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Human relationships and the connections I’ve made in Moree have 
been vital to my creative thinking and to the formulation of what has 
become the Painted River Project (PRP). 

I’d like to share those Moree connections here.

When I first came to Moree in 2010, I was very fortunate to meet 
Hugh and Gina Livingston at an exhibition of William Yang’s at  Bank 
Art Museum Moree (BAMM) through artist and friend Luke Sciberras. 
After the exhibition opening Hugh took a group of us to a local 
Chinese restaurant. The group shared a wonderful night, and I was 
invited to see Hugh’s garden Boolooroo Station the next day. I had 
told him about my practiced-based PhD research project entitled 
The Artist’s Garden: Reshaping the Landscape and how I was keen to 
paint and study historic gardens. During my visit Hugh talked lovingly 
about his garden and the generational responsibility he felt. We 
discussed the atmospherics of the garden, its design and the quite 
unique plants introduced by his grandmother. Hugh talked about 
the duty of care he had for the health of the plants in his garden and 
that its existence was only possible because of its relationship and 
proximity to the Gwydir River. The next year, in 2011, I was invited by 
Hugh to Moree to paint a series of work of the garden at Boolooroo, 

several of which featured in my PhD exhibition at the Australian 
National University (ANU) in Canberra.

In 2012, I was back in Moree for my own exhibition at BAMM. At  
the opening I had a chance encounter with an elderly Aboriginal  
woman, sadly – whose name I never got. Our brief discussion in  
part led to the idea for the PRP. Towards the end of the opening,  
she approached me to say how much she liked my paintings. She  
inquired politely where I was from and what I intended to paint while 
I was in town? As the conversation flowed, she talked about Country, 
the different rivers, and the significance of the Gwydir Wetland to her 
people. She reminisced about her childhood and shared with me her 
mother and grandmother’s recollections about the abundance  
of birdlife then and reflected on the health of the wetland now.   
What she said to me that evening profoundly reshaped my life.

Through running the PRP Moree and the production of this 
publication I’d like to pay respect to that softly spoken Aboriginal 
woman who, most likely, I’ll never know. I’d also like to give  
my heartfelt thanks to Hugh and Gina Livingston and to truly 
acknowledge the many human connections that have been  
made through the Project in Moree.

8 9

Making and valuing human connections

PREFACE

Leo Robba 

‘We discussed the  
atmospherics of the  

garden, its design and  
the quite unique plants  

introduced by his  
grandmother. Hugh talked 
about the duty of care he 
had for the health of the 
plants in his garden and 

that its existence was only 
possible because of its  

relationship and proximity 
to the Gwydir River.’

Leo Robba 
Australian Picturesque,  

Boolooroo Station, 2010
Acrylic on board

22.5cm x 30cm
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The site-specific nature of the Painted River Project (PRP) coupled 
with participatory art-making and practical science (such as 
water testing) allows for a shared connection to place and builds 
our understanding of how we live with the natural world. The 
collaboration between Western Sydney University (WSU), Monash 
Sustainable Development Institute (MSDI) and Bank Art Museum 
Moree (BAMM) seeks to provide an opportunity for diverse 
community members to engage in creative and scientific interaction 
and to nurture transformative thinking and collective action.

The PRP has been purposely designed to support creative,  
practice-based community participation that encourages a transition 
to a more sustainable future. It is not about coming to a place  
like Moree and telling people how to live, rather, it’s about starting 
civil conversation within the community so together people can  
re-imagine a new future for their rivers and watersheds. 

Through the establishment of ongoing partnerships, we aim to 
break down the city-country divide by acknowledging that rural and 
regional communities like Moree which are hugely water dependant, 
have complex relationships with this precious resource. The recent 
prolonged drought, followed by floods, in addition to the mouse 
plague, are part of everyday life for people in the bush. This reality 

comes at a cost to peoples’ mental health, livelihoods and must 
form part of the ongoing dialogue about water ecology, how water 
is valued and how together we rethink existing cultural practices to 
best support people. All cultural change takes time and requires the 
development of vision for the future and a network of opportunity 
—that’s why it’s vital that projects like the Painted River are not one-
off events but embraced, co-designed and owned by the community.

Given the collaborative nature of the project I’d like to acknowledge 
the support of my long-term collaborator, Tony Capon, Director of 
(MSDI) who has helped develop several extended partnerships for 
the project over the years, most notably, with the Blue Mountains 
City Council, Cumberland Council and Sydney City Council. 

It has been a joy working with the BAMM team and the relationships 
we have forged with the people of Moree. The PRP Moree is the sixth 
iteration of the project and is back where the idea originated. I’d like 
to extend my heartfelt thanks to Vivien Clyne BAMM’s Director, who 
prior to going on maternity leave agreed to host the Project. And in 
her absence, a special thanks goes to Acting Director, Kate Tuart and 
Sarah Vickerman who have worked tirelessly to make the field trip, 
community event and this publication possible. Their care and love 
for their community was evident in everything they did.

The Painted River Project Moree

PROLOGUE

Leo Robba 

Top left: Norma and Melanie Jenson chatting with artist Lucy Culliton  
after painting. Top right: WSU’s Dr Ian Wright shares a laugh with  
local farmer and artist Ian Reardon. Bottom left: Local artist Yvonne  
Ledingham sets up her easel with handmade cotton rag paper.  
Bottom right: BAMM’s Acting Director, Kate Tuart, with Kamilaroi  
artist Mark Washington and Leo Robba. 
PHOTOS: Sally Tsoutas
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We grew up learning how to fish just natural and I learned a lot  
from my great aunty, Aunty Margie [Margaret Adams]. She took us 
out to Pilliga scrub a lot, lots about bush tucker, what to eat and  
what not to eat, how to track animals, get fruits, native honey from 
the bees and the flowers. 

When we were kids (before there were weirs), you could just go 
and catch fish everywhere back then. The cockies (cotton farmers) 
mucked all the rivers up, taking all the water.

We used to get river muscles when were kids, just feel around for 
them in the mud with our feet, but some of us would dive down for 
them, mostly in summer. You find them in the mud with your feet, like 
on the beach with pippies.

The way we used to tell where a cod comes from, where they  
were born actually ‘cause they’re territorial, is when you gut the fish 
you get clear baking paper and put it inside his gut and when you 
pull it out that tree will come up on the paper, every single branch, so 
all his veins inside the fish are the same as the tree where he  
was born. My aunty showed me that. She had pictures on the walls 
and would frame them. They was all different tea trees. She was  
getting them out of big cod’s guts and it would show the tree  
where they were born.

And we used to use the fish heads of the cod when you pull the 

bones out and put them back together they are shapes of  
dragonflies. You don’t see many of them dragonflies anymore,  
but there used to be heaps. 

I’m the only one in my family that does art and I sell a lot of  
different things. Lots of different things that I’ve carved out of  
wood. For an egg I’d use an old shearing comb ‘cause Dad was a 
shearer. They reckon there’s 14 different shades of an emu egg  
before you get down to the white, they get lighter and lighter 
before you break through.

I saw aunt Marg [Margaret Adams] do a lot of painting, everyone’s 
got their own style, she’s got so much colour. I started painting back 
in the day, at school. I use black and white, smudging the paint, use 
my finger, then you’ve got your fingerprint in there.

I hope everything works out good for the exhibition, get our stuff  
out there. I’d like to keep my art going for my family and Aunt Marg, 
and it keeps my mind occupied, keeps me busy. I like to have two  
paintings to work on, when I get tired of one I work on the other  
one. I’m always busy with my hands, I do a bit of carving or make a  
necklace or something.

Hopefully the river will be up for them when the artists come back 
to town. The river’s always changing. You wait for the fresh to come 
through then you know the fish are biting.

View of the Mehi River bend  
from Mary Brand Park  
PHOTO: Sally Tsoutas

Mark Washington, Kamilaroi artist in conversation with Kate Tuart

Connecting to Country
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Earth scientists argue that we have left the Holocene epoch and 
entered the Anthropocene epoch. 

The Holocene is considered a “Goldilocks” period for human life on 
Earth—a period during which it was “not too hot” and “not too cold.”  
We have now entered a new epoch in which humans, collectively,  
are changing earth systems to such an extent that it will be seen  
in the fossil record.  

In this context, the Rockefeller Foundation–Lancet Commission on 
Planetary Health investigated the health implications of the  
Anthropocene epoch, and published its findings in 2015. This Lancet 
Commission report defined planetary health as the health of human 
civilisation and the state of the natural systems on which it depends.

Bushfires and pandemics are symptoms of the Anthropocene epoch. 
Climate change is amplifying the intensity and frequency of  
bushfires. Spillover of novel pathogens from animals to humans—
such as the coronavirus that is causing the COVID-19 pandemic 
—occurs in the context of social and environmental change,  
including agri-food system transitions, biodiversity loss,  
urbanisation, and climate change.

There is much to learn from Indigenous ways of understanding the 
world. Although planetary health is an emerging discipline in health 

Planetary Health explained

BIG PICTURE THINKING

Tony Capon 

research and public policy, the concept that human health is  
dependent on the planet’s natural systems is not a new idea for  
Indigenous peoples. Understandings of the links between the health 
of people and natural systems are central to Indigenous spiritual 
traditions and cultural practices.

The current dominant human culture is at the heart of planetary 
health challenges. And yet, as human ecologist Stephen Boyden has 
noted, changing this culture is the only solution to these challenges. 

Human development must be de-coupled from resource use and 
environmental degradation. There is a pressing need for a change  
of mindset to ways of living that are in harmony with nature—to  
a “planetary consciousness” in everyday life and in wider  
socioeconomic and commercial systems. 

There is much more work to be done to bring this “civilisational” 
health perspective into focus. It will require the engagement of  
scholars and other stakeholders across fields including anthropology,  
global studies, political ecology and design.

The Painted River Project is a novel planetary health partnership.   
It brings scientists together with artists, and inspires new work  
that can engage communities in addressing these big planetary 
health challenges.  

