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At the turn of the 21st century I was appointed as Gallery Director of Watt Space. My 
experience as an international artist and co-director of the longest surviving Artist Run 
Initiative, First Draft, in Sydney and working with the Student Union at Macquarie University 
as Arts Coordinator was experience enough to place me in the Director’s hot seat. I had 
previously taught art theory at The University of Newcastle and I was excited to return to a 
city that was under reformation. Newcastle was a city on the threshold / precipice of change, 
the iconic steel works were closed and the redevelopment of Honeysuckle was under 
discussion. Newcastle, a once strong industrial city had aspirations grander than football 
culture (go Knights).  
In 1999 Watt Space had been in existence for over 10 years and had proven itself to be a 
viable entity thanks to all the hard work of previous Directors, Assistants and Committee 
Members. The exhibiting space itself was secured, financial support from The University of 
Newcastle Student Union (UoN) was guaranteed and the operational structure of the gallery 
was well established. I had an office with photocopier, phone and computer as well as 
dedicated and talented student assistants. There was also an outstanding executive 
committee that included students as well as staff from UoN and supportive faculty from the 
Fine Arts Program at The University of Newcastle. With all the heavy labor done and with 
such committed support my agenda as Director was to concentrate on assisting students to 
become “professional artists” and to present exhibitions of excellence. I was also greatly 
motivated to introduce a greater emphasis on digital technology.  
To be an artist takes a huge amount of courage. There is no textbook that can give you clear 
step-by-step instructions. The artist is engaged in the act of looking inward, to evaluate or 
comment on the state of being human. The production of art could be seen as a way to 
understand the world in which we live. To exhibit art one must have a strong faith in self to 
overcome the fear of ridicule, one must have strength enough not to have contempt for self-
expression. Artists have the burden of evaluating our existence and the art produced is the 
condition report or barometer of our world and our times, and it is not always pretty. 
What distinguishes a professional artist from an amateur or hobbyist is the act of exhibiting 
artwork. There is natural impulse in us all to make. However putting our creative efforts on 
display to the general public is a marker of professionalism. My role as Gallery Director was 
to provide reassurance to student artists that their voice mattered, that they have the right to 
articulate our state of being, to demonstrate agency and the resulting artwork ought to be 
exhibited in a way that honors their efforts. When exhibiting art one must develop a level of 
non-attachment to outcome otherwise the price to self is too high. To be a professional artist 
is not for the fainted hearted. To me, a professional artist is also someone who, against all 
odds, continues to make art and to exhibit work for a lifetime. Perhaps it is the longevity of 
the artist is all that matters. I saw my role as Watt Space Director to educate and encourage 
students to practice art (the making and the exhibiting) for life. 
The skills required to create and exhibit art are transferable. Regardless if the student 
continues to practice art for the long term the developed skills can be useful to any number 
of life’s paths. These useful skills include, problem solving, self-motivation, team work / 
collaboration, networking, awareness of audience, ability to communicate, independence, 
resiliency and authenticity. This is not an exhaustive list but I truly believe the process of 
making art, applying for an exhibition, staging an exhibition and then pulling an exhibition 
down, is an extremely valuable experience to the development of a balanced and well-
adjusted human being. This process can be extremely difficult, and one may stumble and fall 
along the way, but this is the beauty of Watt Space, it allows for experimentation, it 
encourages and supports the individual to take risks and to grow. Watt Space contributes 
greatly to the cultural capital of Newcastle and beyond.  
During my time at Watt Space I had the pleasure of working with a great number of very 
talented students, many of whom have progressed to have successful careers in the arts. I 
cannot list all the success stories but there are a few that I must mention not only because of 
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the beautiful exhibits that they held at the gallery but because of their tremendous service 
and generosity that they willingly gave to Watt Space. 
Michelle Maartensz, who was Gallery Assistant in 2001 and then became acting Director of 
Watt Space after my departure, now works at The Maitland Regional Art Gallery in Education 
and Events. Michelle produced a compelling series of images of the interior of handbags and 
was also responsible for creating the Media Space in the Long Room. Michelle has gone on 
to produce important photographic images of the Hunter Region as part of “River Stories”.  
Niomi Sands, who was Gallery Assistant in 2000, is now Gallery Curator at Glasshouse Arts, 
Conference and Entertainment Centre in Port Macquarie. Niomi produced intriguing objects 
made from hard candy. As Gallery Assistant Niomi demonstrated outstanding organizational 
skills and I was continuously indebted to her for her attention to detail. Niomi continues to 
create beautiful intricate work carved from soap. 
Izabela Pluta, who served as President of the Watt Space Committee in 2000 produced so 
many outstanding visual contributions to Watt Space it is difficult to select one. Her efforts 
were tireless and her work ethic towards artistic production is one that I have never seen 
equaled. Izabela currently lectures at the College of Fine Arts (COFA), UNSW in photo-media 
and she has commercial representation by Dianne Tanzer Gallery + Projects in 
Melbourne  and Galerie Pompom, Sydney. 
Nikki March (now Staadt), President of the Watt Space Committee in 1999 produced 
ethereal monochromatic paintings of women in the rain. Nikki’s social graces and 
remarkable memory of people was an asset to the gallery. Nikki continues to produce 
paintings that possess a hauntingly luminous quality and she exhibits regularly in Newcastle. 
Ashley Whamond, who served on the Watt Space Committee in 2000 and is currently a 
Lecturer at Griffith University and a New Media Art Curator. His disquieting video installation 
within the Locker Room remains with me still. Ashley visited the institution where I now 
teach, Virginia Tech, in 2013. He presented a most interesting and inspiring lecture to my 
students on New Media Art. He has proven himself to be a cultural ambassador for 
Newcastle and for Australia. 
Other memorable exhibits during my time at Watt Space included Kim Blunt's “Fuzzy Felt”, 
Helen Thomas’s “Curious Alice”, Serena Thiem’s “Paper Pattern Dresses” and Catherine 
Smith’s “Chicken Feet”. This short list is just the tip of the iceberg. Each exhibiting artist 
made their allotted space their own. The transformation of the space was the best part of 
being Director. I got to witness creative minds in action. I might also add that having lunch 
everyday provided by UoN as part of my salary package was also pretty amazing.  
In America where I now live and work all top research institutions have to demonstrate a 
commitment to the arts. Newcastle has this, not because of a top down directive but rather 
because of a ground swell of support. Watt Space is an epicenter or maybe even a catalyst 
for cultural capital in Newcastle with outcomes rippling through to other venues, cities and 
countries. I am very thankful for the experience and for all the kind assistance and the 
lifelong friendships I made during my time as Director. I wish all the current students, staff 
and faculty involved with Watt Space all the very best for the future.  
 


