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Abstract

The aim of this honours project was to examine the role of the independent
curator within a regional Australian context and to explore how temporal art
events can serve to regenerate community interaction and local identity. A
practice led methodology which included extensive interviews with the
curators of two regional art festivals was used to analyse my curating
experience. ‘Artist as curator’, ‘independent curating’ and ‘curator as
facilitator’ models were examined as important contemporary curating
practices, foregrounding the collaborative nature of cultural production. The
outcome was a consolidation of my role as the organiser of the
Murwillumbah Art Trail (MAT), which encompassed directorial, creative,
curatorial and administrative duties. The project contributed to the building
of the existing artistic culture of the area, empowering artists in the
exhibition process. For artists, the outcomes were positive in terms of
economics, capacity building and connection with their audience. For the
wider community, MAT provided economic stimulus and contributed to a
shift in identity as Murwillumbah as a centre for arts culture. As an
independent curator, I had curatorial freedom from institutional
expectations, working with artists and curators to coproduce a multi sited
exhibition whose inspiration was firmly embedded in a sense of place.
However, the sustainability of an independent-run arts festival such as MAT
is subject to the precarity of funding and its survival will depend on a blend of
both public and private support.
Keywords: Curating; Independent; Regional; Artist as Curator; Local; Identity;
Multi-sited Event
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Chapter 1 Overview of the Murwillumbah Art Trail
Chapter 1 documents the intellectual and practical inception of the
Murwillumbah Art Trail research project. It describes the exhibition in terms
of theme, artists, location and funding for both the 2015 and 2016 iterations
and finally outlines the methodology used.

Background
The journey from studio artist to artist as curator of the Murwillumbah Art
Trail (MAT) has been a three-year odyssey on a path less travelled by gallery
curators. My creative output from 2002 to 2012 had been mainly studiobased ceramic and small mixed media sculptures. During an undergraduate
degree at Southern Cross University in 2012-14, my art practice had moved
towards installation, with a graduate show of mixed media in 2014 and an
outdoor installation in the Swell Sculpture Festival in 2014.
Having moved to Murwillumbah in 2011 after seven years in urban settings
(Brisbane, Osaka and Kyoto), I was struck by the fact that, despite having the
highest percentage of creative practitioners in the state outside Sydney (Arts
Northern Rivers 2013), there were limited opportunities to exhibit work
either in public or private settings, especially in the Tweed. The Tweed
Regional Gallery added the Margaret Olley Art Centre in 2014 (France 2014),
creating a world class facility but having the unfortunate effect of reducing
the accessibility for local artists to exhibit and experiment in their art
practice. Part of the Tweed Shire Council, the position of an Arts Community
Development Officer was rescinded in 2008 and there was only one
commercial gallery.

Murwillumbah was also going through a crisis of confidence. People often
commented on the ‘bad energy’ of the town which is sometimes colloquially
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known as ‘Murhole’. Murwillumbah is a regional town of approximately
7,000 people located in far north eastern NSW. It sits at the foot of Mount
Warning on the Tweed River, 15 kilometres from the Queensland border and
inland from the coast which includes the internationally famous Gold Coast
and Byron Bay. Once a thriving agricultural centre, the proximity of Tweed
Heads shopping centres and the shift to online retail has seen a decline in the
viability of older models of retail. Affordable housing and a lower social
economic profile have resulted in a diverse community of conservative and
alternative lifestyles. In a series of public meetings in 2013 the town debated
how to revitalise the town centre. As a result, what I perceived as
Murwillumbah’s strengths were the enduring backbone of the beautiful art
deco architecture and natural environment, and a strong sense of
community.

With this in mind, in an Independent Project unit at Southern Cross University
in 2014, I explored the idea of doing an outdoor sculptural exhibition in
Murwillumbah, to provide opportunities for artists and bring people into the
town centre. I was living in Noosa in 2002 when the first Floating Land (Noosa
Shire Council 2015) was held- an exhibition of outdoor, ephemeral worksand this idea had stayed with me. However, my grant application through the
NSW Regional Art Fund was unsuccessful and public liability was an issue.
Independent curating attracted me as an opportunity to do something
creative ‘outside the box’ and to generate exhibition opportunities. I had
initiated and organised group and solo exhibitions as an artist-curator in
Kyoto and Brisbane so ‘why not Murwillumbah’? I made the decision to move
my focus away from my individual studio art practice to creating an event
that could benefit others as well as myself.

It was difficult to get an auspicing body to take on the public liability of an
outdoor exhibition so my thinking shifted to another point raised in the
6|P a g e

Annie Long (22001823), 2016 Honours, Southern Cross University

public meetings- the utilisation of empty shops and vacant buildings. Marcus
Westbury’s model of Renew Newcastle and Renew Australia (Westbury 2015;
Renew Australia, 2014) was mooted as a possibility for the town but never
acted upon. The Art in the Heart project in Lismore, where artists did short
term residencies in empty shops, was also discussed (Lismore’s Art in the
Heart n.d.). This inspiration became part of the model that I developed. It
seemed timely to turn these underutilised spaces into an opportunity, so I
looked at what other art spaces already existed in town. By incorporating the
existing galleries and public art of the town along with pop up exhibitions in
empty spaces, I could create an interactive art event where the audience
move through the town space.