‘Human development must be  
de-coupled from resource use and  

environmental degradation. There is a 
pressing need for a change of mindset 

to ways of living that are in harmony 
with nature—to a “planetary  

consciousness” in everyday life  
and in wider socioeconomic and  

commercial systems’

PHOTO: Sally Tsoutas
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Human culture has its origins in stories, and its traditions 
—that is, the history of ongoing storytelling are an important 
part of the human narrative and define how we see the 
world. For people, their understanding and connection to 
place is greatly affected by the prevailing social, political, and 
environmental issues, and how history is told and retold. The 
arts, our imaginations, and the way we depict nature and 
our relationship with land, water, and natural systems are 
interwoven with the way we shape the world in our own image 
and understanding of place. As ocular-centric beings living 
in a digital, highly connected, and image driven world, this 
understanding is now more crucial than ever before. Everyone 
is part of culture and contributes to its richness. In the context 
of the Painted River Project, this is manifestly clear—we are all 
painting the same river, yet every painting is unique:  

Artwork name 2020
Artwork Type
Size

ARTIST NAME

The importance of visual culture

THE ART OF PLANETARY HEALTH 

Leo Robba and Jon Allen

Detail of David Usher’s painting 
Gwydir River Study 1

everyone sees, interprets, and depicts place in their own  
way and brings their own voice and something different to  
the collective discourse. 

It is clear we have reached a turning point in human history 
and it’s time for us to not only re-think the way we live but to 
fundamentally reassess what we value and how we care for  
the natural world upon which we all depend. The emerging 
field of planetary health links the things we do, with the  
health of people and the health of the planet. Its aim is to 
provide a framework for us to reassess current practices and 
courses of action to safeguard the health of current and future 
generations. The planetary health framework underpins and 
informs the social design model that is the PRP. In combination, 
the social design model and planetary health principles 
provide mechanisms for people and diverse communities to 
come together to visualise clearer, manageable pathways for 
collective responses and actions. The premise being—we have 
designed ourselves into our current situation and we  
must design our way out.

For Indigenous people, land, culture, and health are inextricably 

View of artist Kate Robinson’s fieldtrip sketch book 
PHOTO: Sally Tsoutas 

“We have lived our lives by the assumptions that what was good for us 
would be good for the world. We have been wrong. We must change our 
lives so that it will be possible to live by the contrary assumption, what 
is good for the world will be good for us. And that requires that we make 
the effort to know the world and learn what is good for it.” 
 

Wendell Berry, The Long-Legged House (1969) 
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entwined and their deep spiritual connection to their lands 
and waters clearly identifies that the principles and practices 
of planetary health and caring for Country—doing what is 
good for the world—were, for millennia, well known to them. 
Tradition owners’ practices, relationship with Ngurra* (Country), 
and their deeply embedded cultural knowledge can provide 
guideposts for us all to take note of to identify the way forward 
and how human societies could better thrive. 

This cultural knowledge has been passed on through 
generations of oral and visual storytelling. Art and visual 
storytelling are embedded in our understanding of history and 
of human culture. Pictures and artefacts help chronicle issues, 
customs, and cultural traces from our past and, crucially, can 
help make sense of the world today. Art’s ability to translate 
human experiences across space and time, and to form part 
of society’s collective memory has, therefore, a valuable role 
to play in human health and wellbeing. Art allows us to picture 
the world in tangible ways so we may reflect, re-imagine who 
we are, and envisage and help create solutions to the complex 
challenges we face. 

The belief that we—as human beings—are separate from 
nature is challenged by the material consequences of climate 
change, toxic pollution, biodiversity loss, water scarcity, and 
ocean acidification. Given the cultural shift required to make 
change, it is vitally important for artists and cultural storytellers 
to not only challenge their own and society’s relationship and 

perception of nature and environmental issues, but also provide 
critique that questions the politics of land and land practices in 
reference to current cultural norms.  

The notion of viewing nature in terms of a picture (which relies 
on a frame and a set of conventions that reduces a view to its 
two-dimensional form) rather than as an all-encompassing, 
multisensory experience is well understood as an expression 
of culture—further embedded globally by technology and 
social media. As Busch writes in Landscapes: The Social 
Construction of Nature and the Environment, ‘each culture 
constructs their own world out of the infinite variety of nature 
… [Nature is] socialised … recognised … [and] made into a 
material manifestation of social structure.’  The notion of 
reconstructing a world out of nature, which is then recognised 
through an image, hung up, and displayed, goes to the heart of 
the importance of artistic inquiry as communicable knowledge 
which affects culture.

The PRP seeks, through pictorial expression, to enable cultural 
storytelling and change with the understanding that, for many 
of us, we are so caught up in the current system of living it 
is hard to find time to slow down, to look, to feel, to rethink, 
and find meaningful ways to act. By being able to re-picture 
our relationship to the natural world and recognise current 
exploitative behaviour, we can enact culture to provide new 
perspectives, visualise new stories, and offer people ways to 
change and hope for their future.

‘The belief that we—as human beings—are separate from nature is 
challenged by the material consequences of climate change’

Detail of David Usher’s  
Painted Vessel Number 3

PHOTO: Sally Tsoutas 

* Ngurra is the word for Country in the Dharug and Gundungurra languages of the Blue Mountains 
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It is such a pleasure to represent the Moree Cultural Art  
Foundation (MCAF) and write a few words about Bank Art 
Museum Moree (BAMM) and its place in our community. It is 
particularly special to be associated with the catalogue for the 
“Painted River Project”, which took place earlier this year with 
artists and scientists coming together on the banks of the Mehi 
River in Moree.  BAMM hosted the weekend in conjunction with 
Western Sydney University.  

Moree is a rural community situated on the north-west slopes 
and plains of NSW with agriculture at the heart of daily life 
and its primary industry. Located 640km north west of Sydney 
and 450km south-west of Brisbane, our shire is situated on 
Kamilaroi Country and is best known as the home of the Black 
Soil Plains with a flow of tourists annually coming to “take the 
water” in our Artesian Bore Baths. Our shire is home to around 
13,000 people, with First Nations Peoples making up 21.5% of 
this figure. In the last 12 months, Moree has seen a boom as 
we’ve become the central hub for a new Inland rail system.

Much like agriculture is at the heart of daily life, so too is water. 
We are situated on the Great Artesian Basin, and the Barwon, 
Mehi, Gwydir and McIntyre rivers flow through the shire.

BAMM officially opened in 1988 under the name, the Moree 
Plains Gallery. The gallery was originally operated by the 
Moree Plains Shire Council; however, the vision of the gallery 
came from the MCAF, which was established one year prior in 
1987. The community had long advocated for an artistic centre 
that could be a focal point for community and visitors. 

The initiative would bring together the different cultures and  
nationalities that make up Moree’s diverse community. The aim 
was to provide an artistic space for artists of all ages to thrive 
and create, to experience all facets of the arts through  
accessible programming and workshops, and to support our 
local Gamilaroi artists.  

MCAF was driven by several prominent local residents who 
formed an incorporated company for the sole purpose of  
raising money to create and maintain a portfolio. Private 
benefactors would annually bequeath a set percentage 
of interest that could only be used for the running of the 
gallery. In 2001, MCAF took over management under a 
board of directors establishing the gallery as one of only a 
few independently regional art galleries in NSW, with the 
Moree Plains Shire Council continuing to provide financial 

Moree and BAMM: a major cultural hub for the region
Annabelle Simpson, Chair, Moree Cultural Art Foundation

THE COMMUNITY VOICE FOR THE ARTS

Top left: Annabelle and Jim Simpson and Kate Tuart BAMM’s Acting Director;  
Top right: Artists Amelia Carroll and Kate Robinson share a drink on the first night  
in town; Bottom left: WSU’s Dr James Gourley talking river mussels with artist  
Adrienne Richards and Kate Robinson; Bottom right: Jim, a western Sydney  
resident ‘takes in the waters’
PHOTOS: Sally Tsoutas
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Lucy Culliton sharing a story  
on Day 2 of the field trip with  

well-known local artist Nick Osmond
PHOTO: Sally Tsoutas

and organisational support through multi-year funding 
agreements. BAMM would not survive without the support of 
the Moree Plains Shire Council and we are forever grateful for 
their ongoing support. 

In those early days of the gallery’s establishment, I was  
very connected owning my own commercial gallery next  
door to the ‘big’ gallery. At that time the Moree Plains Shire  
Council received a grant from the NSW Bicentennial  
Authority to purchase the former Commercial Banking  
Company of Sydney building, on Frome Street. It is a grand 
and ornate Edwardian building, which was built in 1911. Half of 
this grant was provided by the Aboriginal component of the 
Bicentennial grant, supporting MCAF’s mission to establish a 
space to share and care for local Gamilaroi art.

It was a very exciting period for Moree with many dignitaries 
and politicians visiting. Our patron Mr Sinclair Hill AM OBE 
was encouraging everyone he knew, and even those he didn’t 
know, to donate to MCAF. On the gallery’s thirtieth birthday 
in 2018, we underwent a dramatic change and rebranded as 
BAMM: Bank Art Museum Moree. The new name reflects the 
contemporary edge of our programs and highlights our history 
and responsibilities as a collecting institution.

Our rebrand was a milestone for us, and has provided 
new energy and vitality into our wonderful old building. In 
becoming an art museum we are proudly highlighting our 
commitment to community, being inclusive, breaking down 

barriers, being a cultural focus for the town and ensuring 
sustainability.  In turn, the rebrand has served us by refreshing 
our presence in our own shire and in the broader arts 
community as we work towards establishing ourselves as a 
major cultural hub and premier tourist destination in north-
west NSW.

Over 30 years on, we now house the largest collection of  
contemporary Indigenous art in regional NSW, and a  
broader collection that has been recognised for its national, 
state and local significance. 

BAMM has hosted wonderful, exciting, stimulating, challenging 
and sometimes whacky exhibitions from all parts of Australia, 
provided a forum for our local and regional artists, and 
created a social meeting place for education, artist-in-resident 
programs and workshops. Most importantly we have provided 
experiences on all levels cultural, creative and social to become 
the centre of the cultural and artistic scene in Moree.  

