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as the key cultural and educational component of the 
upper georges river urban sustainability Initiative, The 
River Project extends upon the initiative’s comprehensive 
on-site groundwork and in-depth consideration of man-
agement strategies for the area by examining and engag-
ing with the social and cultural life of the river. across 
multiple platforms—exhibitions, publications, perform-
ances, education and public programs—The River Project 
considers the upper georges river within the larger con-
text of asia and pacific river systems by bringing together 
artists from australia, China, India, Korea, papua new 
guinea, the philippines and Vietnam whose work ex-
plores such systems. The River Project restates the im-
portant fact that nature and culture are not mutually 
exclusive and invites us to reflect upon our relationships 
and role within these fragile ecosystems; to consider our 
interconnectedness, our histories and our shared future.

artworks in the exhibition encompass a variety of me-
diums and include existing works alongside significant 
new commissions. each work explores environmental, 
cultural or spiritual issues related to specific rivers in 
australia, asia and the pacific. major themes across the 
exhibition include the effects of modernisation and ur-
banisation, global environmental issues, and the way we 
use and manage the environment.

eDuCatIon KIt

this kit highlights key works, ideas and themes from The 
River Project through case studies of four artists/projects 
from different countries: mike parr (australia), ringo 
bunoan (the philippines), Jun nguyen-Hatsushiba (Viet-
nam) and the sepik river project (papua new guinea).

the kit is designed to help teachers and students from 
Years 9 and 10 and Years 11 and 12 (HsC) use The River 
Project as a resource for studying contemporary art and 
issues concerning the environment. It is most effective 
when used in tandem with the exhibition presented at 
Campbelltown arts Centre from 28 august to 24 octo-
ber 2010 and is complemented by the project’s substan-
tial catalogue.

each case study provides information about:

• the artist and their practice

• the artwork in the exhibition

• a river of interest to the artist.

a list of suggested learning activities for students is also 
provided. these incorporate questions and ideas to con-
sider and debate, and suggested areas for further research. 

CurrICulum lInKs

this kit has been written in line with the new south 
wales Visual arts syllabus, but may be of interest to 
secondary school students studying History, geogra-
phy, earth and environmental science, and society and 
Culture. the content of the kit is targeted to teachers 
working with senior students, though information and 
activities can be adapted for use with junior students. 
tertiary students and the general public will also ben-
efit from using this resource as a guide to exploring The 
River Project. 

For Visual arts students a study of The River Project 
provides an opportunity to investigate the diverse nature 
of contemporary art practice, and to explore the com-
plex ideas, issues, materials and forms used by artists. 
the breadth of the work in The River Project, in terms 
of content and form, provides great scope for study 
through the Conceptual Framework and of the subjec-
tive, Cultural, structural and postmodern Frames. the 
project provides students with the opportunity to make 
connections between modern and postmodern artistic 
practice in order to gain an understanding of some of 
the key concepts of postmodern art. 

the education kit was researched and developed by 
nikoleta szabados, education and public programs 
officer, Campbelltown arts Centre, august 2010.

tHe rIVer proJeCt
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mike parr
Pure Water into Polluted Water 1971
the georges river, liverpool, nsw, australia
photograph, dimensions variable
performer: mike parr. photographer: Felizitas stefanitsch
Image courtesy the artist and anna schwartz gallery

CASE STUDY 1

mIKe parr (australIa)
upper georges rIVer
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QuestIons anD aCtIVItIes

Visual Arts
• Consider the artist’s actions within the context of The River Project. examine the work through the postmodern 

Frame. How has the artist used irony, parody, wit and/or playfulness in this work? 

• the performance of Pure Water into Polluted Water involves the artist leaving the perspex cube in the water at 
the end of the performance. Describe how the artist creates a contradiction through this action. 

• Pure Water into Polluted Water is an example of a performance artwork that has been documented using video. 
Define performance art. How is the audience involved in viewing this performance? Describe the experience of 
viewing Pure Water into Polluted Water (1971–2010) within the gallery setting. How might your experience of 
the artwork differ if you were at the site of the performances? How does the video add to or subtract from the 
live performance? 

• mike parr believes that the performed action in his works is more important than the image produced.2 why do 
you think the process of creating this type of work is more important than the final product?

mIKe parr (b. 1945, australIa)

mike parr is widely regarded as one of the most impor-
tant australian artists of his generation. since 1970 he 
has created a broad body of work across a range of me-
dia including performance, installation, photography, 
drawing, dry point etching and sculpture. 