Themes
2015
The Murwillumbah Art Trail 2015: Sustainable Artfluences (MAT 2015) was
held June 11-16 with an overarching theme of sustainability. I have been
impressed by the strong interest in sustainable lifestyle practices and a deep
respect for the environment in the Northern Rivers and in particular the
Tweed Valley. The community uniting to force a ban on coal seam gas
production in the region is the most public example. It distinguishes the area
from surrounding regions such as the Gold Coast and Brisbane. The concept
of sustainability was applied broadly from issues about environmental and
lifestyle sustainability through to the sustainability of an art practice.
2016
The second iteration, The Murwillumbah Art Trail 2016: Art Seedings (MAT
2016) built on the theme of environmental and social sustainability. In
October 2015, I went to the launch of the Murwillumbah Seed Bank, located
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in the Murwillumbah Library (Feliu 2015). Like MAT, this initiative aims to
promote community, self-sufficiency and sustainability and was the
inspiration for the Art Seedings title. This is also where I conceived of the idea
of an exhibition of botanically inspired art. I envisaged the event as an
incubation site for local artists both emerging and established. Environmental
sustainability was already the theme of the permanent Caldera Art Gallery
and the Treasures of the Tweed Mural and it was highlighted by pop-up
exhibitions such as Botanicus and the Murwillumbah Experimental Film
Shorts. Artistic and social sustainability were addressed by the provision of
professional opportunities and the positive contribution to the regeneration
of Murwillumbah’s town centre and identity.

Artists
2015
In 2015, my first step was to approach the existing art galleries. These
consisted of two council supported galleries, the Tweed Regional Gallery &
Margaret Olley Art Centre and the Caldera Art Gallery which is dedicated to
representational landscape and wildlife art of the Caldera. There was one
commercial gallery, Escape Gallery, which focused on representational fine
art painting and sculpture. All were willing to participate.
Two large public art works in Murwillumbah are on the flood levee wall in
Commercial Rd, reflecting another aspect of the artistic culture of the town.
On the river side, stretching for two kilometres, is the longest legal graffiti
wall in the Southern Hemisphere. Sanctioned by the Tweed Shire Council,
local artist Basix has been working with local, national and international
graffiti artists on the Graffiti Wall for twenty years to create ephemeral works
that are constantly being renewed. On the other side, there is a community
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mural, entitled Treasures of the Tweed, whose theme is the rare and
endangered flora and fauna of the Mount Warning Caldera. Started in 2008
and guided by a commissioned artist who collaborated with Work for the
Dole participants, it was completed in 2014. A third public art mural is on the
Hutchinson’s building in the town centre, created by Sauce and friends, local
aerosol artists.
Through networking and internet searching, I sought out artist studios in the
town centre and in 2015, I found only Studio 88 upstairs in the main street.
This is the studio of David Benson whose paintings reflect his spiritual
practice in the Hare Krishna faith- part of the Tweed’s diverse spiritual
communities. He shares the space with other artists.
For the pop-up exhibitions, I searched for collectives of artists who could
share the load of running an exhibition. I looked at the Northern Rivers
Creative website run by the peak body, Arts Northern Rivers, for local artists
and asked my networks about art collectives in the area. The results were the
Stafford Street Studio collective, a group of mainly 2D artists sharing a studio
space in south Murwillumbah; the Farrants Hill Collective, a group of
sculptors sharing a studio space in Farrants Hill, outside of Murwillumbah;
and the Murwillumbah Potters who share a workshop in Fernvale, just out of
town. The two other pop-ups, Pressed and Contact-All is Fantasy were
exhibitions that had already been planned by local artists and curators for
2015 and wanted to be part of a bigger project with the potential for greater
publicity.
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Photo 1: Pressed exhibition, curated by Danika and Ruth Larkin, 2015
(Photograph: Author)

In 2015, I curated a video art exhibition, entitled The Environmental Scream
which was themed around environmental sustainability. It was shown on
two screens in the foyer of the Regent Cinema; however, it did not attract the
audience it deserved. In addition, some artists I approached were reluctant to
show their work because of the sound quality.
A component of MAT 2015 was a community art project with Sort Recycling
which is a not-for-profit organisation working with the long term
unemployed, making jewelry and furniture from recycled e-waste and pallets.
A public art work was developed with sculptor, Paul Harrington, the
programme participants and myself. Food for Thought utilised aluminum cans
and a large fishing net to draw attention to the repurposing of everyday
materials. It was displayed in a courtyard between shops in the main street.
Sort Recycled also had a pop-up store selling their products.
The final aspect was a chalk art mural on the pavement, for which the
community were invited to take part. It was facilitated by artist, Amelia
Batchelor, outside a café and proved particularly popular with children.
10 | P a g e

Annie Long (22001823), 2016 Honours, Southern Cross University

Photo 2: The Community Chalk Art Pavement Mural, 2015
(Photograph: Author)

2016
By 2016, while the public art and council supported galleries were operating
unchanged, it was different for the private galleries. Escape Gallery had
closed but two art spaces called studios rather than galleries had been
established. Yellow Brick Studio is a collective of seven artists who hold
regular exhibitions of contemporary 2D and 3D works. The Sugarmill Studio
is also artist run, combining contemporary painting and sculpture with
illustration and design.
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Photo 3: Sugar Mill Studio 2016 (Photograph: Sarah Hurcombe)

In 2016, another artist studio came to my attention in South Murwillumbah,
Jack Quilter’s Sculpture Factory which has been Jack’s studio for ten years for
his small and large scale metal sculptures.