In previous years, BAMM has had a Memorandum of  
Understanding with the University of Sydney, during the time 
the university had an agricultural holding in Moree which saw 
scientists and other professionals frequent Moree and the  
gallery space. It is exciting for BAMM to be entering into a 
partnership with Western Sydney University and Monash 
Sustainable Development Institute and to be seeing  
connections between arts and sciences. I look forward to 
MCAF and BAMM growing this project.
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Isolated, yet right in the middle of it all, you might consider 
Moree to be just another regional town out in the bush. And 
we are. We are like many other towns in some ways, but don’t 
let the term ‘regional’ or ‘rural’ fool you into thinking nothing is 
happening out here in the dust bowls and murky rivers.

‘Regional’ and ‘rural’ are terms used often and by many.  
Sometimes used as terms to identify disadvantaged and  
outlying communities, sometimes simply as terms of contrast 
to ‘urban’ living. Moree can be seen as both, situated in  
north-west NSW over 5 hours drive from Brisbane, Sydney  
and the nearest coastline.

Yet, the arts scene in Moree, and I believe many regional  
towns, can only be seen as a vehicle for reversing this concept 
of ‘regional isolation’. For a town with a population of  
approximately 8,000 people, we are home to two working 
arts-spaces run by Gamilaroi artists, and another two  
commercial galleries showcasing contemporary artists from the 
hills of the southern highlands to the arts centres of the  

Western Desert. At the heart of it all is our regional art gallery, 
Bank Art Museum Moree, which has been showcasing  
blockbuster touring exhibitions from state and national  
institutions, and caring for its own nationally significant art 
collection for over 30 years.

There is something to be said for the role of regional art  
galleries in the bush. When you’re 7 hours drive from Sydney, 
popping down for a walk through the Botanic Gardens to see 
the Art Gallery of NSW’s latest edition of the Archibald Prize 
is a bit out of the scope for most. So where does the duty of 
educating youth on traditional and contemporary art  
practices, challenging stereotypes and the definition of art 
itself, and delighting both young and old fall? That would be 
where your regional art gallery comes in.

What is there to do when the nearest cinema is an hour’s drive 
and the shops shut at 5pm? Let me introduce you to kids  
afternoon art classes that double as after school child care,  
and an open art studio of a Saturday afternoon that allows a  

Activity is building up at Mary Brand  
Park as art and science lovers arrive  
to set up for the public event.
PHOTO: Sally Tsoutas

Engaging community through art in regional Australia
Kate Tuart, BAMM Acting Director

HEART OF THE NORTH WEST
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mash-up of mechanics, accountants and retirees to come 
together to share painting tips over a cup of tea. Consider how 
place can be shared by winding your way up the staircase of our 
1911 heritage bank building, which is wrapped in a mural paying 
homage to the traditional designs of carved trees and dendro-
glyphs, revived in contemporary ochre and magenta tones by 
award winning Gamilaroi artist Dennis Golding. And explore 
exhibitions featuring the likes of Ken Done, where you can meet 
the legendary man himself at your local cafe - because where 
else would he buy his morning coffee when he comes to town 

for the opening of his touring exhibition?

There is isolation out here, but there is intimacy too. An  
open door and a palm already out ready to shake hands  
and introduce oneself. Art can be a bridge to that sense of  
connection; connection to Country, to land, to community,  
and to oneself.

You might recall the famous phrase a land of ‘droughts  
and flooding rains’. That has been Moree many times over.  
This landscape of ours can be a source of inspiration for  
literature and the arts, and torment for farmers and  
agricultural communities.

The PRP is an opportunity to bridge these paths of thought.  
A chance for the arts and sciences to collaborate through their 
differences, instead of in spite of them. A space to break down 
the divide between ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ perspectives by sharing 
the places our locals love with out-of-towners, to start hard  
conversations on planetary health, and to consider the  
changing state of this wide brown land for First Nations  
Peoples. Above all, the Project is here to inspire you—whether 
that’s picking up a paint brush, staring down a microscopic  
lens at river life, or simply taking a moment to slow down  
and listen instead of speaking.

And at the centre, you’ll find your regional art gallery, working 
hard to bring these experiences to the bush.

Top left: Jenni Birch setting up to paint  
at Mary Brand Park Top right: Pecan nut farmer  

delivers a briefing to the artists Bottom left: Joseph  
Vickerman and Kate Tuart studying creatures with  
Dr Ian Wright’s guidance Bottom right: Journalist  

Katrina Lobley in conversation, Moree Golf Club
PHOTOS: Sally Tsoutas

Leo Robba and BAMM’s Sarah Vickerman discuss logistics at the PRP event
PHOTO: Sally Tsoutas
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Artwork name 2020
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ARTIST NAME

Exploring the ecological health of the Gwydir and Mehi rivers

SCIENCE MATTERS

Ian Wright

The Gwydir River is one of NSW’s most important rivers and 
also forms part of Australia’s biggest river basin, the  
Murray-Darling River system. The river has a close relationship 
with its surrounding fertile floodplain soils and with the wider 
community. Each has shaped the other in one of Australia’s 
richest agricultural regions. The tradition owners of the region 
are the Kamilaroi people. The agricultural productivity of the 
Moree Local Government Area is diverse, highly productive, 
and is widely known as the ‘food-bowl of Australia’. Water is 
a critical element to all facets of the region, its environment, 
and its community. Similar to many regions of inland Australia, 
water is often scarce and is highly valued. As well as periods of 
drought, occasionally there are periods where too much water 
is problematic, as heavy rainfall and floods can inflict damage 
to people and property of the region.   

A broad network of small mountain streams feed the Gwydir 
River’s headwaters. A series of small tributaries, such as  
Limestone Creek, Rocky River and Laura Creek contribute their 
flow to the Gwydir River as it gathers volume in its journey 
from the highlands in the east to the floodplains in the west. 

The headwater streams drain the inland-flowing high-altitude 
tablelands of the Great Dividing Range in the New England 
region. The geological history of the highlands includes many 
areas of extinct volcanic activity that has produced geologically 
young and fertile basalt soils. Millions of years of weathering of 
these rich soils in the eastern highlands have helped enriched 
the Gwydir Valley floodplain alluvial soils. 

As the small and fast-flowing Gwydir River, and other  
tributaries, emerge from the foothills of the Great Diving 
Range, its water is stored in Copeton Dam, at just under 600 m 
of elevation. It is one of NSW largest water reservoirs and can 
hold a maximum of 1,364,000 megalitres—this is more than 
three times the volume of Sydney Harbour. The completion of 
Copeton Dam, constructed from 1968 to 1976, has had many 
implications for the Gwydir Valley, the region, and downstream 
water users. The stored waters behind the dam wall forms Lake 
Copeton and, although it is popular for water-based recreation, 
it performs many other roles. The most important function of 
Copeton Dam is the controlled released of stored water into the 
river below the dam wall. This regulates the volume and timing 

WSU Science Masters student  
Callum Fleming collecting  
samples in the Gwydir River
PHOTO: Sally Tsoutas 
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Dr Ian Wright, Amelia Carroll and 
Alex Wright studying the river life at 
Moree’s Pecan nut farm.
PHOTOS: Sally Tsoutas

of flow in the Gwydir River. The regulated release of its waters 
provides town and homestead water supply, water for livestock, 
and water for irrigated agriculture. The water also supports 
river life and the protection of environmental values.

However, the demand for Copeton Dam water often exceeds 
its available supply. The volume of water it holds depends on 
weather, river flow, and the amount and timing of water  
releases. Since completion in 1976, it has endured low water  
levels from several drought periods which has caused  
considerable water stress for the region and for the  
downstream water users. Data from WaterNSW indicates the 
volume of water held in Copeton Dam declined from 99.3% of 
full storage capacity in August 2012 to just 6.3% in December 
2019, and aerial mapping of the Dam (see image, page 30) 
showed that its surface area shrunk from covering 34 km2 
down to 9.7 km2 from December 2016 to November 2019. 

The completion of Copeton Dam in the mid-1970s had 
far-reaching implications for the Gwydir Valley. Whilst the  
majority of the region’s crops—such as wheat and barley as 
well as the grazing industry—grow pastures that rely on rainfall 
and accumulated soil moisture, irrigation has changed the  
landscape and the agricultural mix of the region. The Dam 
provided a more secure availability of water for irrigation which 
boosted the region’s agricultural productivity as, prior to this, 
many areas in the Gwydir Valley had inadequate rainfall for  
agricultural enterprises that require a reliable water supply. 

Irrigation now covers about 75,000 ha of land in the Gwydir 
Valley, with irrigated cotton one of the region’s most  
important crops.

Where the Gwydir River enters its broad floodplain, it splits into 
several channels, called ‘anabranches’. These include the Mehi 
River, Gingham Watercourse, and Moomin Creek. For millennia, 
the surface water flows from the Gwydir floodplain entered a 
series of swamps, forming an ‘inland delta’ called the Gwydir 
Wetlands. They are located west of Moree and are one of inland 
Australia’s most important habitats for waterbirds. These  
wetlands—some of the largest and most important in NSW—
are home to up to 75 bird species. These wetlands once  
covered more than 100,000 hectares. Today only about 15%  
of the former wetland area remains. Some are in private  
ownership, whilst others are in public ownership managed by 
NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service. The Gwydir Wetlands 
have international significance and are listed under the Ramsar 
International Wetland agreement. 

In periods of higher river flows–typical of wetter years–water 
would emerge from the wetlands and flow into the Barwon  
River, connecting the Gwydir Valley waterways to the  
Murray-Darling River system. In dryer years flow from waters 
of the Gwydir Valley often does not flow into the Barwon River. 
Waterways across the Gwydir Valley remain affected by climate 
and alternate cycles of drought and flood, although the  
severity of both is somewhat reduced by Copeton Dam.  

