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Introduction

This is a book about art, participation, and interactivity. More specifically, this is a guided tour through ideas about how participation with contemporary art can create heightened interactivity between people. The recent arrival of Relational Art in aesthetic theory and museum exhibitions has made this topic central to a discussion of artistic practices in the twenty-first century. Contemporary artists are rethinking traditional attitudes towards art and participation: their practices often propose new theoretical models of interpersonal interaction, and increasingly they regard interactivity as an important factor in the success of art and exhibitions. While the range of participation in art has increased, contemporary practices require a theoretical model of interaction, which includes interactivity as a necessary value for successful art and successful exhibition strategies.

The questions that subsequently arise often concern the most effective way to make interactivity happen with art: What is art’s ability to create commonality, mutuality, and immediate connections? Is there a specific method whereby a particular object can lead the art viewer to participate in the role of co-producer and participant in the exhibition? Is there a particular method, an operational procedure or procedures, that could be used to encourage the viewer to participate? And, if so, does contemporary art then contribute to social change and aesthetic innovation? These questions coalesce in an ongoing query led by visual artists and theorists, and are relevant to a growing, global audience of art viewers. It is this global audience, which includes both viewers who join artists in actual sites, and those who experience art through virtual platforms, whom this book addresses.

The research herein substantially addresses both artworks and art theory, but these are not the only subjects. What does it mean to be an artist in the twenty-first century, what are the conditions of the reception of art, and what can artistic works contribute in the foreseeable future? The analysis that follows points to possibilities for how audiences, artists, and the institutions that host their interaction can proceed in the future, thoughtfully addressing a dynamic global system of exchange and sociability.

To look at Relational Art, we will consider those art practices premised by a real-time encounter between an artist and a viewer, which is mediated by an object, form, or image. These are practices and ideas which were, in part, famously described by the French curator and theorist Nicolas Bourriaud in Relational Aesthetics, published originally in 1998. This book, however, distinguishes between a varied aesthetic category for Relational Art, and the specific practices outlined in Relational Aesthetics. Bourriaud’s book, associated exhibitions, and subsequent writings are explored here. But the art practices and events used to model the present book’s structuring themes of space, time, interactivity, and identity diverge from the artistic material that populates Bourriaud’s book and his past curatorial projects at the Palais de Tokyo in Paris, which he co-founded in 1999.

Since its publication, Relational Aesthetics has been subject to ongoing scrutiny posed by some journalists, historians, critics, and artists, mainly for a lack of theoretical rigor. But in the current book, Bourriaud’s thoughts and ideas are considered seriously rather than merely in light of previous criticism. Instead, I have attempted to include the most useful information provided by Bourriaud’s critics on how best to understand the global audience of Relational Art and the tactics of artists who wish to address it.

But if this book is not another rebuttal of Relational Aesthetics, then what is it? Quite simply, it is less a critique than a productive and positive exercise of affirming diverse art and non-art events that illustrate the theories and artistic objectives advanced by those who are engaged with interactivity in contemporary art today. It is written from the experience and ideological perspective of an artist (I am an artist) and not an art historian or an art critic who desires to assess Relational Art against finite stylistic criteria. The book seeks to provide artists, curators, and those interested in theories about art with a paradigm for thinking about participation and interactivity in the staging, space and time of artworks in contemporary exhibitions.

This tour designates “viewer-participation” and “interactivity” as key formal elements in Relational Art practices, with space and time as additionally fundamental concepts. By “formal elements,” I am referring to the constituent aspects of the work itself, which also encompasses a range of artistic media, such as oil paint, bronze, silver-gelatin photographic prints or celluloid film. Viewer-participation and interactivity are thus part of an interdisciplinary range of formal elements that artists use to compose or arrange the spatiotemporal experience of relational artworks.

In Relational Aesthetics, Bourriaud defines Relational Art practices as those that use a space of encounter to bring the viewer into a physical or real-time relationship with the artist. Bourriaud describes the moment or time of this encounter as a time lived through by both the artist and the viewer. The amount of time, or what happens during this time, and the “space” in which this time is lived through is the conceptual foundation of Relational Art practices.

For Bourriaud, Relational Art practices use “human” interaction or “inter-human” relations as part of their aesthetic and theoretical foundation. The position of this tour is that the aesthetic of “human” interaction in Relational Art is derived from the performance and Installation Art practices of the 1960s and 1970s, including those of the architect, sculptor, and video-artist Dan Graham, the painter and prop-maker Robert Rauschenberg, and the “optical participation” artist Lygia Clark. Together, their works constitute a group of art-historical precedents that speak to “the absolute rule of civilization” which takes “being – together” as the central theme of the art work (Bourriaud 2002: 15). Relational Art similarly carries out themes of collaboration and heterogeneous production processes found in works by American artists John Cage and Allan Kaprow, and continued in current practices by artists, including Lee Walton, Lilah Friedland, SmithBeatty, and Sarah Pierce.