Photo 4: Jack Quilter’s Sculpture Factory (Photograph: Sarah Hurcombe)
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Anecdotal feedback from 2015 indicated that some local artists felt they had
not been given an opportunity to take part. As a result, the selection for the
2016 pop-ups was a mixture of the targeted curation of groups of artists in
the community, the curation of two themed exhibitions and Expressions of
Interest.
In line with the Art Seeding theme, I identified two groups whose profile I
wanted to raise in the community. The first was the North Coast TAFE Visual
Arts programme based in Murwillumbah which is the only educational arts
course for artists in the Tweed Valley. Its future was under pressure as the
State Government moved to sell the building and the staff were unclear
whether the programme would move to the Kingscliffe campus. I approached
the TAFE teachers and the painting coordinator, Hobie Porter, agreed to
curate a show of graduates from his painting course resulting in the Alumni
exhibition. The second group I approached was the Wollumbini Art and
Cultural Collective, based at Mt Warning who were a largely indigenous group
of artists. Despite negotiations started in 2015, they did not submit an
expression of interest.
Wanting to increase the profile of the video art exhibition in 2016, I expanded
the format and renamed it the Murwillumbah Experimental Film Shorts.
Through a call for submissions and targeted curating, seven experimental
films were shown around the theme of social and environmental
sustainability. This time, there was a special event on the large screen with
artists’ talks as well an ongoing screening in the foyer.
A second pop-up that I curated was the Botanicus exhibition. Given the name
for MAT 2016 was inspired by the opening of the Murwillumbah Seed Bank, I
instigated and curated the exhibition around a group of traditional Botanical
artists which then grew to include a range of artistic styles inspired by plants,
focusing on local flora. From the call for Expressions of Interest, three
exhibitions were realised: Art Synergy, a group of established painters and
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sculptors from the region, Our Glass Artist Collective, a group of both
established and student artists working in glass and Bridging Worlds, a group
of younger artists from Uki. A proposal for a QR coded street art project
entitled Urban Focks Hunt was accepted. Finally, Batchelor and another chalk
artist were employed to create three sites around the town centre with 3D
images.
Although I was available to offer advice and assistance, the vast majority of
artists self-selected their works to exhibit and worked with the other artists
to design the display of their exhibition.

Photo 5: Bridging Worlds exhibition, 2016 (Photo: Sarah Hurcombe)
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Locations
2015
I made the decision to concentrate MAT in the town centre of Murwillumbah
for two reasons. Firstly, to facilitate a compact experience for the audience
where they could walk to all the sites with only the Tweed Regional Gallery &
Margaret Olley Art Centre being out of this range. Secondly, to focus the
attention on the art deco town centre of Murwillumbah. In 2015, through
negotiation directly with the owners, an old art deco building in South
Murwillumbah, which had been empty for 10 years, was secured for two pop
up exhibitions. The Citadel which is privately owned, housed two more sites
and the final site was through a real estate.

2016
In 2016, the Citadel was used again. The old Escape Gallery building had a
new owner who wanted to support the arts so two exhibitions went here and
the final site was in the ‘old tattoo’ shop which I negotiated directly with the
owners. The Regent Theatre was the site of the video art exhibitions in both
2015 and 2016.
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Photo 6: MAT Opening night at the Regent Theatre (Photograph: Author)

Funding
2015
In 2015, a Country Arts Support Program grant application for $5,000 was
successful. The project was auspiced by the Murwillumbah District Business
Chamber which provided public liability.

2016
In 2016, an application for Event and Festival Funding to Tweed Shire Council
resulted in a contribution of $750. When a grant application to Regional Arts
NSW was unsuccessful, Art Northern Rivers then supported the project with
$1,500 and Destination Tweed with $750. The remainder of income was
derived from artists’ fees with the total being $5,900.
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Methodology
This research project ultilises a practice based research design combined with
interviews of curators of two related projects. See Appendix A for the ethical
considerations. As will be demonstrated in Chapter 2, curatorial practice is
now recognised as a form of artistic production (O’Neil, 2012) and as
Australian art historian and theorist Terry Smith (2012) points out reflexivity
and experimentation are part of a praxological, emergent and relational
curatorial process. Estelle Barrett (in Barrett & Bolt, 2007) from Charles
Stuart University, identifies three characteristics of practice-based research.
The first feature recognises the inherent and necessary subjective dimension
of the artistic process. Drawing on experiential learning models, she argues
that the passion that motivates artistic enquiry leads to the production of
new and unanticipated knowledge. This leads to unique ‘emergent’
methodologies which recognise that practice stimulates knowledge and
theories rather than the reverse. Self-reflective mapping of the researcher’s
own methods suggests the methods are not fixed but adjuste d to allow
knowledge to emerge. A third feature is the often interdisciplinary nature of
practice-based research. Rather than viewing this in the terms of the diluting
of artistic practice, Barrett suggests this is the only way to deal with complex
issues. This method of research has allowed me greater insights into the
processes of my curating experience. The addition of qualitative interviews
with Nina Shadworth, Director of Noosa Regional Gallery and Megan Marks
about Noosa Shire’s Floating Land and Ann Finnegan, Co-Director of Cementa
in Kandos, NSW, gave me insights into the working processes of these
curators of current, regional art events.
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Chapter 2: Models and Issues of Contemporary Curation
Chapter Two examines models of curating relevant to this research project: the
curator as artist, independent curator, and curator as facilitator. Then the use of
collaboration as a mode of artistic production is explored in terms of the evaluation
of community art projects, exhibition format and regional art based festivals.