Copeton Irrigation (130 km North of Tamworth)

34km   (91%) Dec 26th, 2016 9.7km   (26%) Nov 21st, 2019
(ABC NEWS)

22 2

These wetlands—some of the largest and most important in NSW—are home to 
up to 75 bird species. These wetlands once covered more than 100,000 hectares. 
Today only about 15% of the former wetland area remains. 
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One of the justifications for constructing Copeton Dam was to 
help reduce the severity of flooding downstream on the Gwydir 
floodplain, but periods of sustained heavy rainfall can still cause 
flooding. The Mehi River broke its banks in the largest flood in 
a decade in March and April 2021, with floodwaters peaking on 
March 25 causing widespread damage and inundating many 
homes across Moree. 

Some of the region’s most important water resources are below 
the surface. The groundwater resources of the Gwydir Valley 
are complex and are at different depths. Some are relatively 
shallow (10 to 30 metres) such as the Narrabri formation, whilst 
slightly deeper is the Gunnedah formation (up to 90 metres). 
Water quality of groundwater can vary according to location 

Dragonfly larvae: Order Odonata, family Aeschnidae 
PHOTO: Ian Wright

Caddisfly: Order Trichoptera, family Hydropsychidae  
PHOTO: Ian Wright

Mayfly: Baetidae mayfly
PHOTO: Callum Fleming

and depth, and elevated salinity is a common issue. This is very 
important for agriculture, as often there is limited surface water 
and so farmers have to rely on groundwater for watering  
livestock, irrigation, and also for drinking water supply. There 
are also deeper groundwater sources, including waters of  
Australia’s enormous Great Artesian Basin. Water bores have 
been drilled deep (up to 1 km deep) into the Great Artesian 
Basin and it yields warm to hot mineral-enriched waters that 
come to the surface under its own pressure. These have  
become famous for regional tourism, attracting thousands of 
tourists every year to visit and bathe in its warm mineral waters. 

In April 2021, as part of the PRP Moree, we explored river life in 
two Gwydir Valley rivers. The first was a fast-flowing reach of 
the Gwydir River upstream of Pallamallawa. The second was a 
pooled section of the Mehi River at Moree. We used a simple, 
but robust, hand net to collect aquatic ‘water bugs’ to provide 
an indication of the breadth and quality of river life in both  
rivers. At both locations, we targeted different habitats within 
the rivers. This included fast-flowing rapids as well as deeper 
and slower flowing sections of river. Some parts of the river 
were sandy; others muddy and a few were rocky. We used the 
net to sweep water plants within the river channel for resident 
water bugs. Collecting water bugs is a method used to monitor 
river ecosystems. Different groups of water bugs have varying  
tolerances to water quality–some types are very sensitive and 
can only live in clean water conditions, whilst others are  

pollution-tolerant and can survive in highly degraded conditions. 
Investigating the diversity and abundance of water bugs  
can help detect any impairment in the river ecology. Such  
information is important for assessing and protecting the 
‘Sustainable Management of Water’. This is one of the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals and monitoring the 
invertebrate life in a river can provide information on the health 
of the river ecosystem. Many of the water bugs collected in the 
Gwydir and Mehi rivers were insects. They live much of their 
lifecycle within the waters of both rivers and occupy many of 
the different habitats within the river. They are also an essential 
part of the river food chain, helping process plant material, and 
are also themselves an important food source for higher order 
predators, such as fish, waterbirds, and platypus.

In the rapid sections of the Gwydir River, often clinging to the 
underside of rocks, were aquatic insects that need fast-flowing 
and clean water. These included the distinct ‘Mayfly’ Order of 
aquatic insects, known by its scientific name ‘Ephemeroptera’. 
The mayfly family Leptophlebiidae was uncovered only from 
the faster rocky rapids of the Gwydir River, upstream of  
Pallamallawa. This family of mayflies is sensitive and is rare—
or absent—in sick, degraded, or polluted rivers and streams. 
It is more common in cool, clean, and fast-flowing mountain 
streams. The mayflies from this family, collected from the 
Gwydir River in April 2021, have two very distinct features that 
help identify them. Alongside both sides of their abdomen  

Mayfly: Order Ephemeroptera, Family Leptophlebiidae 
PHOTO: Ian Wright Different groups of water bugs have varying tolerances to water quality–some 

types are very sensitive and can only live in clean water conditions, whilst others 
are pollution-tolerant and can survive in highly degraded conditions. 
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are fringes of gills that they ‘flutter’ to help absorb dissolved  
oxygen from the river. They also have three very long tail  
filaments, called ‘cerci’, at the tip of their abdomen,  
(see image, page 32).

A second family of mayfly were also collected in both the 
Gwydir River and the Mehi River in April 2021. They were quite 
common in both rivers and are from the family Baetidae. This 
family of mayflies are moderately sensitive to impaired water 
quality. They also have the distinct three tail filaments and gills 
fringing both sides of their abdomen. Each gill resembles a tiny, 
elongated plate and they have a fluttering movement to help 
extract oxygen from the river (see image, page 32).

Caddisfly larvae were abundant in the rocky and faster flowing 
stretches of the Gwydir River upstream of Pallamallawa. They 
are another group of aquatic invertebrate that are sensitive to 
water pollution. The family Hydropsychidae need fast flowing 
water and can sometimes be the dominant type of water  
bugs in rocky rapid habitats. This family are known as  
‘collector-gatherers’ and they build simple nets on rocks and 
logs in fast-flowing water used to catch passing food resources. 
They catch and eat many different types of food, such as algae, 
and this diet can often result in the larvae acquiring a green 
colour. They are omnivores and will opportunistically catch and 
eat small invertebrates. The Hydropsychidae family of  

caddisflies are well adapted to living in fast-flowing water as 
they have large and powerful ‘hooks’ on their lowest segment 
which help them hang on to rocks and timber in fast currents. 
They also have very distinctive gill filaments on the underside 
of their abdomen (see image, page 32).

Several large dragonfly larvae were in both rivers. These were 
not common but were prominent as they were the largest of 
the water bugs collected. They look very different to their adult 
life stage that are much more colourful and elegant. At both 
rivers, adult dragonflies were spotted flying above and near  
to the river, often hovering in one place for a few seconds  
before rapidly flying away. The larvae of dragonfly are often  
camouflaged amongst sediment, rocks and vegetation on the 
riverbed and this assists in their predatory behaviour. They  
possess large, hinged jaws under their head that can spring  
out and catch prey (see image, page 32).

The Gwydir and Mehi Rivers are both hard working rivers and 
they perform many important roles for the natural environment 
and for regional prosperity. Our brief exploration of river life  
revealed that they pulsate with diverse forms of microscopic 
life. Aquatic insects might be unfamiliar to many people, but 
they are critical to the river ecosystem as without them, the 
celebrated birds of the Gwydir Wetlands would not survive let 
alone thrive into the future.

A region of contrasts: the beautiful 
internationally significant Ramsar listed 
Gwydir Wetlands and stark images 
show the effects of the recent drought.
PHOTOS: Office or Environment & Heritage  
and Georgina Poole
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The opportunity to view our river system through the lens of art 
opens a window for many of us, a window into the multitude 
of meaning looking to be revealed. We see colour, shade and 
shadow used by the artist to draw us into feeling the presence 
of the red river gums reflected, the string of pools and sandy 
banks. A kind of timeless feel can be sensed in these places as 
revealed by the artists. 

In any societal cultural change, situation art is instrumental in 
revealing multiple meanings. In the context of our river systems 
they remind us of habitat, tranquil natural spaces unfolding 
with movement. We are reminded that that movement is not 
just gigalitres of water. The artists remind us there are multiple 
voices speaking for the river. It can be a sacred place and  
belonging, a source of food and recreation, a life blood of 
towns. In the cultural space of art we are permitted to reveal 
multiple meanings through our enjoyment and discussion of 
the art. However in water policy spaces, regarding rivers and 
their management, we are often very limited in terms of the 
scope and meanings attributed to water and rivers. 

As someone who grew up exploring and swimming in the  
rivers around Moree I find it difficult to understand how the 
river systems can be portrayed or modelled as a pipeline  
carrying water, as done through computer modelling by  
the Murray-Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) in the Australian 
Water Reform process. I have empathy for Aboriginal people 
who regard this portrayal as wildly alien and consequently did 
not participate in the process, much to the detriment of the 
outcomes. Water and understanding water and its importance 
has been a central tenant articulating my life and I imagine this 
is much the same for those engaged in and reflecting on the 
Painted River Project endeavour. 

I spent much of my University holidays irrigating cotton from 
the Gwydir River for Peter Glennie, a legendary innovator in the 
Australian Cotton Industry. Peter describes me as ‘not a bad 
irrigator’ which is quite a compliment coming from him! I went 
on to specialise in policy on water gaining my millennial PhD  
in water policy under the guidance of the world renowned  
Prof John Pigram. I moved through most of the agricultural and 

Reflections: a multitude of meaning looking to be revealed

POLICY AND PRACTICE MATTERS

Tony Meppem

The artists remind us there are multiple voices speaking for  
the river. It can be sacred place and belonging, source of  
food and recreation, life blood of towns. 
PHOTO: Sally Tsoutas
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‘While science is said to be objective, cherry picking  
what is the “best” science has been demonstrated  
to be highly subjective’   

water based agencies in Australia culminating in the National 
Lead position on Water and Natural Resource Management 
with the CSIRO. Through publication and position I was  
invited and attended international think tanks on water  
in Egypt, Chile and California USA. Being considered an  
Australian expert I formed part of multi-institutional teams  
to review approaches to water management in the Murray- 
Darling Basin. What I learned from these experiences is that 
water management, indeed sustainability itself, is not a  
scientific problem but a contest of values that underpin the 
assumptions used in science.

In his 2021 Book ‘Dead in the Water’ Richard Beasly, a senior 
legal councillor in the South Australian Royal Commission  
into water, was at a loss to understand how science was  
used to guide the water reform process in Australia. Two  
Commonwealth Government Agencies, the CSIRO and the 
MDBA, had totally different outcomes from their science. Yet 
science is held up as a neutral arbitrator in the debate on water. 
The Commonwealth Water Act 2007 stated that ‘the best  
available science must be used”. While science is said to be 

objective, cherry picking what is the “best” science has been 
demonstrated to be highly subjective. As you may know  
science is based on the ability to replicate an outcome based 
on a range of assumptions. Clearly the assumptions used by 
the MDBA and CSIRO were quite different, but this was not 
transparent in the water reform process and consequent  
decision making on water. 

