ordinary things to create 

extraordinary happiness. Little, Brown Spark: New York, 2018. 
 
Field, Tiffany. Touch. 2nd ed. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 

2014. ProQuest Ebook Central. 
 
Gallace, Alberto and C Spence. In Touch with the Future: The Sense of Touch 

from Cognitive Neuroscience to Virtual Reality. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2014. 

 
Hacklin, Saara. “To touch and be touched: Affective, Immersive and Critical 

Contemporray Art?,” Stedelijk Studies, No. 4 (2016): 4. Accessed 
September 13, 2019. http://stedelijkstudies.com/journal/to-touch-
and-be-touched. 

 
Harland, Beth and N. Donnelly, “Art Spectatorship and Haptic Visuality: An 

Eye-Movement Analysis Exploring Painting and Embodied 
Cognition.” In Sensory Arts and Design, edited by Ian Heywood, 176-
187. New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017. 

 
Hayes, Lauren and J. Rajko. “Towards an Aesthetics of Touch.” In MOCO 

2017 - Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Movement 
Computing, vol. Part F129150, 3078028. London, UK: Association for 
Computing Machinery, 2017. 
https://doi.org/10.1145/3077981.3078028. 

 
Heywood, Ian. “Introduction.” In Sensory Arts and Design, edited by Ian 

Heywood, 1-27. New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017. 
 



 44 

Howes, David. The Varieties of Sensory Experience. A sourcebook for the 
Anthropology of the Senses. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1991. 

 
Howes, David. “Skinscapes: Embodiment, Culture and Environment.” In The 

Book of Touch, edited by Constance Classen, 27-39. Oxford: Berg, 
2005. 

 
Howes, David. “An introduction to Sensory Museology.” The senses and 

society 9, No.3 (2014): 259-267. DOI: 
10.2752/174589314X14023847039917. 

 
Husserl, Edmund. Ideas: general introduction to pure phenomenology, trans. 

W. R. Boyce Gibson, New York: Collier, 1931. 
 
Jay, Martin. “The rise of hermeneutics and the crisis of occularcentralism,” 

Poetics Today 9, no. 2 (1988): 307-26. doi:10.2307/1772691. 
 
Jones, Caroline A. Sensorium: Embodied Experience, Technology, and 

Contemporary Art. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2006. 
 
Keeham, Rueben. “Yayoi Kusama.” In We can Make Another Future: 

Japanese Art After 1989, edited by Rueben Keeham, exhibition 
catalogue, 98-101. Brisbane: Queensland Art Gallery and Gallery of 
Modern Art, 2014. 

 
Kozel, Susan. Closer: Performance, Technologies, Phenomenology. 

Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2007. 
 
Kozel, Susan. “Process Phenomenologies.” In Performance and 

Phenomenology: Traditions and Transformations, edited by Maaike 
Bleeker, Jon Foley Shaerman, and Eirini Nedelkopoulou, 54-74. New 
York: Routledge, 2015.  

 
Le Breton, David. Sensing the world: An anthropology of the senses. 

Translated by Carmen Rushiensky. New York: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2017. 

 
Lupton, Ellen and A. Lipps. Eds. The senses: Design Beyond Vision. New 

York: Princeton Architectual Press, 2018. Exhibition catalogue. 
 
Lyle Skains, Rebecca. “Creative Practice as Research: Discourse on 

Methodology.” Media Practice and Education 19, no. 1 (2018): 82-97. 
doi: 10.1080/14682753.2017.1362175.



 45 

 
Macel, Christine. “Lygia Clark: At the Border of Art.” In Lygia Clark: The 

Abandonment Of Art, edited by Cornelia Butler, 101-126. New York: 
The Museum of Modern Art, 2014. Exhibition catalogue.  

 
Mansén, Elisabeth. "Fingertip Knowledge: Meret Oppenheim on the Sense of 

Touch." Senses and Society 9, no. 1 (2014): 5-15, 
DOI: 10.2752/174589314X13834112760921. 

 
McGlone, Francis, Johan Wessberg, and Hakan Olausson. “Discriminative 

and Affective Touch: Sensing and Feeling.” Neuron 82 (2014): 737-
755. DOI: 10.1016/j.neuron.2014.05.001 

 
McIlwain, Doris. "Silvan Tomkins and Affect." Theory and Psychology 17, no. 

4 (2007): 499-561, https://doi.org/10.1177/0959354307079294. 
 
 “Meret Oppenheim.” Accessed March 25, 2019. 

https://nga.gov.au/Exhibition/softsculpture/Default.cfm?IRN=185836
&BioArtistIRN=20699&MnuID=3&ViewID=2. 