The historian and theorist Charlie Gere credits Cage for inventing the heterogeneous process of “interactivity” in artworks denoting time such as 4’33” (1952), first performed by David Tudor in front of an audience in Woodstock, New York (Gere 2002: 80). This experimental composition, which would last four minutes and thirty-three seconds, contended that the time lived through by the artists and performer, rather than the instruments being played, established the formal criteria and environment “performed,” with the resulting sound of white noise (air conditioning) and human utterances (coughing). Such heterogeneous processes achieve their end products through intentional actions that aggregate otherwise chance occurrences (Frieling 2004). Current applications of these processes are often characterized by the tropes of parallelism, situationism, contingency, and multiplicity. For example, the situationists were a group of avant-garde artists responding to site-specific and media-specific environments. They de-prioritized claims of singular authorship in favor of distributed authorship and mediated production (ibid.). They worked through a time of political unrest and social change, seeking to reframe art outside of the typical capitalist society or spectacle.

These examples are part of what creates a theoretical horizon of Relational Art practices. As described by figures like Bourriaud, the art practices are indebted to the work of critics, including Michael Fried, and of artists, including Robert Morris, as well as contemporary writings on site-oriented artist practices by the art historians and curators, including James Meyer or Miwon Kwon. However, this tour also includes the timely influence of continental philosophy and Vitalism, with a particular emphasis on Henri Bergson and Gilles Deleuze.

For Bourriaud, “the aura of contemporary art is free association” (2002: 61). Although the projects he has in mind may incorporate photography, projected film, computer-embedded systems, drawings, paint, poetry, and other artistic media, they will come under a heterogeneous milieu called, perhaps too simply, “Relational Art.”

On this guided tour, we will consider artists’ uses of participation, interactivity, social, and civic responsibility, and demonstration in order to invent enriched categories for contemporary art production. For Bourriaud, Contemporary Art introduces a “radical shift” for relations to the painting and sculpture of modern art. Key to this shift is that the contemporary artwork “does not turn its back on the aura of the work of art, but rather moves its origin and effect” (Bourriaud 2002: 61). In this phrase, Bourriaud refers to a 1936 essay by the German critic Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (or Reproducibility).” Benjamin’s premise was that because modern art was easily reproduced mechanically, art had to engage with modern political systems in new ways in order to maintain relevance. However diverse the relation of these formal media categories, Relational Art combines them succinctly in its effort to explicate audience engagement with artworks.

Relational Art depends upon an audience and their participation to be fully realized. The tour volleys between interactivity and viewer-participation with relational artworks, but attempts to avoid using them interchangeably. “Viewer-participation” has been used throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries to describe goals and conceptual objectives for artwork. In some of these examples a computer or technological object is included as part of the artwork’s formal structure. In all examples humans are included as media in the formal structure of the artwork. Well-cited examples of this include viewer-participation in installations of paintings by Max Ernst and Marcel Duchamp in the 1920s and 1930s and so-called “Happenings” in the 1960s and 1970. The tour will examine Relational Art as a complex arrangement of interactivity based on the location and endurance of an artwork, artist, and viewer; one which can accommodate, but is not limited to, the use of computer technology and audience participation in the formal structure of an artwork.

Relational Artworks proceed through a variety of forms and attitudes to reach their audience. Relational Art employs a scenic arrangement in which an individual viewer or crowd of spectators is brought into the action through the presentation of exaggerated presences (Sloterdijk 2011: 166). In fact, what we call “relation” on this tour is what many users and producers of media devices refer to as “transfer,” “bumps,” or “sharing.” Like live theater, these can be ultra-complex situations as well as the appropriation of ordinary, everyday settings. For Bourriaud, the procedure of relational practices is generated through a specifically “contemporary” imagination. The procedure is concerned with “negotiations, bonds, and co-existences” as well as the construction of concrete spaces through a repertoire of “common forms” (Bourriaud 2002: 45, 46). Common forms used as relational procedures could include casting sessions by the English artist Faith Millin, or user-friendly “call centers” by artists, including Carey Young. The procedure might also include meeting with the artist at specific appointment times in events by these artists, such as the Chilean artist group Casagrande or Rafael Lozano-Hemmer.

The procedures are “vehicles through which particular lines of thought and personal relationships with the world are developed” (Bourriaud 2002: 46). For Bourriaud, the procedures are generated when artists ask a key question: “What are the right exhibition methods in relation to the cultural context and in relation to the history of art as it is being currently updated?” (ibid.). For artists such as Allan Kaprow, the cultural producers selecting relational procedures are invested in the construction of situations that begin on the “ruins of the modern spectacle” and seek to break the viewer’s psychological identification with the artist. This means that much of the hubris and methodology of relational artworks include a challenge to an art viewer’s usual, normative ideas about what an artwork does. In place of this is yet another subjective, processual goal. That is to aid the art user in her ability to revolutionize the conditions affecting her own life. The relational procedure therefore includes all formal elements assembled together by the artist in order to make participation with the user, and relationships with the world, possible.