Gibbons in his 1999 scientific publication in Nature ‘Science’s 
new social contract with Society’ basically pointed out that  
we can all use computers now and understand mostly what  
a model is. We know there are assumptions as this makes  
the model solvable. What Gibbons is saying is that the  
decision-making process through science needs to focus more 
on debating the assumptions underpinning scientific models, 
than fancy science technique, if society is to continue to rely  
on this decision making tool. We have long been alerted to  
this tendency by science to become over-rationalised and  
an instrument of technocracy. In their 1947 seminal work, ‘The  
Dialectic of Enlightenment’ Horkeimer and Adorno alerted us  
to the danger of science becoming a modern day ‘fetish’. 

PHOTO: Sally Tsoutas
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If you, like me, have had some exposure to numbers and  
computer modelling you will understand that numbers and 
computer models are very compliant, they will do what you tell 
them to do. This is the assumptions thing in computer models, 
where we ignore or hide or camouflage the underlying values. 
So where things don’t have a dollar value, like say biodiversity 
or your next breath, we can make up numbers, broadly called 
contingent valuation. So we can make numbers and models 
‘juggle while yodelling standing on one leg on a chair’—it is 
childs’ play. The hard thing is dealing with the contest of values, 
there are no models and the players, people, are not compliant. 
It requires negotiation and diplomacy. Negotiation means you 
come to the table prepared to compromise to get an outcome. 
Diplomacy means you respect others and are prepared to  
hear what they say. This forms the foundation of peace strategy. 
Without these foundations we inevitably go to war.  

There was no diplomacy or negotiation by the MDBA in the 
Australian Water Reform Process and consequently we are at 
war on water in Australia. A war of values not yet heard or  
adequately incorporated in water policy. Negotiation and  
diplomacy were limited to scientific technicians releasing new 
forecasts of water recovery targets. A primary strategy was  

buying a portion of licence allocation through generous  
subsidisation of extensive on-farm overland water harvesting 
infrastructure. A direct transfer of public funds to private  
capital, not a first best strategy in water policy. The problem 
being that this saving turns up in the account behind the dam 
wall as water saving, however overland flow is not metered  
by the models and the overall account has been turning up  
20% short of the models expected downstream expectations.  
Perhaps they should have talked further to Aboriginal  
People who have the best understanding of the impact of  
overland flow in various ephemeral creeks and streams that  
are not metered and represent significant environmental  
flow for the main channel ecosystem, now largely captured  
in unmetered storages. 

So due to the assumptions in the MDBA models, the river 
systems are now managed in a far more precarious situation 
in terms of climate risk than prior to the MDBA engagement. 
In addition there is ambiguity regarding defining terms in this 
MDBA approach to water policy. In particular the inter-change-
able use of the terms ‘environmental water’ and ‘cultural water’ 
depending on the audience. There is no discernible difference in 
the policy documents regarding rights or obligations between 

A primary strategy was buying a portion of licence allocation 
through generous subsidisation of extensive on-farm overland 
water harvesting infrastructure. 

PHOTO: Sally Tsoutas

these two terms, it is in name only depending on the media 
objectives. There is a need for a 21st Century water policy in 
Australia that takes account of climate change, demographics 
and the growth of clean industry.   

The idea of water policy is really about a fair go to all with an 
interest in rivers, and that interest has many meanings and 
is just as much about the functioning of our democracy as 
anything else. So it is worth digging into a bit if we want to 
keep our eye on the ball regarding democracy. Our ‘fetish’ 
with science leads us to believe there is no other way but the 
ultimate destruction of our river systems. What is missing is 
people and their values; what do we value; what is important; 
what do we really want; who should be involved; can we think 
outside the box; should the people in the city care at all; should 
Aboriginal people have a special place; are the existence of 
biodiverse plants and animals important. These are the human 
elements that we share together in flesh and blood and can 
only be determined by us through negotiation and diplomacy,  
communicating, seeing the ‘other’ and understanding our 
values and having a platform where this can be communicated. 
This is called democracy. The Painted River artists are leading 
us gently into this terrain.  
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The lush vegetation edges into the water. Seeking, drinking, 
morphing, growing. The river, becalmed as if in reflection 
watches as above and below creatures congregate, dash and 
scuttle. They forage in muddy crevices, among tangy leaves 
and matted undergrowth, in swirls of green-brown water,  
mid-flight and on the crests of minuscule waves as they surf 
towards dry land.

Into this buoyant landscape step the inquisitive. It is morning. 
Cool. Tempting. The light glitters. Explorers all we have come to 
a merging of art and science. Greeting and clustering we draw 
together and then break apart like giant lungs. Each inhalation 
one of anticipation, each outbreath stirring us onwards.  

Every small discovery creates a clearer picture
Nicole Alexander

We move and pause, contemplate and share, and eventually 
settle before easels, at tables, on the grass, beneath leaf-heavy  
trees where swatches of a blue-sky teases with a primordial 
brilliance. 

We are artists and writers however to make a beginning 
is different for all. Uncomplicated for some, demanding 
for those who must first search for a vision or wait for a 
revelation before they can begin. Today the setting is marked 
by stillness, of the bridging between water and land. It is 
a meditative environment that teases the imagination no 
matter what medium we apply ourselves too. Each narrative 
is slowly revealed. We link gossamer threads as we study the 

LIFE BELOW THE SURFACE

play of light, judge proportion and harmony, apply pigments 
and create words, so many words that they rush and jostle, 
bouncing off the dry, cracked mud left by receding waters. 
Ultimately the landscape is captured or rearranged according 
to method and interpretation, by brushstroke, the click of a 
camera shutter, the consciousness behind the pen.

The scientists among us probe and study, discuss, magnify, and 
search. It is compelling, this curiosity, this need to understand, 
to know the as yet unknowable. With Darwinian intent the  
researchers track habitats, lifespans, dependency, and  
survival probabilities. Measuring and counter-measuring with 
the scholarly precision that rarely enables the addition of colour 

outside of the designated lines. We fix on minute specimens on 
glass slides, recalling biology class, concentrating on the insect 
laid out for examination while about us micro ecosystems exist 
in water droplets, a single leaf, at the base of an ancient gum. 
Every small discovery offers a glimpse into evolution, creates 
a clearer picture of the building blocks of life, and it is life, the 
human condition, our environment that creatives pull apart  
and reassemble the better to understand their subject matter. 

Two opposing disciplines, yet are we that much different in 
intention?  
Sun-struck by this intricate tapestry of art and science we  
leave not quite as we arrived. 

ARTWORK: Adrienne Richards
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The Painted River Project was a unique event that drew  
people from near and far to the banks of the Mehi and  
Gwydir rivers to share in an experience that centred around  
water. The first of its kind in Moree, this project, although  
modest in size, had a big impact.

BAMM welcomed the invitation from Dr Leo Robba and  
Western Sydney University to collaborate in hosting the first 
ever PRP in Moree in April 2021. The event provided the  
opportunity for creative people from different backgrounds 
and locations to enjoy a weekend of creative pursuits in the 
‘country’. It was a gathering that promoted the exchange of 
ideas, encouraged open dialogue, fostered collaboration and 
forged friendships. 

The non-threatening environment encouraged individuals to 
speak freely about their views on water and to feel comfortable 
to engage in ways they perhaps otherwise would be reluctant 
to. The energy generated by the group led to great creative 
output and an overall feeling of something genuine being built 
together. In a small rural town, there are limited opportunities 
for this type of exchange to occur and to be able to facilitate a 

project of this nature was extremely rewarding for those  
involved. Such positive outcomes are testament to the  
successful architecture of this unique project.

Water has a long and controversial history in Australia and  
yet the PRP was able to navigate the challenges associated 
with this ‘hot’ topic by allowing those who participated to have 
their views heard and to share their individual perspectives.  
The great beauty of this project is that it doesn’t set out to 
change perspectives, but rather seeks to better understand all 
of the different perspectives that contribute to the complex 
issues surrounding water and the way we value it as a society. 

Regardless of where we reside in this great continent, water 
is an essential ingredient of daily life and therefore deserves a 
considered approach if we are to find a better way to ensure 
the sustainable use of this crucial resource. The PRP is a unique 
way for people to come together and to provide a way forward 
in allowing perspectives to be heard and pre-conceived notions 
to be challenged in the common pursuit of better outcomes  
for people and the environment. This is key to the enduring 
legacy of the project. 

A unique event that drew people from near and far

FOSTERING COLLABORATION

Sarah Vickerman, BAMM Exhibitions Officer

Artist Lucy Culliton discusses her  
painting with local artist Jocelyn Hunt
PHOTO: Sally Tsoutas
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When painting en plein air I often start without a plan, and 
I start with a sketch as an immediate response. I am mostly 
concerned with abstraction or semi-abstraction and by starting 
with sketches I can begin to identify the key forms. Sometimes 
works are finished in the moment, some works are taken back 
and completed in the studio.

Often it helps to separate myself from the process and have  
a period of reflection and remembrance because what I’m  
chasing is the essence and feeling of the place—the light, time, 
and atmospherics are critical and inform the work.

Moree is quite different country to the family property in the 
Maranoa region, north of St George, where I have painted for 
the last 20 years. Once you’re west and into the sandy soils 
everything changes—the mood, the light, the sense of space. 
Your awareness and perception of the country shifts. It’s hard 
to describe—it’s a stillness and scale that imparts something 
wonderful and sensory. When painting out there I seek to  
imbue the work with but a familiar melancholy—it’s not a  
sadness but part of the atmospherics.

The Painted River Project is a wonderful opportunity to work 
with other artists and to see the landscape through their lens.  
It also has a special layer to it because of the science research 
—this makes you much more aware that the landscape is a 
living organism to which we are all connected.

To convey this interconnectedness as a visual artist presents a 
whole other realm. It’s about the seen and unseen, what’s  
below the surface, and acknowledging what we are painting is 
an ever-changing landscape with water critical to that change.