Contemporary Curating
Contemporary curating is characterised by the transformation of the curator
from out of the public view to very much at the centre of cultural production
and discourse. This transformation has been enhanced by the proliferation of
international biennales since the 1990s where freelance curators work
contemporaneously. Coinciding with an overall conceptual shift in the art
world towards pluralism, artist and curator Paul O’Neil (2012) concludes the
key features of curating in the twenty first century are firstly, that exhibitions
are a coproduction between artists and curators and may involve cross
discipline participation. Secondly, that the relationship between artist,
curator and audience is no longer limited to specific galleries nor is triangular,
rather it is a nexus of possible interrelationships. This position recognises that
art is rarely produced alone and that its authorship may be collaborative.
Finally, O’Neil identifies the discursive and educational elements of
contemporary curatorial practice. As a means of mediation between artist
and audience, discursive practices have become an integral and evolving part
of contemporary exhibitions. Today, these may take the form of essays,
public talks, workshops or interdisciplinary events that contextualise and
critique the political and social framework in which the artworks sit,
interpreting for the general public (Smith, 2012).
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Within this renegotiation of the curator’s proactive role in the field of cultural
production there are in a wide range of curatorial models.

Artist as Curator
A contributing factor to the blurring of the lines between artist and curator
has been an acknowledgement that curators use similar processes to artists.
Australian art theorist, Terry Smith (2012) notes that, like artists, the process
is praxological, emergent and relational. He examines the values that are
shaping current curatorial practice such activist curating and co-curating with
artists. As curators have expanded their practice into the processes of the
making of art, so artists have expanded into traditional areas of the curator.
As O’Neil states
…the work of the artist-curator may include the display of autonomous
objects, the exhibition design, or the provision of an overall curatorial
structure as part of his or her expanded artistic practice. Exhibitions by artistcurators are now a distinctive model of curating, with the group exhibition
being employed as the main mode of artistic production (2012, p105).

O’Neils traces unconventional curatorial stategies back to conceptual art
practices in the 1960s, which then in turn informed politicised artist
collectives such as Group Material and General Idea in the 1980s-groups of
artists who wanted to push assumptions of what an exhibition should be.
When artists align curatorial stategy with their values, they have control over
both how and which art is seen.

Independent Curating
This spirit of empowerment is captured in curator, critic and art historian,
Han Ulrich Obrist’s series of interviews with pioneering curators who started
in the 1960s and 1970s, shed light on the motivations and experimental bent
of the independent curator. American independent curator Seth Seige laub
19 | P a g e

Annie Long (22001823), 2016 Honours, Southern Cross University

(2000 cited in Obrist, 2008) was working collaboratively with artists and
looking for alternative ways to exhibit from the start of his career in the
1960s. He believes the prohibitive costs and power structures of museums
and galleries suppress the life force of the art and artists. He states, ‘I think
the structure of museums tend to this kind of activity: historicization. It is a
sort of cemetery for art….’ (p. 120). In his interview with American curator
and art critic Lucy Lippard, Obrist (2008, p. 207) claims her innovative,
nonlinear approach to exhibition making, in particular the show 557,087, was
an inspiration for him.
It was hugely liberating and inspiring because it showed that sort of do-ityourself aspect an exhibition can have: it is not necessary to wait until one
gets invited to curate a museum show, one can just do it.

The attitude of curators such as Seigelaub and Lippard in the late twentieth
century illustrates how creativity and risk taking have been ulitlised by both
curators and artists-curators to contribute to fresh curatorial practice that
empowers artists reliant on art institutions and commercial dealers to exhibit
their work.

Curator as Facilitator
A third model, curator as facilitator sees the curator’s role as one who
enables artists to find their audience. For Australian festival director and
writer, Marcus Westbury (2008) the role of curators as cultural gatekeepers is
relevant to the very few artists who will be embraced by major institutions
and dealers. Drawing on his experience as Artistic Director of Melbourne’s
Next Wave Festival in 2004 and 2006, he suggests his role of curator was
about being a catalyst for the Artist Run Initiatives (ARI) to exhibit their work.
By locating the artists in a group of shipping containers in the Docklands, (in
other words, in a new context outside a gallery), it evolved from an exhibition
into an event. For Westbury, this not only attracts a wider audience but also
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allowed the freedom to anchor the art in its own grassroots culture. He cites
the organic development of the Melbourne graffiti laneways as another
example, growing from a bottom up culture and now a major tourist
attraction for the city, a process that has bypassed large art institutions and
commercial galleries.
Westbury is well known for the Renew project in Newcastle, Australia, a
creative led urban regeneration project which again used a bottom up
approach. It was initiated in 2008 as a response to the depopulated Central
Business District with over 150 empty shops. His starting premise was to
enable artists and creatives to use these spaces short term with the
possibility of growth and long term rental. Westbury (2015) asserts the real
value of this kind of creative lead urban regeneration is to look inwards and
draw on the talent and capacity that already exists in a town rather than
waiting for an external quick fix. As a result of this experience, he advocates
low cost, practical, realistic options as a starting point and highlights systemic
problems that may be encountered. One example is the attitude of the
landlords and real estates to empty buildings. He found that complex tax
arrangements and urban planning policies had created a deadlock that
blocked a large proportion of empty premises from being rented. Therefore,
when an exhibition is placed in a community, the curator may be working
through a cross section of issues on the ground to enable the artists and
connect them with their audience, not in the actual production of the
artwork.

