
Listen_UP (2019) is a haunting, meditative landscape, 
inspired by Professor Judy Atkinson’s ground-breaking 
work on trauma in First Nations communities. The 
specially commissioned installation features the 
work of artists: r e a, Nardi Simpson, Missi Mel Pesa 
and Andrew Belletty who collaborated with Judy to 
create an aural campfire – a place where stories are 
shared, listened to, understood and then reflected 
upon. In culture, the campfire is a creative learning and 
teaching space where elders pass on their knowledge 
and stories to listener’s young and old. 

Appointments
Each week in the clinic, a different artist will occupy 
the Appointments space, using the format of a 
consultation or treatment to engage with visitors. 
The Listening Room by Sherre DeLys is a project 
that invites you to speak, and to be heard in silence, 
without judgement. Eugenie Lee’s Breakout My 
Pelvic Sorcery requires visitors to play a VR arcade 
game, while navigating common challenges of pelvic 
pain. John A Douglas and Stella Topaz open-up 
the Appointments space for a Scar Remediation 
Ceremony which ritualises healing treatments 
following surgery that soften and relieve scar tissue. 

Jason Malings’ playful work, The Physician, diagnoses 
latent issues of cultural anxiety, and treats these in the 
context of the gallery. Thom Roberts’ Crown Readings 
take a different kind of measure and diagnosis of the 
top of your head.

Course of Empathy
Course of Empathy is a website-bases app designed 
to help you reflect on your experience of artworks 
and performances in The Empathy Clinic and to 
understand your responses. Some content may arouse 
strong emotions and specific trigger warnings are 
provided for certain works. If you are troubled by issues 
relating to mental health or disability, please familiarise 
yourself with the project descriptions before viewing 
and seek information from volunteers within the 
exhibition spaces.
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Playing with concepts related to health and 
service provisions, the project refashions the clinic 
as an aesthetic experience, with transactional 
performances, one-on-one interactions with 
human and non-human agents, immersive audio 
installations, excursions in virtual reality, meditation 
environments and waiting areas with illustrated 
narratives of daily life and its complexities.

The Empathy Clinic provides the opportunity to:

• Experience newly commissioned immersive 
artworks which present first-person perspectives 
of challenging lived experience, purposefully 
designed to explore how perspective sharing 
affects us. 

• Listen, attune and sit with a diverse range of 
artists examining their own and others’ experiences 
of anxiety, mental health and stigma.

• Sharpen your skills with the online Course of 
Empathy, which will evaluate the overall effects of this 
arts-led experiment in empathy cultivation. 

The Works
In The Visit (2019) by fEEL, clinic visitors are invited 
to sit with ‘Viv’, a life-size, photorealistic animated 
character whose dialogue is assembled from verbatim 
interviews with women living with dementia. The 
project draws us into Viv’s world of perceptual 

uncertainty, while simultaneously occupying the 
familiar, inviting space of a family kitchen.

Being Debra (2019) by Debra Keenahan and Volker 
Kuchelmeister (fEEL) is a virtual reality film providing a 
window into the embodied experience of being Debra, 
an artist with achondroplasia dwarfism. Shot from 
first-person perspective with a 180 degree camera it 
reveals the micro to overt aggressions that are a part of 
Debra’s everyday life, along with memories of school, 
dating, and her treatment by doctors and people in 
authority.

In #Belittled (2019), Debra delivers a waiting-room 
monologue assembled from Twitter reporting 
belittling behaviour, interspersed with accounts of 
stigma management and self-affirmations. 

Unravelling Moments from a Torn Mind (2019) by 
Wart and Phil Downing, is an installation centred 
around Wart’s personal experiences of psychiatric 
institutionalisation and isolation, and their aftermaths. 
Poetry, music and painting are brought together in an 
immersive experience for visitors, situated in a three-
dimensional reproduction of Wart’s painting, Isolation 
Room. 

If They Spend the Time to Get To Know Me (2019) 
is a creative project led by Vic McEwan in collaboration 
with practitioners, researchers, surgeons and patients 
from the Sydney Facial Nerve Clinic, engaging with 
the lived experience, stigmas and treatment options 

associated with facial nerve paralysis. McEwan presents 
video, audio interviews and imagery of both patient 
and doctor, echoing the different perspectives on both 
sides of the medical gaze.

SO IT BEGINS (2017) is a short film with an emotive 
soundscape that tells the story of a moment in 
time that forever changes the life of a young boy. 
Expressed through poetry, and intertwining speech 
with experimental sound and music, Sam Kerr-Phillips’ 
work takes audiences inside his memory of childhood 
trauma, where active listening becomes key to 
understanding.

The Waiting Room
The waiting rooms dispersed throughout The 
Empathy Clinic bring visitors into contact with 
the lived experience of other people through less 
technological means. Grant Jonathon’s zine series, 
No Visitors (2016-2018) provides a darkly cartoonish 
account of living with cystic fibrosis, while his day-
to-day illness diary series Sonogram (2017) and its 
follow-up Incision (2017), exposes the realities of 
chronic pain and regular hospitalisation. These works, 
presented as alternatives to waiting room magazines, 
are accompanied by framed illustrations by Lee Lai. 
The artist’s Crisis Questions (2018) address visitors’ 
anxieties directly with questions designed to both 
remind and quieten.

Bobby Baker’s Diary Drawings: Mental Illness 
and Me (1997-2008), a selection of drawings made 
by the artist during periods of institutionalisation, 
are presented as key moments from a longer story 
charting the ups and downs of treatment. Baker’s 
drawings from this time were made as a private 
process of journaling. In sharing this work, Baker 
sought to open-up and destigmatise the hidden 
world of institutionalisation, bringing mental health 
experience into the realm of art discourse.

Groups and Communities
While the exhibition focuses on the lived experience 
of individuals, it also engages with group dynamics, 
collective storytelling and community action as 
pathways to healing and seeking help. These range 
from First Nations responses to mental health 
challenges, to examining western psychological and 
medical approaches to treatment.

In Amanda McDowell’s audio work, Hold me in a 
circle of tender listening (2019), the artist reassembles 
five women’s voices from a British Library archive of 
fifty mental health testimonies, originally recorded on 
video in 1999/2000. The work brings women’s voices 
together, away from the isolation and gaze of the 
psychiatric institution and archive, into a space for 
shared listening.

The Task (2017) by Leigh Ledare is a film of a Group 
Relations conference organised by the artist in 
Chicago, which uses the method of Group Relations 
developed by The Tavistock Institute in London. Filmed 
in seven chapters, this feature-length work examines 
the layered social dynamics (including perceptions of 
race and gender) at play in a complex society that is 
also aware of its surveillance.

A new virtual reality commission by Uti Kultintjaku 
– an Anangu-led mental health and literacy project 
of the NPY Women’s Council – takes participants into 
the experience of being trapped and constrained 
without hope, and then released. Waumananyi: The 
Song on the Wind (2019), is based on a traditional 
tjukurpa mungangka wangkapai - a well-known story, 
usually told at night, before sleep. The story is about 
a man who becomes trapped in a hollow tree while 
hunting who is eventually freed by the efforts of 
Ngangkari healers. The project is presented alongside 
a VR meditation visualisation, and an associated Tjanpi 
woven work by Ilawanti Ungkutjuru Ken and Naomi 
Kantjuriny (who are also part of the Uti Kulintjaku 
initiative), which depicts the same story of the man in 
the log.

A concept exhibition in the form of a Clinic that offers 
Appointments and a Course of Empathy, The Empathy 
Clinic brings together art, science and insights from 
lived experience to explore how empathy skills can be 
cultivated.