DAVID USHER
David Usher studied Visual Arts at The Seven Hills Art College, Brisbane  
in the early 80’s, majoring in Drawing and Painting. David has exhibited  
extensively throughout Australia and internationally and has work in  
multiple private and public collections including QAG, Artbank, QUT  
Collection, University of Southern Queensland (USQ) collection, amongst 
others. He continues to produce large bodies of both ceramic and painted 
works and his arts practice’s focus remains consistently upon exploring  
the Australian Landscape while seeking new ways of responding and 
reinterpreting the landscape through painting. He is represented by  
Alexandra Lawson Gallery. David Lectures in Ceramics at USQ.

The Painted Vessel (River Water) 5  2021 
Wheel-thrown ceramics 
24cm x 35cm

Mehi Canopy (Over the Bank) 2021
Acrylic on board
55cm x 40cm

Mehi Canopy (Over the Bank) 2021
Acrylic on board
55cm x 40cm
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The fieldwork we undertook as part of the PRP Moree was a 
great way to get to know how the rivers and surrounding  
landscape fits together. 

I’ve painted in and around Moree several times over the last 10 
years and each time I’ve focused on quite different things—like 
big skies and clouds, homestead gardens, remnant structures 
or the randomness of a single tree breaking the endless  
horizon line. The more you come to a place and the more you 
paint what is there, the closer you get to feeling like you might 
be able to bring it all together into something meaningful.

Painting and making art with others is really rewarding—you 
can learn a lot from seeing others’ process, seeing the world 
through their eyes, and feeding off the energy of the group.  
It’s totally different to the solace of studio practice. Seeing the  
approach of others helps to challenge or even validate your 
own way of working. The exchange with other artists—just 
being together, sharing the moment (the said and unsaid) has 
been really healthy for me as an artist.

The social aspect of en plein air painting can be very  
confronting at first but I’ve found it very valuable in that it 
normalises art making and the creative process—one analogy 
could be, it’s no different to building a beautiful stone wall.  
I’m uncomfortable with the elitism of the art world and the way 
it shuts people out—particularly young people. I don’t like the 
way art has been elevated and sanctified by institutions,  
corporate marketing, and gimmicks. For me it’s something that 
should be participatory and a valid pursuit for everyone—that’s 
one of the main ideas behind the PRP—to provide a way of 
opening up opportunities for self-expression.

LEO ROBBA
Dr Leo Robba is a visual communications expert in social design practice 
and human-centred design in raising awareness of planetary health, and is 
a well-known practising artist and designer, whose projects bring art and 
science together to engage communities with environmental issues and 
cultural change. He has been a finalist in the Mosman Art Prize, Gallipoli  
Art Prize, and the Sulman Prize with his artworks represented in many  
private and public collections, including: Parliament House, Canberra; 
Queensland University of Technology; Maitland Regional Gallery; Brisbane 
City Hall Gallery; New England Region Art Gallery and Museum. His  
paintings are represented by King Street Gallery on William, Sydney, and 
he lives and works in Springwood in the Blue Mountains. He founded the 
Painted River Project in 2016 and is a Lecturer in Visual Communications  
at Western Sydney University.

Mehi, Blue Morning, 2021
Acrylic on canvas
54cm x 42cm

Mehi, Bent Trees, 2021
Acrylic on canvas

30cm x 21cm
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With en plein air painting you see the real colours and the 
most important parts of the view. You put a precedent on  
information and the key elements of the landscape tend to 
reveal themselves to you. Photos on the other hand flatten  
out what is seen and don’t discriminate. That includes the  
composition and the subtly and depth of the colour, shadows, 
and tones—you lose the nuances. En plein air painting is an 
experience where the senses are enlivened and is much more 
thrilling than working in the studio from references. 

The field trip to Moree was a funfest—it was great to get  
together with a bunch of artists—not to mention the food, 
drinking, and soaking in the hot springs. Moree’s landscape 
contrasts with where I live and paint in Bibenluke—it’s more 
exotic, fertile, and warmer. The scale of agriculture is great and 
the enormity of cropping machinery and how this affects the 
landscape is different.

Working alongside scientists was great and as someone who 
loves and cares for animals it was wonderful to see the living 
creatures in the water. Even though there had just been some 
nice rain the river was quite skanky around the edges with all 
the farming pressures. We didn’t go to Moree to change the 
world, but it is terrific to be involved with the Painted River  
Project because it helps create community awareness around 
the issues related to water quality. 

LUCY CULLITON
Lucy Culliton, is one of Australia’s most recognised female contemporary 
landscape and still life artists. She attended the National Art School and 
has been successfully exhibiting for over 20 years. She has been selected 
multiple times for the Archibald, Wynne, and Sulman Art Prizes at the Art 
Gallery NSW, as well as the Mosman Art Prize, Salon des Refusés, Portia 
Geach Memorial Award, the Dobell Drawing Prize, and the Kedumba  
Drawing Award. In 1999, Lucy received Highly Commended in the Portia 
Geach Memorial Award; in 2000, won the acquisitive Mosman Art Prize; 
and in 2004, the Kedumba Drawing Award. Lucy is the only female  
Australian artist to be a finalist in the Archibald, Wynne, and Sulman in the 
same year (2016). Lucy’s work can be found in the collections of the Art 
Gallery of NSW; Australian Parliament House, Canberra; the National  
Gallery of Australia; Macquarie Bank; New England Regional Art Gallery; 
and Tamworth Regional Gallery.  King Street has represented her since 
2017. She lives and works in Bibbenluke, on the Monaro NSW.

‘Working alongside  
scientists was great and 

as someone who loves 
and cares for animals  

it was wonderful to  
see the living creatures 

in the water’

Painted River Moree, 2021
Oil on linen

107cm x 97cm
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The coming together of like-minded people through art and 
science at beautiful Moree, was a fantastic experience. As an 
artist who doesn’t do enough en plein air painting, initially I felt 
quite exposed but as I continued to work, I began to see the 
detail and the place in a different way. 

Being able to see the way other artists work and the different 
aspects they chose to focus on was very interesting. Some 
chose vistas and worked loosely, other chose to sketch and 
draw the detail. I managed to complete some paintings and 
drawings then documented my exploration of the river through 
film and photography. This was used to create larger works in 
the studio where I feel more comfortable and in control.

In terms of the landscape what I found most interesting was 
the obvious transformation of the banks from recent flooding 
which I attempted to portray through the purple, grey and 
scarred soil under the trees. My larger studio-based painting 
is a panorama view through the trees. It depicts their bent, 
gnarled trunks, the shifting shadows in the foregrounds, and 
the expanse of the Mehi as it bends its way out of view.

NICK ROBBA
Nick Robba studied Art Teaching Secondary at Brisbane College of  
Advanced Education majoring in Printmaking. He completed a Bachelor of 
Education and Fine Art History at University of Queensland and has been 
a Visual Art Educator and academic leader for thirty years. As a practicing 
artist he has had numerous solo and group exhibitions including a two-
time finalist in the National Eutick Memorial Still Life Art Award. His subject 
focuses on suburban landscapes of Brisbane and the surrounding Coast 
examining the relationship between the things we build and the natural 
environment and our attempt to control these competing forces. He lives 
and works in Buderim on the Sunshine Coast in Queensland. 

The success of this  
project is the ongoing 

commitment to  
revisiting the town with 
the plan to developing 

the relationships

 Mehi River Bend, Mary Brand Park, 2021
Oil  on canvas

150cm x 60cm

‘The coming together of like-minded people through art and 
science at beautiful Moree, was a fantastic experience’
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One of the best things about being a landscape painter is  
learning and spending time in a new place. Every place has its 
own physical characteristics, its own climate, flora and fauna, 
but it also has its own its own people and that’s where  
another dimension to learning takes place—over easels, over 
tables and over drinks. People offer hospitality, share jokes, tell 
stories, and challenge opinions on these painting trips and that 
is always instructive and valuable.

I enjoyed the whole experience. You can’t be a landscape  
painter and not become more aware of time passing. You begin 
to acclimatise and your familiarity with the landscape starts to 
become more acute and in the space of a few hours standing 
at an easel you see in a landscape so much can change around 
you too. A band of golden light might appear across a row of 
trees that just changes the whole direction of the painting. So 
you have to be prepared to paint change too.

The ancient Greek philosopher Heraclites said you can’t step 
into the same river twice—a metaphor to illustrate his ideas  
about nothing being permanent and nothing being more 
consistent in our universe than change itself. Anyone who has 
spent a day at an easel with the intention of making a visual  
or emotive recording of a river like the Mehi, or any other  
landscape, would relate to Heraclites’ simple, but profoundly 
complex observation. Winds ruffle, tides change, leaves fall, fish 
jump, light and reflections change, and that’s just what happens 
above the water’s surface. Time is at play. The river changes, 
the painting changes and we change.

RHETT BREWER
Rhett Brewer is a practising artist who also worked as a Fine Art Lecturer  
at Western Sydney University from 1981 to 2007. Since 1981 he has had  
18 solo exhibitions in Australia and overseas—including the Technion in  
Haifa, Israel, and The Academy of Applied Arts and Design, Prague.   
His work is mostly landscape based and is focused on showing landscape 
as a living changing thing rather than a static scene. He is two-time  
finalist in the Sulman Prize, Art Gallery of NSW, and a finalist in Kennedy 
Art Prize, Adelaide. Rhett has work in many public and private collections 
including Parliament House, NSW, Art Bank, Brian Nylan Geometric  
Art Collection and Transfield Collection. He received a Master of Art  
(Hons) Fine Arts, Western Sydney University and a Bachelor Visual Art,  
City Art Institute, Sydney.

After the Big Wet, 2021
acrylic on board

40cm x 90cm

The success of this  
project is the ongoing 

commitment to  
revisiting the town with 
the plan to developing 

the relationships

Mehi Band of Gold, 2021
acrylic on board
40cm x 90cm
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I find the act of painting en plein air enables me to be in the 
moment. The animals, the insects and bugs, the wind and 
sounds helps me get into the flow state. Even though there is 
so much going on in nature I don’t find it distracting—I find it 
meditative and am able to focus better than if I was in the  
studio. At Moree I became particularly aware of the birds and  
in capturing them as part of the landscape.