Collaborative Art Practices
Collaboration has been demonstrated as an integral characteristic of
contemporary curating and it faces the same challenges seen in collaborative
art practice. Art historian Grant Kester (2011) identifies a movement towards
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collective modes of art productions since the mid-1990s despite a rise in
neoliberalist economics and policy that opposes collective actions.
Collaboration is at the heart of socially engaged art practices which are
characterised by a move away from traditional aesthetics of authorship, form
and technique towards a collective drive, collaboration and political activism.
These art practices are grounded in the belief that art can be transformative
and projects can be process rather than product driven (Lalley, Ang &
Anderson 2011), inviting audience participation rather than merely
spectatorship. In their paper on the Arts and Creative Industries in Australia,
O’Connor, Cunningham & Jaaniste (2011, pp. 63-64) note that community art
often directly confronts traditional aesthetics, incorporates commercial
popular culture and acts in response to the needs of a community. For
Kester (2013) process, relationships, democratic inclusion and de -authorship
are sufficient benchmarks to judge the value of a collaborative project.
However, British art historian Claire Bishop (2006) argues that art practices
characterised by a collective drive, collaboration and social engagement have
created ‘the social turn’, that is, art is judged by the process of social
inclusivity above all. She advocates that the best art offers a tension between
the autonomy of the art/artist and social collaboration and that aesthetic
criterion cannot be completely discarded. She suggests that new aesthetic
criterion need to be developed to judge the collaborative art paradigm
(Leger, 2012). While Kester and Bishop are referring to individual artworks,
their conclusions have application to this project as they capture the tension
between the community art model of inclusivity and a more editorialised
approach to curatorial practice in the contemporary, pluralist art world.

Multi-sited Exhibition Formats
The format of art exhibitions has been defined by Paul O’Neil (2012, p 39) as
‘a temporary form of order’ creating a snap shot into the thinking of the
curator(s) at that time. Since the 1990s, large scale, multi sited art events
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such as biennales have pushed the boundary of the exhibition format. The
complexity of contemporary exhibition making is reflected in O’Neill’s (2012)
statement: ‘Exhibitions are a co productive, spatial medium, resulting from
varying forms of negotiation, relationality, adaption, and collaboration
between subject and object, across space and time’ (p. 129). Due to the scale
of a biennale, the city that hosts them collaborates by being part of the
‘gallery’ with a range of permanent and temporary sites galleries. This has
become an integral part of some cities’ image and branding. They include ‘the
paracuratorial’ (Smith, 2012), that is, the integration over multiple sites of
conferences, educational forums and workshops, often with an
interdisciplinary aspect. This expansion of sites beyond the museum and
gallery walls has made the use of alternative sites part of main stream
practice. The Biennale of Sydney (Biennale of Sydney, 2016), for example,
ultilises a range of temporary sites on Cockatoo Island as well as the
established galleries. Therefore, the biennale format proves a model for
collaborative, multi-sited contemporary art exhibitions reliant on cooperative
curating.

Arts Based Festivals in Regional Areas
In regional areas, the value of multi-sited art events can be clearly seen. The
benefits of a healthy arts culture have been advocated as an indicator of
regional economic growth (Florida 2012; Masters, Russell &Brooks 2011;
George 2015) with social economist Florida linking creatives and urban
regeneration. Indeed, culture and creative activity earned $86 billion (6.9%)
of Australia’s Gross National Product and are seen as strongly linked to
tourism and employment in regional Australia (Regional Arts Australia 2015).
However, economics is not the only indicator that has been measured.
Florida (2012) is interested in not only how creatives improve real estate
values but also in the value of improved aesthetics in our subjective
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experience of place contributing to wellbeing and civic pride. For regional
Australians, Rentschler, Bridson and Evans (2015) identified four areas that
the arts have a direct impact on: community connectedness, social inclusion,
civic pride and community identity and regional development. Furthermore,
Art Nations 2015’s (Australia Council for the Arts 2015) survey reported 85%
of Australians agree the arts make life more meaningful and rich. Thus, the
multifaceted positive effects of the arts have seen a rise in arts based
festivals that are embraced equally by artists, communities, councils, tourism
and business.

Case studies
The following case studies illustrate how two different curatorial approaches
to an arts based festival in a regional area have intersected with the
respective communities to produce an art based festival in a regional setting.
Floating Land
Floating Land (Noosa Regional Gallery, 2015) began in 2001 as an exhibition
of land art in the environment in various location in the Noosa shire (Wilson
2004). An interview with Noosa Regional Gallery Director, Nina Shadworth
and Megan Marks (N Shadworth & M Marks 2015, pers.comm.,9 November)
whose PhD subject was Floating Land, explained how the biannual art event
has evolved.

Curatorial Model

From 2001 to 2013, Floating Land had an international artist programme and
community programme running concurrently. Having international artists
create work in-situ was part of the curatorial thinking from the inception as a
way of capacity building for local artists. This international exchange created
a global profile which ran alongside a community programme and
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establishing it as a biannual exhibition that is anticipated by both local
audiences and tourists. However, funding cuts in 2015 meant only the
community arm of the event remained and resultant lack of curatorial control
led Shadworth to question whether the brand of Floating Land can continue
as it is directly associated with the Noosa Regional Gallery. This illustrates
that with a move towards an inclusive community art model, the resultant art
work will not be evaluated as highly even though the social benefits to
community are recognised.

Local Identity

An alignment of Noosa’s identity as a natural environment with biosphere
status and the interests of particular curators in Art-Science and the
likelihood of this theme attracting large scale grants contributed to the
evolution of a large scale land art event. By embedding the art in the
environment, Floating Land has solidified the area’s identification with its
unique surrounds. This was reinforced by a discursive Art-Science
programme.

