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The work is comprised of a bag of cattle ear tags and a video in which the 
artist describes her inability to open the bag and confront the material she 
has been given from a farmer. She invites us to assist in this unpacking, 
creating a loaded first encounter of these tags and their materiality, smell 
and history. The cattle ear tags act as a catalyst for and a mediator of our 
emotional response. Their physicality is a witness to trauma and, as such, 
has an inherent potency. Through this work, Crosbie asks that we share the 
burden of the grief that she feels. The work confronts us and prompts us to 
think about our relationship to animals—as both living creatures and as a 
source of food we might choose to consume. 

Sarah Walker’s Bypass questions and unpacks the moral obligation of 
bearing witness. The work is based on Walker’s personal experience of 
a tragic event that occurred in Bali, an event which she observed but did 
not intervene in. The work uses binaural audio and narrative dissonance 
to create an immersive, alarming interrogation of the role of the bystander, 
and it also asks the listener to cast judgement on the artist. We confront the 
collision of narratives, of holiday bliss and sudden disaster when we face 
the idyllic and romantic holiday photograph while listening to the fractured 
and obsessively replayed oral recount of the accident. Through this visual 
and aural engagement we are placed in an awkward and complex position: 
we are implicated in an act, uncertain of our role, unsure of the cultural 
expectations and paralysed by the situation, by fear and shock. Exploring 
participation both as an action and an obligation, the work extrapolates 
guilt from the audience and implicates the listener in the decision to 
intervene. It enables us to question how we might act in such a sudden 
and unexpected situation. 

These artworks use diverse mediums to invoke a connection to the 
historical, the psychological, the personal, the ethical and the moral. We 
interact with these artworks directly; we play a piano or a video game, we 
listen to stories and we follow instructions. We experience and feel these 
artworks through our visual, aural, vocal, linguistic, olfactory and tactile 
senses. The artists investigate how we as individuals relate to, experience, 
interact with and feel the world through history, people, animals and 
events. Further, like the world, these artworks are not static objects; over 
the duration of the exhibition, the artworks evolve4 in meaning and form 
through the audience’s engagement as a participant and an interpreter5. 
Aesthetics of Human Relations acts as a creative agent, evoking us to 
contemplate the interactive relationship between us and the world.

—Soyoun Kim, 2019

Endnotes

1. According to Nicholas Bourriaud (2009, pp. 14, 26), a relational art takes its practice “as its theoretical 
horizon the realm of human interactions and its social context...” and “any artwork might ...be defined 
as a relational object, like the geometric place of a negotiation with countless correspondents and 
recipients”.

2. Allan Kaprow (1967 Kaprow et al cited in 2008, p. 68) defines arts movement ‘The Happening’  as “ a 
game, an adventure, a number of activities engaged in by participants for the sake of playing”. 

3. That is, a relationship where we are a passive audience member - a viewer - and the video is simply 
content for us to watch. Bourriaud (2009, p. 24)  explains that ‘Promote/receive’ is the relationship 
between the one TV-related and authoritarian as a promoter and a viewer as a receiver. The one screen 
media shows a particular designed content and a viewer does not have a choice to look at other 
contents.

4. “Art is a state of encounter” and artworks constantly develops to fit into the ‘social fabric’ through the 
‘lasting encounters’ (Bourriaud, 2009, pp 18-19).

5. Marcel Duchamp (1957 cited in Lebel in 1959, pp. 77-78) remarked that the audience contributed to 
bring “the work in contact with the external world by deciphering and interpreting its inner qualification”. 
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Human beings constantly interact with the world, forming relationships 
with it that are direct and elusive, active and passive, positive and negative, 
spiritual and material. This interactivity is explored in the exhibition Aesthetics 
of Human Relations, a reference to French curator Nicholas Bourriaud’s 
concept of Relational Aesthetics1. The artists in this exhibition—Alex Cahill, 
Shan Crosbie, Joel Kram, Amy McNickle and Sarah Walker—investigate the 
narrative of interactivity through a methodical and conceptual approach. 
Each artist’s work involves an interactive element which invites audience 
participation through a diverse range of mediums including photographic 
archive, video game, found object, sound and image. The artists entice us to 
transform our gaze into action—to be an active participant in the exhibition 
and to engage with the works physically and emotionally. In turn, the works 
respond to our actions, generating a variety of multi-sensory experiences 
for us. By using history, people, animals and events in particular ways, the 
artists ask us to contemplate how we relate to and interact with our world.

An electric keyboard is presented to us in Joel Kram’s Monument, perhaps 
tempting us to press a key or play music. In doing so, the image of an 
archival photograph is projected on the wall. We have the power to activate 
this work; to simultaneously sound a note and explore Kram’s visual 
archive with our fingers and ears. We experience this unexpected visual 
sensation alongside these tactile and aural ones. Further, we can even 
have a chance to create an image on the spot through a live webcam 
view on the keyboard. This act of creating in the present time generates 
a coexisting relationship with the photographic archive from the past. It 
even offers a possible visualisation of the hidden channels of power that 
curate, maintain and present these archives—in this particular instance, 
the State Library of Victoria. In this way, the work allows an extension of the 
audience’s role and enables us to create and play with these histories. We 
become a part of these histories—either in a conscious way, by taking part, 
or in an unconscious way—by simply being involved.
 
Just as Kram’s work is activated by the audience, Alex Cahill’s Therapy 
Simulator turns us into a player2. Unlike our general passive relationship 
to moving image3, this work expects us to take on the role of a therapist. 
We interact with this work through language, touch and visual perception: 
a patient seeks advice for a problem by writing to us in on-screen text. 
Despite this game’s predesigned options and narrative, it does not have a 
proper answer. There is no solution to the problem as we would expect from 
a professional therapist or psychologist and all options lead to inevitable 
troublesome outcomes for the patient. The patient we see on the screen 
is a stranger who we become involved with through our decision making. 
The work shows us what it means to make a decision on another person’s 
behalf, and also how we rely on others to help ‘solve’ our problems. Do 
we understand the meaning and affect of our words? Do we understand 
what it means to be vulnerable or responsible? This work explores these 
questions specifically, and more broadly it touches on the complicated and 
interactive nature of relationships, inviting us to consider how our decisions 
might affect others’ lives. 

This narrative is continued in Amy McNickle’s satirical and fictional self-
help podcast How to G.I.V.E. But here, the doctor/patient roles are reversed: 
instead of prescribing, we receive advice from a disembodied voice who 
calls herself Samantha. Samantha asks us to follow her instructions to 
‘create and maintain intimate and personal connections’. Her computer-
generated voice is gentle, feminine and informative, but it is also instructive 
and commanding at the same time. The voice suggests that we follow her 
untrained and unsolicited professional advice to maintain our complex 
interpersonal relationships in the modern world. The work examines how we 
connect in today’s current social and cultural climate and how we consume 
and trust the content that is fed to us, be it from Instagram, Tinder, a dating 
app or Facebook.

Shan Crosbie’s Personal Effects connects to us both physically and 
emotionally by elevating and activating the memories we hide within objects. 
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