Sharing this experience with others was special and so different 
to working on my own in the studio—it was communal.  
Everyone was doing their own thing. Seeing everyone’s  
approach to the same landscape—their observation of the 
same place but how we all see the world so differently. It was 
so stimulating even once I got back in the studio.

The field trip was exciting and meeting new people and  
painting new places made the trip to Moree unpredictable.  
The spontaneity drove the creativity. The newness of 
everything made the trip very interesting and helped me  
to look, to see and to feel.

For me the PRP gives people a deep understanding of the  
difference of individual communities, how towns are formed 
and now, peoples relationship to water. In Moree it is really clear 
the people rely so much on the water but that the water and  
its ecology now needs their help from the stresses of farm  
chemicals, erosion, biodiversity loss, flood management and 
the regular droughts.

I love how the PRP connects art, science and the environment 
—I found this inspirational for my own work.

LUCY WANG
Lucy Wang, also known by her art name Ru Xi, is an Australian-Chinese 
contemporary brush painter based in Sydney. Lucy’s works depicts vivid 
storytelling of her life experiences and her artistic journey into spiritual 
realms that are often blurred by reality and imagination. Traditionally 
trained in the oriental arts and raised in the suburbs of Sydney, Lucy was 
able to cultivate the old-style mediums to render a distinct aesthetic that 
portrays her rich cultural identity. Meanwhile, the dragon is a reoccurring 
metaphor that appears in her works as a representation of her inner self: 
ever-changing, adaptive and ethereal. Lucy is a tutor in Visual  
Communication at Western Sydney University. She is the Secretary of the 
Australian Chinese Painting Society, Winner of Art Battle 2020, and her art 
is commissioned by major luxury brands.

Sounds and Feathers of Mary Brand Park, 2021
Chinese ink and watercolours, silk mounted and framed

50.5cm x 54cm

The success of this  
project is the ongoing 

commitment to  
revisiting the town with 
the plan to developing 

the relationships

Reflections of the Mehi at Gum Flat, 2021
Chinese ink and watercolours, silk mounted and framed

50.5cm x 54cm
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When creating work from life I’m looking for the different 
visual elements and try to be honest with myself and what I 
see. I’m trying to see the landscape through my own eyes and 
make sense of it for my own work. 

One of the reasons I started to use clay and ceramics is because 
landscape painting is such a crowded space; however, I can’t 
get away from a readable image—I’m not concerned with  
abstraction. I’m looking for the relationship between things and 
how they fit together. When sketching, I try and just get some-
thing down—some things work, some things don’t, it’s about 
trusting the process and being in the landscape. This is a very 
important part of the work because with clay you are working 
with the earth—there’s a material connection to place.

As an outsider coming to Moree it was an adventure. I’ve  
done many trips with other artists—sometimes they can be  
challenging in a good way but they are always rewarding. 
Through the PRP it was great to connect with so many  
wonderful people from the local community that you might  
not necessarily meet, like the pecan and cotton farmers and the 
local Kamilaroi people who were so generous in sharing their 
knowledge and stories with us. 

KATE ROBINSON
Kate Robinson is a painter and ceramicists. She is one of the 16 ceramic 
artists at kil.n.it experimental ceramics studio in Glebe, Sydney. Working in 
clay she creates sculptures based on trees in the landscape, forming them 
into ironically ‘wearable’ items—tiaras (treearas) and crowns. Her ceramic 
represent the landscape and make use of the physical nature of stoneware 
clays and glazes to create the colours and textures of the environment. 
Kate completed the Certificate (Art) TAFE (East Sydney Technical College) 
in 1991. She lives and works in Glebe and Duramana, near Bathurst, NSW: 
communities who rely on waterways for their livelihood and well-being.

When creating work from  
life I’m looking for the  

different visual elements and 
try to be honest with myself 
and what I see. I’m trying to  

see the landscape through my 
own eyes and make sense  

of it for my own work. 

Above the Banks of the Gwydir, 2021
Seven ceramic tiles 

 13cm x 72cm
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Over many years, I have been visiting the coastal rivers, 
waterways and mangrove forests of Eastern Australia as well  
as the rare upland swamps and wetlands of in my local area,  
to document the landscape and its endemic and introduced 
flora and fauna.

Moree is so different from where I live—it’s big and open and 
at first appears vast and flat from the car window. BAMM 
organised a visit to Tranawalla Stahmann Pecan Nut Farm.  
It was wonderful to hear directly from the nut farmer about  
the whole process of growing the pecans—and we were  
lucky enough to be there at harvest time to sample the nuts 
right off the tree. For me, this visit was an opportunity to 
investigate the landscape, be amongst a forest of productive 
trees and discover close-up, the terrain of the powerful  
Gwydir River running alongside the farm—far from flat, 
especially after the recent floods!

Along with fellow artists, I spent the time painting en plein 
air above the huge, sparkling body of water carving its way 
through the landscape. Down on the shore, the scientists 
waded in to find some of the amazing tiny creatures living 
amongst the river stones. It was so useful for me to be 
able to later view these extraordinary animals live under a 
microscope—mayflies, dragonflies, caddisflies, freshwater 
shrimp, and others.

ADRIENNE RICHARDS
Adrienne Richards lives and works in Springwood, in the Blue Mountains, 
and has a studio at kil.n.it experimental ceramics studio in Glebe, Sydney. 
She regularly makes trips into the Australian landscape to paint en plein  
air, using ink and watercolour, to use as inspiration for her studio-based  
paintings and ceramics. Adrienne’s work has a direct link with science 
through her past experiences in the museum sector, including the  
Australian Museum, the Powerhouse Museum, Sydney University Museums, 
the State Library of NSW, and her more recent return visits to museum 
collections. Adrienne has been a finalist in the Eutick Memorial Still Life  
Art Award and the Meroogal Women’s Art Prize. She regularly exhibits  
her ceramics, drawings and paintings and has work in private and public  
collections including Maitland and Coffs Harbour Regional Galleries.  
She graduated in Fine Art, Canberra School of Art, ANU.

Forager bowl with Pecans  
on fancy stand, 2021

Glazed stoneware
22 x 11cm

Mehi River view Moree, 2021
Watercolour on paper

30 x 42cm
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This was my first time painting en plein air, so I decided to 
focus on using pen and ink and watercolour to find my way in. 
I also took lots of reference photos which I found valuable for 
use in the studio after the field trip.

The group aspect was highly enjoyable. It was nice to hang out 
with some people with the same type of brain and in the same 
place—I don’t get to do that often.

At Moree I had to re-adjust my thinking as I’m used to the  
lusher landscape of South-East Queensland where there are 
more trees, more intense colours and visual elements. There 
was also a lot of debris left behind because of the recent  
floods which was unsettling and this may be why I diverged 
from pure landscape and decided to paint the artists and  
scientists at work.

It was fascinating travelling with the scientists and to witness 
how excited they were about the life in the water. It provided a 
whole other dimension to the work we were producing.

The politics of climate change is terrible and, the next  
generation need to continue to make noise and advocate for 
change—it’s hard to get the message through as so many  
people resist change.

The public event was great, and it was so good to be involved 
in the PRP and to witness the Moree community come out and 
celebrate their beautiful environment together.

NAOMI WHITE
Naomi White is a Brisbane-based artist who loves working with light and 
the way it changes a vista throughout the day. The different shadows and 
patterns it makes and the way it can completely change colour from one 
moment to another depending on the time of day or even the season you 
see it in. She has a documentative approach but one that looks for an 
emotional reaction rather than a rational response. She likes to inspire the 
viewer to reconsider their perceptions of the natural environment, from 
the intricate details that imprint the land, to grand and larger views that 
command our attention. She has held numerous solo exhibitions around 
Australia and shown in various art prizes such as the Wynne Prize, John 
Leslie Art Prize, Tattersall’s Art Prize, Mosman Art Prize, Fleurieu Art Prize, 
Calleen Art Award, and the Brisbane Portrait Prize. 

Up and Down the River, 2021
Oil on wood blocks

20cm x 38cm (framed)
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I was thrilled to be invited to be involved as one of the artists 
participating in the PRP Moree. I had never travelled to this part 
of the country and as I investigated the type of landscape and 
waterways that existed there I was immediately drawn to the 
tangle and weave of the winding riverbanks of the Mehi River. 

As a result of this discovery, I began to develop a way of  
interpreting these sites through the act of painting. An  
approach that would translate into an en plein air setting,  
and one that utilised the visual techniques I have been  
developing in my immediate painting practice over the past 
four or five years.

The resulting works generated in the studio are a combination 
of the works completed in Moree through immersing into these 
spaces, and which culminated in a series of intimate studies of 
the small pools of water, plants and insects that gather along 
the banks of the river. These scenes reveal micro-environments 
hidden beneath the overhang and debris that form quiet, 
damp, secret worlds, where the river meets the land.

MONICA USHER
Monica Usher studied Visual Arts at the Seven Hills Art College, Brisbane 
in the early 80’s, majoring in Ceramics and Painting. She had previously 
undertaken a Pottery Traineeship at Lyrebird Ridge Pottery, Springbrook, 
Queensland under the mentorship of Master Potter Errol Barnes. After  
running Amfora Gallery in Brisbane throughout the 1990’s she shifted her 
arts practice focus back to painting. Monica continues to develop her visual 
art narrative through the development of rich, atmospheric oil paintings of 
her  environment which continue to explore themes of nature. She has held 
a number of solo exhibitions and been involved in numerous group shows. 
She is represented by Alexandra Lawson Gallery.

 Day of the Moth, 2021
Oil on linen 

80cm x 60cm

As Within, 2021
Oil on canvas
60cm x 40cm



66

Painting at Mary Brand Park next to Leo, was good.  We  
talked a lot about fishing, and I let him know how we do it.