Funding

By 2009, the event was attracting grants from the Australia Council for the
Arts, Queensland Arts and the Noosa Council, reaching its peak with a budget
of over $300,000 in 2013. With the amalgamation of the Sunshine Coast
Council, the subsequent de-amalgamation of the Noosa Council and a public
perception that the budget had blown out, they had a reduced budget in
2015 of around $80,000. Shadworth and Marks have been researching
models such as the Swell Sculpture Festival where an independent, not for
profit organisation relies on sponsorship to run the event (including the Gold
Coast Council). The heavy reliance on local council now means the curation of
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Floating Land has to fit into the council’s local objectives and hence
impacting on previous curatorial directions.

This case study gives a longitudinal view of a regional art festival and how its
changing character has been determined by a complex mix of local identity
and politics, community needs and curatorial direction. While the themes are
drawn from the area, the inclusion of international artists and a discursive
programme has given Floating Land credibility in the broader art world and
with funding bodies.

Cementa
A second model of an art based event in a regional area is Cementa (Cementa
2015) which was held in the small town of Kandos in central NSW in 2013 and
2015, and is planned for 2017. The origins and motivation for Cementa stem
from the Sydney art scene as co-director Ann Finnegan (A Finnegan 2015,
pers.comm., 28 August) explained in an interview.

Curatorial Model
When Kandos’s main employer, a cement works, closed down and because of
its proximity to the much larger regional town of Mudgee, the town
experienced a decline in retail. Finnegan bought a building in Kandos in 2011
and started a residency programme, the Kandos Projects for both established
and emerging Sydney artists. With a synergy of artists, curators and
educators from Sydney artist run spaces, galleries and Western Sydney
University, the aim of the first 2013 iteration was to produce a Biennale
standard contemporary art festival including electronic, robotic and sound art
with an intergenerational mix. Utilising the empty shops and locations around
the town, over forty artists participated. Finnegan emphasised the freedom
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given to artists to finding their own locations and developing their work
indicating a less editorial approach to curating.

Local Identity

The original concept was that the artist residency in Kandos would be
reflective of the town resulting contemporary art that had meaning for local
people . One example was the work of Stars and Cmielewski who captured and revisualised a local car burnout event in film. Finnegan observes that for local

artists there is the expectation that art is product for sale in contrast with the
bulk of exhibits in the festival. This has been resolved by having a salon style
exhibition for local artists, inviting the community to use the Kandos Projects
space and supporting local cultural events. She was unsure how much a
biannual event can contribute to the local economy.

Funding

With international names like Haines and Hinterding working for modest
artist fees, Cementa13 and Cementa 15 have been funded by mainly by Arts
NSW, Australia Council and some local sources with a budget of around
$100,00. Established artists have allowed the curators to access larger grants
which would not be possible if the focus was on local artists who do not te nd
to work in these contemporary mediums. Finnegan believes ‘The sad truth is
that funding bodies aren’t going to fund your local watercolourist to be in the
festival as we’re in the so-called business of developing the culture of
contemporary art’.

This case study shows an exhibition of conceptual art conceived and drawing
on artists largely outside the regional community. Contemporary art is being
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used to reflect back to Kandos a version of their identity and well as exposing
the community to conceptual art practices which have a heavy reliance on
public arts funding.

To sum up, contemporary curating has evolved to be recognised as a fluid
part of the cultural production process. The blurring of roles between artist
and curator has been enhanced by collaborative, discursive practices based
on a shift in thinking that recognises the interrelational nature of art. Three
models, relevant to this project have been discussed. The first is the artistcurator where artists extend their art practice to control how their art work is
displayed. The second looks at motivations of independent curation which
seek to escape the limitations of institutionalised art hierarchies in terms of
art practice and access to audiences. The third sees the curator as a facilitator
that enables artists to create and connect with a wider audience beyond the
gallery space. The benefits of collaborative projects are seen in regional areas
in art based festivals which contribute to a community’s identity, economy
and artistic professional development. However, the major challenge faced
by more democratised art practices is the perception of artistic value.
Processes and social inclusion may be seen as valid outcomes rather than
traditional aesthetic evaluation of object based art and/or sales figures.
However, it is not clear how these can be measured. It also appears that
without a contemporary edge, even if the exhibition is a direct reflection of
the artistic community, regional arts based festivals may not attract major
funding.
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Chapter 3 Outcome of the Murwillumbah Art Trail
Chapter 3 reflects on the curatorial model used in MAT and the outcomes for
artists, audience and the identity of the town on Murwillumbah.

Themes
As discussed in Chapter 2, art festivals may not originate from within a
community and their aim may be to bring culture into a regional area such as
Cementa. Alternatively, festivals like Floating Land have strived to maintain a
balance between local and international and are coming to terms with a
reduced budget and a changing shift in focus to the local. In contrast, my
intention for MAT has always been to draw on the artistic talent of the area,
embedded in the wider community, suggested by Westbury to be the key to
having a long-term impact in a community.

Photo 7: Caldera Art Gallery, 2016 (Photograph: Author)

My choice of the theme of environmental and social sustainability was one
way to reflect the character of the region. Building on the foundation
provided by the Caldera Art Gallery and the Treasures of the Tweed Mural,
the theme was explored by the collaboration with Sort Recycling, the
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Environmental Scream exhibition in 2015 and Botanicus and the
Murwillumbah Experimental Film Shorts (MEFS) in 2016. Mr Todd’s QR coded
Urban Focks Hunt of street art used an innovative way to educate people
about the impact of foxes in our local environment. The theme was explored
discursively with question and answer session with artists in MEFS which
included discussion on environmental issues, women’s homelessness and the
sustainability of an artist’s practice. There is great potential to further
develop the discursive aspect of MAT. Workshops were offered in 2015 were
not well attended and were not included in MAT 2016. This will be revisited
in MAT 2017.