 
Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. The Visible and the Invisible. Evanston: 

Northwestern University Press, 1968. 
 
Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. The World of Perception, trans. Oliver Davis, London 

and New York: Routledge, 2008. 
 
Morrison, India, Line Löken, and Håkan Olausson. “The skin as a social 

organ.” Experimental Brain Research 204, no. 3 (2010): 305-314. 
 doi: https://doi.org/10.1007/s00221-009-2007-y. 

 
Spies, Werner. “Meret Oppenheim’s Objet de Désir.” In Meret Oppenheim: 

Retrospective : "an Enormously Tiny Bit of a Lot", edited by 
Städtische Galerie Altes Theater Ravensburg and Kunstmuseum 
Bern, 21-36. Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2007. 

  
The Tomkins Institute, “Nine affects present at birth combine to form emotion 

mood and personality,” accessed March 3, 2019. 
http://www.tomkins.org/what-tomkins-said/introduction/nine-affects-
present-at-birth-combine-to-form-emotion-mood-and-personality/. 

 
“Touch – The Forgotten Sense with Professor Francis McGlone.” Interview by 

Dr. Rangan Chatterjee, January 16, 2019, in Feel Better, Live More, 
produced by Dr. Rangan Chatterjee, podcast, MP3 audio, 1:14:39, 
https://drchatterjee.com/touch-forgotten-sense-professor-francis-
mcglone/. 

 
Quiles, Daniel. "Lygia clark: the abandonment of art, 1948-1988". Artforum 

International 52, no. 5 (2014): 184. Proquest.  



 46 

Appendix 1  
Written comments left in visitors’ book in Touch Lab 

 
After my first exhibition I reflected on how I could better collect feedback 
from the audience. I decided that a fur covered visitors book might be a way 
to gain valuable insights from visitors that was simple, anonymous and 
optional. The following texts are transcribed verbatim from handwritten notes 
left by visitors in the ten days that Touch Lab was open. The only prompt was 
a handwritten post-it note on the wall above the book. It said “Any feedback 
on Touch Lab or touch in general?” 
 
 
Dear Michelle, You are a star! You are one of a kind. I felt a shift in me while 
engaging with your artwork, it opens one up! Thank you. (accompanied by a 
drawing of an aeroplane) 
Frank  
 
 
Touch is how I show my care for the people I love them. Sometimes there is 
nothing nicer than when you are in a blackhole of anxiety, having someone 
come up and hold you hand. Or have something soft to hold to ground 
yourself. 
Anonymous 
 
 
Dear Michelle, This is the exhibition I needed as a kid. My Dad would drag me 
to galleries all the time and I just wanted to touch everything! Thanks for 
making my childhood exhibition experience dreams come true!! 
Amanda 
 
 
Dear Michelle, You have given me a one in a lifetime experience that I will 
never forget and seeing your beautiful artwork is like being in a world of 
wonder. From Orielle. (the creator of the piece of artwork that looks like this.. 
an arrow was drawn pointing to a depiction of circle with a G in it to represent 
the disk made by this visitor as part of FEEL) You are the BEST!!!  
Orielle 
 
 
This is magical. Giant napkins for the noodle juice. (accompanied by a 
drawing of a monkey hanging upside down from a branch) 
Anonymous 
 
 
Absolutely wonderful exhibition, so much fun to interact with and had a lovely 
chat too! I’m super happy and proud to see it come together. So good! 
(accompanied by a drawing of two love hearts) 
Anonymous 
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Love it! Love it! Love it! 
Corina 26.08.2019 
 
Good luck with the projects guys! 
Anonymous 
 
 
Love love love…I feel it…xxxxoooo (accompanied by a drawing of 8 eight pink 
love hearts with a highlighter texter) 
Angel 
 
 
ABSOLUTELY GLORIOUS!! 
 Too much fun, enjoyed every aspect of the touch lab 
Mel 
 
 
LOVED the chair. So fluffy, soft and simply amazing fun. 
Claire 
 
 
It was really enjoyable with my friends!  
The artist was really friendly. Thank you. 
Rachelle 
 
 
Absolutely amazing. I love every part of this project. It feels immersive, and 
using the sense of touch has been an absolute pleasure.  
P.S. My little sister adores the fluffy chair and wants it :) 
Anonymous 
 
 
One of the best edibits I have seen out of my 8 years I have been alive for 
Ollie 
 
 
Calming 
Abe 
 
 
Wonderful Michelle. Thank you. 
John and Terry 
 
 
So much fun! Love being able to touch the work! Thank you for the work. 
Anonymous 
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So relaxing, therapeutic and fun! 
Anonymous 
 