The river’s always changing. You wait for the fresh to come 
through then you know the fish are biting. Yella belly is the 
best—I don’t like that cod that much, yella belly is a bit  
sweeter. I just flour them up and deep fry them and have them 
with hot chips and salad. You know the truck stop out at the 
Gwydir River there near the Boolooroo bridge, there’s a little 
road down there on the left where the big swing is, that’s where 
everyone goes, that’s where we go when the river’s up, you get 
heaps, one after another. You catch yella bellies about 1 metre 
long, they are really big, some of them we throw back because 
they’re too fatty, got a lot of jelly on them. We just use a  
cocktail prawn for bait on a hand line. I’ll just sit down at the  
RSL bridge—I’ll walk down where the white geese are. 

Where we were painting at Mary Brand Park is good for  
catching river muscles with your feet in the mud of the Mehi 
river— Leo liked that idea. Hopefully the river will be up for 
them when the artists come to town for the exhibition. I  
hope everything works out good for the exhibition, and it  
will be good to get our stuff out there. I’d like to keep my art 
going for my family and Aunt Marg and it keeps my mind  
occupied, keeps me busy.

MARK WASHINGTON
Mark Washington is a Kamilaroi artist who lives and works in Moree.  
His painting and handmade fine art prints depict Country and motifs  
such as bagaay (rivers) around Moree, the thagaay (yellow-belly fish),  
the gibgaay (freshwater mussels) and the mirrindhaa (shrimp). The  
works featured in the Painted River exhibition depicts the Mehi River  
and the scar trees created by his people.

Mehi River Dreaming, Scar Tree 2, 2021
Acrylic on canvas

Mehi River Dreaming, Scar Tree 1, 2021
Acrylic on canvas
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I started travelling to Moree 20 or 30 years ago and used to 
stop there on my way through to Sydney. I love the feel of the 
place—that pool table landscape. Strangely, Moree’s landscape 
fitted the paintings I wanted to make at the time. In the 90’s I 
spent 6 weeks out there and it started a whole chain of those 
flatland paintings.

Being there, the more you talk to farmers, water is the key—I’m 
fascinated by the man-made drainage patterns, how they have 
utilised them, and how they use that big, long floodplain for 
agriculture.

The more I’ve explored Moree the more I’ve found there. One 
analogy is the flatness is like you get being way out at sea—you 
have space, you can calm down and really unwind—I found 
that in Moree. What I’m trying to do with my Moree pictures is 
to find that sense of space, or at least the illusion of space, you 
find in that landscape.

With the PRP, I’m more used to going solo but you realise that 
you can always have what you want, and everything is an  
opportunity. The science component was subliminal and  
allowed us to think about the other elements—to think about 
the system of nature and as a deeper way of understanding  
the place. With art, in some way I’m making a comment and, 
weirdly, a form of documentary. 

It was great to hear from the scientist that after the flush of  
rain so many creatures had come back—this filled me with a 
great sense of optimism. 

JOE FURLONGER
Joe Furlonger was born in Cairns, Queensland, and is regarded as one of 
Australia’s most respected landscape painters. He is a nine-time finalist in 
the Archibald Prize, winner of the Moet & Chandon Fellowship in 1988, and 
the winner of the Fleurieu Art Prize for Landscape in 2002. He lives and 
works in Samford, Brisbane and is represented by Defiance Gallery, Sydney.

‘Being there, the more you talk to farmers, 
water is the key—I’m fascinated by the  
man-made drainage patterns, how they 
have utilised them’

Pecan Plantation, 2021
Acrylic on canvas

134cm x 84cm
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I’m not an artist, nor a scientist, but certainly am in awe of  
them and their processes. As a designer and thinker, I guess I 
float between the two with admiration and fascination of the  
critical and creative-thinking of both disciplines—there is art  
in science, and science in art. Both observe and analyse the 
world but know what to see and how to creatively synthesise 
their observations for the rest of us to enjoy and digest. 

I like to draw and make notes in sketch form—to capture 
events, as a mnemonic to help me remember things, and as  
a way to help me make sense of what’s around me.  I love  
that it’s not a linear process unlike written notes and offers  
the possibility to make visual and conscious—and often  
serendipitous—connections. I realise the genius of the PRP at 
Moree was to bring not only artists and scientist together, but 
the wider community, so that we could all make connections—
not only those between art, science, water, agriculture,  
ecology, society, place, and politics—but also personal  
connections through socialising, talking, and sharing a meal. 

I thoroughly enjoyed the opportunity to make sketch notes to 
capture the great memories of Moree—the people, the place, 
the paintings, and the leptophlebiidae—a highlight of 2021.

JON ALLEN
Professor Jon Allen is an academic and social designer whose research, 
teaching and engagement work typically see him work in collaboration 
with other disciplines, to progress design’s role in bringing together arts, 
science, and technology with a strong social conscience to enhance the 
social and cultural landscape of people’s lives. An Industrial Designer by 
training, he has moved away from industry—and design things—to the 
application of design thinking to address pressing societal concerns  
related to food security, climate change, and health.

PRP Moree sketch-noting, 2021
pen and lead pencil on paper

220cm x 13cm
(detail)

‘I like to draw and make notes in sketch form—to capture  
events, as a mnemonic to help me remember things, and as  
a way to help me make sense of what’s around me’ 
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To meet other artists in your hometown is incredible.  
For them to see and talk about what we see every day gives  
greater meaning and insight into how we see Moree. It makes 
me want to be more curious and adventurous when thinking 
about Moree. Seeing Joe Furlonger and Lucy Culliton here— 
that stayed with me for months.

Annual visits here by the team from Western Sydney University 
has the potential to be a major creative event. Other than Joe 
Furlonger’s Balonne Breaks Out Crossing the Divide  series and 
the movie Beneath Clouds, I can’t remember any other artistic 
projects that have explored our area in the past ten years. 

I think establishing relationships between artists is incredibly 
important. People are starting to return to the bush and  
establishing an annual event like this one will help ensure  
the future of artistic practice in Moree.

NICK OSMOND
Nick Osmond lives and paints in Moree. He studied at the University of  
Sydney, majoring in Classical Greek and Roman Literature. He is relatively 
new to practical artistic endeavour having started painting in 2014. In 2018 
his work featured in a group exhibition at Olsen Irwin Gallery, Sydney. Also 
in 2018, Nick was a semi-finalist in the Doug Moran Portrait Prize and more 
recently his paintings featured in Artist Profile Magazine.

To meet other artists in your  
hometown is incredible. For them to  
see and talk about what we see every 
day gives greater meaning and insight 
into how we see Moree.

Drover Crossing the Gwydir  
north of Moree, 2021

Acrylic on canvas
55cm x 60cm

Aerial View of the Mehi River and
 the Moree District Hospital, 2021

Acrylic on canvas
60cm x 60cm
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When I paint en plein air it’s generally a solitary pursuit and as 
an artist most of what I do is solitary. So, in joining the PRP I 
was slightly nervous but excited about the group nature of the 
project. I looked forward to meeting new people and was  
interested to see how the group dynamic affected my work 
given that I work alone. As it turned out everyone just got  
down and did their work. I was worried about art etiquette  
and was surprised how willing the artist were to discuss their  
process and their work.

When painting I often start with a feeling of a place which helps 
me think about the composition and something visual I can 
grab hold of. With Moree and the river, I was trying to make a 
portrait of the place—its personality—which is connected back 
to that initial feeling I had. This also involves the atmospherics 
and not just the particular features.

For me, as a landscape painter, I see on a global scale how 
art and science are connected—water science and landscape. 
I found working alongside scientists very meaningful. Even 
though we were performing different tasks we were ultimately 
working with the river as an entity. We were both concerned 
with it as a place … how it looked, its health, and its future.

LEISL BAKER
Leisl Baker is a painter, living and working in Toowoomba, Queensland. 
With an interest in recording moments in time, her primary subject is  
landscape which she views as a point of ‘common ground’, capable of  
eliciting vivid memory and strong emotion. Leisl paints the diverse  
landscape of South East Queensland, working both en plein air and in  
her studio. Leisl’s landscape works have been finalists in numerous  
prizes including the Hadley Art Prize, the Paddington Art Prize and the  
Tattersalls Prize for Landscape and her work was featured in the 2018 
Thames and Hudson Publication. 

Upstream , 2021
Oil on board

84cm x 104cm

Gwydir After the Flood II, 2021
Oil on board

64cm x 78cm
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As a photographer, I’m a passionate observer and translator 
with an aim to move the viewer. What I draw on for the  
distillation of action into a still image is years of experience  
and observation. At the heart of it I’m a documentary  
photographer and what I am I trying to do is capture the  
essence of that special moment. It’s a privilege to see the  
artists working and a gift to see what it takes to create works 
en plein air—I’ve learnt a lot about different approaches and  
the physicality of artmaking, which also applies to what I do. 

The PRP has had a profound effect on me. To see the marriage 
of science and art—both loves of mine—and to see them  
combined in situ, is inspiring. This is the third iteration of the 
PRP I’ve been involved with, and I look forward to further  
involvement to see its impact as the project expands. The  
mission of the PRP—to combine science and art to raise  
and create awareness of the value of water in the environment 
—is so vitally important.

Seeing the artists’ interpretations of the environment has 
inspired me to experiment more with the artistic side of my 
practice—to explore abstractions and impressions of place  
and to see where I can take it. Being involved has extended my 
thinking and is the birth of a new direction.

SALLY TSOUTAS
Sally Tsoutas is a practicing photographer who lives and works in Sydney. 
As part of her roll as Western Sydney University’s official photographer  
she has participated in and documented the last three Painted River Project 
events. Her work has been featured in several photographic exhibitions  
including ‘Elders’ NAIDOC Week Portraits and, in 2010 she was a  
semi-finalist in the Head On Photo Award. Sally graduated with a  
Bachelor of Visual Communications, UTS School of Design.

‘The mission of the Project—to combine 
science and art to raise and create  
awareness of the value of water in the  
environment—is so important’

Lucy Culliton in conversation, Moree, 2021
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‘I learnt a lot by looking through the microscope with 
Ian and Callum. It was cool to see all the tiny bugs flying 
around in the dish. I didn’t know there were so many 
different kinds of flies. I liked painting with Leo, but his 
was much better than mine!’
Joseph Vickerman (11 years)