Participation with relational artwork is obligated rather than implied. The procedure employed to encourage and assist in the user’s participation becomes an objectified strategy that treats the audience as a tool to help reach the critical and aesthetic goals of the artist. It is both a product and a precedent for future relational artworks and audience participation. The common forms of the relational procedure operate as connections between art’s aesthetic function and traditional models of viewer perception, but are judged on their ability to put into action a “principle” or “trajectory” that moves through “signs, forms, and objects” (Bourriaud 2002: 9, 20). The use of the relational procedure is to insure that the art users’ new reality and relationship with the world is one that proceeds through negotiations (80). Bourriaud insists on seeking a diverse concept of form in contemporary art that can embrace the “whole scene” and that artistic form in Relational Art cannot be evaluated by the “things” such artists produce.

The tour includes non-art situations such as sports events or travelling in freight elevators to describe how function and perception in art are linked through participation. Whether at a football match in the southern city of College Station, Texas, or inside the Turbine Hall in London’s Tate Modern, the tour will present a focused definition of interactivity that takes place in a symbiotic relationship between the artwork and the audience (Sloterdijk 2011: 179). Further, Relational Art and interaction will be looked at for the intimacy and resonant force they produce, even in the most dire of locations or during natural disasters (Bourriaud 2002: 28). For the tour, these events help to demonstrate Bourriaud’s position that the artist now sets his sights more intensively on the relations created by his world among the public, and that the artist is focused on “the invention of models of sociability.”

There is a bond between Relational Art pieces together with artistic configurations involving political spaces, populations, and ideologies (ibid., 184). The artwork is a social situation and its forms include those of relationships themselves; in Bourriaud’s view, the artwork forms relationships that are “every bit as material as a statue” (47). The forms-generating relation include “meetings, encounters, events, various types of collaboration between people, games, festivals, and places of conviviality” (28). If we understand cultural production as including, but not limited to, the construction of relationships, then the work at hand for Relational Art is to invent new artistic forms that respond to goals beyond the aesthetic consumption of objects (28–9). Like Dennis Oppenheim’s Reading Position for a Second Degree Burn (1970), Vito Acconci’s Seed Bed (1972), or Yoko Ono’s Film No. 6 “Rape” (1969), the structure of human relations is lived out by those who construct it. The artist creating photographic impressions on their chest, chasing down bystanders, or pleasuring himself beneath a platform, places the structuring of relations in the intention, the event, and the result. The art provides a figurative lens whereby the artwork and its social body is co-constructed. Relational Art is, at its foundation, the construction of models of sociability suitable for producing human relations (Bourriaud 2002: 70). From this we may claim that the consistent methodology in Relational Art is to invest in and explore the structures of human relations and how these relations include sharing and deformation.

The forms and procedures of human relations in the relational artwork construct specific spaces, “pseudo-caves,” where examples of day to day life in micro-communities and user groups are accommodated (ibid., 58). With precedents such as Andy Warhol’s Exploding Plastic Inevitable (1966–7), a series of multimedia events that combined dance, film, music, and performance, this tour can work from models that use sites to restage the priorities of audience perception and the productive capacities of the installation location. Such relational procedures demonstrate the particular needs and capacities made possible by the media presentation. They are an attack on pedantic or proscribed applications of Perception, and particularly on curators and participants, who are most likely to bring normative expectations to the art experience.

Remember that Bourriaud is himself a curator rather than a historian or an artist. And for Bourriaud, the contemporary artist’s practice is always co-constituted through relationships with “others” and relationships with the world (2002: 85). Artists working with relational forms and ideas must convince the institutional host and the audience participant that they know the needs and capacities of their audience; that they specialize in the mysteries of “trans-coding from the small to the large, from the concrete to the abstract-where the perceiver is an inhabitant of a new irreality or molloch” (Sloterdijk 2011: 186). In order to encourage audience participation, relational art obviously involves engaging the viewer, even while tolerating ambiguity and doubt.

These relationships render the social work of Relational Art as a concrete object. They “organize types of sociality and regulate inner-human encounters” (Bourriaud 2002: 48). As concrete objects, these relations are not only formed in an ideological arena, but are also produced in the new forms generated by an artist “with audience” in the relational artwork (28).

For relational artworks, the creation of functional situations is consistent throughout the varied and dynamic approaches used by artists. Like global media and real-time communication, the creators and users of Relational Art are engaged in immersive modes of experience. The tangible conditions of the epoch in which they work are conveyed in the spaces and temporal structures created. For Bourriaud, the immersive experience of media relations and institutional relations provide a social interstice where the relationships between work and leisure are reversed. Bourriaud creates a parallel between the modes of immersion used by artists with the experience of world economies and festive celebrations:


interstices work like relational programmes … where everyone had a chance to come into contact with everybody else … where people once again learn what conviviality and sharing mean … where professional relationships are treated like a festive celebration … where people are in permanent contact with the image of their work.

2002: 70, 71



The construction of large-scale, unified groups of human viewers benefits the artist and institutions in possession of real-time media devices. The practices of the artist employ machine technology but do not determine the sole meaning or objective outcome through the use of the machine. This means that technology itself does not become the subject of the work. Each practical project may unite with a specific field of investigation, such as Carey Young
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