Photo 8: Mr Todd’s QR coded Urban Focks Hunt, MAT 2016
(Photograph: Sarah Hurcombe)

In both iterations, groups such as the Stafford Street Studio, Our Glass Artists
Collective and Art Synergy working collectively highlighted how this practice
sustains an artist’s practice. Bridging Worlds took this idea one step further
using a collaborative process to develop their individual works and
consequent display. The Graffiti Wall is a great example of generations of
graffiti artists have been sustained and nurtured over a twenty-year period.
In 2017, the theme of Past, Present, Future invites artists to continue building
and commenting on these themes linked to the community’s identity.
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Artists
When selecting the groups for the pop-up exhibitions, I either went to their
studios and/or looked at their on-line profile to see what their level of
experience was and then had regular contact. This included artists from
highly trained backgrounds to self-taught but nearly all displayed an on-going
commitment to their art practice. In some case, such as the TAFE Alumni
exhibition, I worked with a curator. They were given total freedom over the
selection and display of their exhibition. The main cause of angst for the
artists was not knowing what the exhibition space would be as real estates
cannot commit to leasing an empty shop until four weeks before. Artists
were encouraged to create digital profile if they did not already have one and
had to provide an artist statement and images for the MAT website. MAT has
also provided opportunities for curators. In 2015, the Pressed exhibition of
printmakers was curated by two emerging curators who gained valuable
experience, exposure and job offers and I gained experience by curating
three individual exhibitions in total. Hence the pop up exhibitions ran on an
artist-curator model in the tradition of artist run initiatives.
Collaboration between the artists resulted in a powerful learning
environment. Most groups did not need nor want a high level of my input in
the installation process as more experienced artists helped the less
experienced. This level of control, while hard work, was also empowering for
them to know they are not reliant on the public and commercial gallery
system to show and sell their work. They were able to receive direct feedback
from the public verbally, through sales and commissions and from other
artists. They were able to see the overall sale figures, commissions and
comments of all the artist in an Artists Survey that I collated in 2015 and
2016. Other outcomes included the commitment of two artists to set up a
Botanical Florilegium to document the flora of the Caldera. Artists reported
that it provided them with the opportunity to build networks and feel part of
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an artistic community. After MAT 2015, a new Tweed Valley arts organisation
Creative Caldera was started in a response to artists wanting a central
networking point. These findings validate Westbury’s ideas when he
identified that to foster creativity, it is more important to cultivate a
supportive and respectful community rather than create hierarchical power
structures.

Photo 9: Art Synergy Exhibition 2016
(Photo: Sarah Hurcombe)

The community model of inclusivity was tested in a number of areas. A small
number of individual artists approached me and some were included in group
shows if both the group and the artist agreed with the fit. In the selection of
artists for the Murwillumbah Experimental Film Shorts, some submissions
were refused as they were documentary rather than experimental. Another
grey area was which businesses in town could be included. My criteria that
art had to be the core business of the shop generated resentment from a
second hand furniture/home décor business who also sells original art works
and another music shop which has some original paintings hanging.
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However, other home decor shops were not included and these businesses
did benefit from the flow of people through the town generated by the
event, keeping the focus of the event on visual art as promoted.
Therefore, my role as curator of MAT aligns more with Westbury’s model by
enabling groups of artists to collaborate in ARI style exhibitions, presenting
themselves professionally with room for experimentation and by creating a
community for artists to meet and network. This community builds on the
artists of the existing galleries, studios and public art and MAT connects
artists directly with their audience.

Community Art
MAT 2015 included two community art projects which were the Food for
Thought project, whose final outcome unfortunately lacked visual impact,
and the Community Chalk Art Pavement which both enabled non-artists to
participate in the making of art work. In 2016, this role was filled by the
Yellow Brick Studio’s Random Acts of Cardboard wall where visitors were
invited to participate in its creation which was successful in both participation
and outcome. In 2016, I invited Amelia Batchelor who had facilitated the
Community Chalk Art Pavement and her artistic collaborator to use their
chalk art skills revealing how popular chalk art is with the public. People loved
watching the 3D works being made, talking to the artists and having their
photos taken. The MAT Facebook post of her previous works received nearly
13,000 hits, by far the highest number. Interestingly, the two galleries did not
want chalk art near their window fronts as they perceived it to be ‘low art’
and it would reflect negatively on their aesthetics and hence business. I
realised that although I was applying a broad church approach to art, some
artists are clearly thinking hierarchically.
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Photo 10: Yellow Brick Studio 2016’s interactive work ‘Random Acts of Cardboard’
(Photograph: Sarah Hurcombe)