 
Touch lab is amazing and such perfect timing during crit week 
Kyra 
 
 
Touch lab needs to be on campus 24/7 all three trimesters 
RC  
 
 
I second that (arrow drawn pointing to above comment) 
Anonymous 
 
 
Thank you! I feel so relaxed. So many wonderful emotions with Touch Lab. I 
need a room in my house, ALWAYS! I want to live here. 
Maddie 
 
 
You have created a portal to a new world within this gallery space. I feel so at 
peace in touch lab. This exhibition is an experience that pushes the 
parameters of inner tranquillity. Thank you for creating this space! We need 
this to be a triennial or permanent installation! 
Jody 
 
 
Thank you, this was wonderful! A great form of collaboration through play – 
like the ‘adult’ playground we always needed :)  
Anonymous 
 
 
Best use of this space ever…ever 
Anonymous 
 
 
Absolutely love the sensory nature of the work! Love it! Can’t wait for more! 
Anonymous 
 
 
Thank you so much for the time to just stop, make and feel. 
Anonymous 
 
 
Sad there was no googley eyes but I still liked it. 10/10 
Sophie 
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It felt nice – literally and figuratively! 
Anonymous 
 
 
This place feels alive. It’s okay to be a human here. I’m excited about what is 
possible if contemporary urban culture embraced and grew from such places. 
Anonymous 
 
 
Really really cool! Need these in heaps of public spaces 
Ava 
 
 
The sensation of touch for me is more than just feeling the world around us.  
It grounds us and in combination with feeling the energy around us,  
it can be a powerful tool for understanding. 
Anonymous 
 
 
This is an experience! 
Anonymous 
 
 
Michelle, it was AMAZING 
Jody 
 
 
I came. 
I saw. 
I touched Everything! 
A+ 

 
Anonymous 
 
 
EVERYTHING WAS SO SOFT! JUST THE BEST! 
Steph 
 
 
I was so tired from Uni assignments and I came in here for some rest and 
ended up being revitalised from play! P.S. You’re awesomeballz.  
More cushy forts please. 
Amy (the unicorn) 
 
 
I loved that everything was so touchable! P.S. Loved the high heels!  
Indi 
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Meows Michelle 
Love this 
So white 
Yet so 
Colourful too 
Zzz 
I came 
I saw 
I made 
I love 
Tash xx 
 
 
Touch creates an instant connection to the world, you have created an 
incredible fun and joyful space and reminded me how much touch and feeling 
connected to people and places means to me.  
Looking forward to seeing more. 
Anonymous 
 
 
Thanks for blessing us with this lovely cloud,  
it really helped me relax when I needed to most. 
Anonymous 
 
 
It is so comfy and fluffy. Thanks. 
From Ilya 
 
 
This is so calming and joyful 
Anonymous 
 
 
Very peaceful, wanted to have a nap 
Anonymous 
 
 
Actually took a nap, was late meeting a friend = very effective.  
GOOD JOB. PS. The temperature is perfect (warm & cool) 
Anonymous 
 
 
Good sensory experience (touch).  
Lots of textures but all soft and gentle.  
Anonymous 
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There should be more fluffy things in the world.  
Thank you for this space! Really helped relieve unnecessary pressure and 
helped me realise things can be simple 
Anonymous 
 
 
Lost in clouds 
Zofia 
 
 
An opportunity to be in a more intimate setting with people I’ve met in a 
formal environment. Ability to relax and unwind. Thank you!  
Perhaps different lighting could aid in creating a more womb-like atmosphere, 
maybe softer and warmer. 
Anonymous 
 
 
A great space for mindfulness, especially at this time of the year! 
Anonymous 
 
 
It makes me so happy! I actually can’t stop laughing. Brings my inner child out 
and lets my worries all disappear! So effective for health and well-being! LOVE 
LOVE LOVE. I miss Michah – be safe…I just want a boyfriend…Sorry this 
turned out to feel like a sleepover session. 
Anonymous 
 
 
Felt like I am at sleepover party, having a great time and sharing stories with 
my friend. I feel so calm, so pure like I am in heaven, and definitely no worries. 
Thanks Michelle for setting this up. 
Anonymous 
 
 
So fluffy, enjoyable and peacefull 
From Reuben age 11 
 
Lovely time spent with my nephew and sister.  
Great space for people to connect and relax with each other. Xoxo 
Anonymous 
 
 
Great fluffy stuff! 
Indigo 
 
 
FLUFF 
Anonymous 