With the aim of creating a strong community art outcome, for MAT 2017, I
have developed a proposal for a collaboration between two digital artists and
the students of the Wollumbin High animation course to utilise archival
material from the Tweed Regional Museum. The theme for 2017 is Past,
Present, Future which will focus the works and the films will be displayed in
an architectural projection on the night of the Tweed Foodie Festival (a
community dinner party in the main street) and in shop front windows. This
draws together professional opportunities for the artists, gives a voice to the
students about their community and develops a partnership with the Tweed
Regional Museum.
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Locations
Embedding the event in the town has been one of the most successful aspect
of the MAT which contributed to a sense of identity. As noted in Chapter 2,
contemporary exhibitions are now characterised by diverse spatial relations.
In 2015, the use of art deco buildings in South Murwillumbah brought the
public inside places they had not been for ten years. As artists reported in the
Artists’ Survey, they felt the building almost upstaged the exhibition and
started a town debate on how to permanently activate this space. The three
pop up spaces rented in 2015 have now attracted long term rentals. In 2016,
the site of Botanicus was in the ‘old tattoo shop’, originally a bank with a
heavy vault door which connected the audience to the architecture and
history of the town and has become part of the Art Trail experience. Similarly,
Jack Quilter’s Sculpture Factory, located down a back lane, took people to
parts of Murwillumbah that they would not normally go. There were
anecdotal reports that people felt a renewed sense of pride in
Murwillumbah’s ‘unpolished diamonds’. It also presents an opportunity to
link the town to the Tweed Regional Art Gallery and Margaret Olley Art
Centre in a physical and symbolic way.

Photo 11: Information desk at the Tweed Regional
Gallery & Margaret Olley Art Centre, 2016
(Photograph: Author)
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Photo 12: Botanicus exhibition in the old tattoo shop with bank vault, 2016
(Photograph: Sarah Hurcombe)

Given the number of empty shops in Murwillumbah, I had assumed in 2015
that it would be easy to rent them short term; however, there was a great
deal of resistance by real estates and I can only speculate as to the reasons
why. The inconvenience of a short term rental seemed one reason and as
Westbury (2015) pointed out, there are tax arrangements that may benefit
owners in keeping the building empty. In Murwillumbah, commercial
properties are dealt with by two real estates and there now seems to be a
slow shifting of attitude. I had the most success by dealing directly with the
owners who wanted to see their buildings activated and to bring potential
tenants through. Because they lived locally or had a local family connection,
they understood how the event could contribute the town’s wellbeing. For
this reason, businesses in the town CBD were also supportive of the event
especially after the first iteration. Anecdotal reports from café owners
showed the increased traffic translated into sales for them and they enjoyed
having the atmosphere of a full town but this information needs to be
captured in more formal survey of business owners in MAT 2017.
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Photo 13: Alumni exhibition 2016 (Photograph: Sarah Hurcombe)

Funding
Funding is one of the most precarious aspects of the Murwillumbah Art Trail and will
be the key to its longevity. The budget for the last two years of $5,000-$6000 has
been supplemented by large amounts of in-kind work, including my own fees. The
auspicing of the project by the Murwillumbah District Chamber of Commerce has
been invaluable as this includes public liability insurance. As previously illustrated by
the case studies of Cementa and Floating Land, to attract large grants from arts
funding bodies the focus needs to be on cutting edge art practice and themes. It
seems unlikely that MAT will attract ongoing grants from the arts sector unless more
innovative art is produced. Local organisations such as Art Northern Rivers are only
offering in-kind support for 2017. I am waiting to see if funding applications to CASP,
Regional Arts NSW and the Southern Cross Credit Union have been successful. A
second possible source of funding is the Tweed Shire Council whose 2016 event
funding policy is to only fund an event for three years by which time they expect it
to be self-sufficient. They have committed some funding for 2017 and request a long
term business plan with further applications. Hence, they are willing to support but
not take the full financial responsibility which is beneficial for the curatorial
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independence of MAT. A third funding source is sponsorship which has not been
explored in 2015 and 2016. As Nina Shadworth (N Shadworth 2015, pers.comm.,9

November) pointed out the model developed by Swell Sculpture Festival, which
funded largely by sponsorship and has Deductible Gift Recipient (DGR) status, may
be the future of art events like MAT. For this reason, I approached Creative Caldera
to be the umbrella organisation with DGR being a possibility in the future. However,
at the time of writing, they do not think they are adequately resourced to do this.
Finally, crowdfunding through the Australian Cultural Fund will be investigated for
MAT 2017.
On a positive note, a business manager has joined MAT for 2017 to work on
sponsorship, promotions and income generation. As a consequence of this model,
Destination Tweed, the local tourism organisation has committed funding and inkind support for MAT 2017. My hope is that MAT will continue to evolve and attract
the necessary stakeholders and funding streams.

Photo 14: Graffiti wall, 2016 (Photograph: Author)
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Conclusion
In conclusion, the curatorial turn that my artistic practice has taken, has been
an exploration of the practices of an independent curator. In the context of
the MAT, the outcome has been a consolidation of my role as facilitator that
enables artists to connect with their audience rather than a heavily
editorialising presence. This has contributed to the building of the existing
artistic culture of the area and to the empowerment of artists in ARI style
exhibitions. For artists, the outcomes were not only economic but also the
opportunity to build networks that sustain their art practice. For the wider
community, MAT has provided economic stimulus and contributed to a shift
in identity as Murwillumbah as a centre for arts culture. As an independent
curator, I have had curatorial freedom from institutional expectations and
been able to work with artists and curators to coproduce a multi sited
exhibition whose inspiration is firmly embedded in a sense of place .
However, without institutional backing, an independent art festival derived
solely from within a local community needs time to engender credibility with
both public and private funding sources. Despite the precarious nature of
ongoing funding, MAT 2017 has attracted a business manager and tourism
sponsorship which may be the key to its sustainability.
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Appendix A
Ethical Considerations
The ethical aspects of the project comply with the Australian Code for the
Responsible Conduct of Research (National Health and Research Council
2015). Ethical clearance of the interview questions was sort from the
Southern Cross University Ethics committee to assure the integrity of the
research and that participants were being respected and Expedited
Application Approval was received. The transcribed material was sent to the
participants for consent before publishing.
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