For the River Project mike parr has reinterpreted his 
1971 performance work Pure Water into Polluted Wa-
ter, which saw him place a plastic bag of distilled water 
in the georges river, liverpool. this work was part of 
a larger body of work called 150 Programmes and In-
vestigations (1971–72) that comprised a list of instruc-
tions for performances. the original instruction for 
Pure Water into Polluted Water called for parr to place 
a perspex cube filled with distilled water in a river.

In this exhibition parr has presented the original in-
struction, a photograph of the 1971 performance, and 
a video of the work’s contemporary reinterpretation in 

2010, which includes parr performing the original in-
struction with the perspex cube and a public discussion 
with professor edward scheer in which the artist’s ac-
tions are debated with an audience. mike parr’s reinter-
pretation of the work raises questions about how our 
readings of objects and our relationship to the environ-
ment change over time. 

of the work mike parr says: ‘there’s something potent, 
relevant, about the contradiction—plastic bag/distilled 
water—except that now our awareness of the damage 
done by plastic bags is so great that the original con-
tradiction, in careful tension, will be completely over-
whelmed…plastic bags weren’t the issue then that they 
are now.’ 1
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running 56 kilometres through Dharawal Country, 
the upper georges river comprises the headwaters of 
the georges river near appin and its passage through 
Campbelltown to where it meets the estuary at liver-
pool weir. when viewing an aerial map of Campbell-
town it is hard not to be struck by the prominence of 
the georges river and the vastness of the bush that sur-
rounds it. this tract of land is home to a wealth of flora 
and fauna, historically and culturally significance sites, 
and recreational and commercial activities. 

the georges river was an important transport route in 
the early 1800s when european settlers migrated to the 
area. after world war 2 urban development in the catch-
ment area increased and today the river flows through 
both fully urbanised and heavily wooded areas.3

the main impacts on the natural environment of the 
georges river Catchment are urban encroachment, 
pest animals, weed invasion, clearing, stormwater pol-
lution, litter and longwall mining. Impacts of longwall 
mining on the natural environment include fractures 
in riverbeds and rockbars, water loss in rivers as a re-
sult of cracking watercourses and man-made structures 
such as buildings, roads, railways and drains, ponding 
and flooding of water due to changes in riverbeds, ero-
sion, gas release due to fracturing rock strata, changes 
in water quality, and impacts on terrestrial and aquatic 
flora and fauna.4

1 mike parr, email correspondence, 2010.

2 mike parr, email correspondence, 2010.

3  georges river Combined Councils’ Committee, ‘Historical and Cultural Importance’, grCCC, 2010, viewed 18 
august 2010, www.georgesriver.org.au.

4  D. Kay, J. barbato, g. brassington and b. de somer, ‘Impacts of longwall mining to rivers and Cliffs in the 
southern Coalfield’, in n. aziz (ed.), Coal 2006: Coal Operators’ Conference, university of wollongong and the 
australasian Institute of mining and metallurgy, 2006; http://ro.uow.edu.au/coal/59/.

tHe upper georges rIVer

QuestIons anD aCtIVItIes

Visual Arts
• Describe your impression of the upper georges river as a result of viewing Pure Water into Polluted Water 

(1971–2010). what role does the performance have in drawing your attention to the current state of the river and 
issues surrounding its management?  

Geography/Earth and Environmental Science
• research and compare bottled water and tap water. How does the use of bottled water create a contradiction? 

Consider this argument with reference to Pure Water into Polluted Water (1971–2010). 

History/Society and Culture
• Visit the georges river environmental education Centre to find out more about the history of the upper georges river.
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ringo bunoan
Bridge 2007
wooden pallets
dimensions variable
Image courtesy the artist

Case stuDY 2

rIngo bunoan (tHe pHIlIppInes)
pasIg rIVer
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ringo bunoan is an artist based in manila, the phil-
ippines. she also works as a curator, arts writer and 
researcher. Her art practice addresses memory, shared 
experience and community life through installations 
that use everyday objects to create monumental forms. 
In her work she explores the physical and psychologi-
cal dimensions of these materials by questioning our 
personal connection to objects and how they form part 
of a shared human experience.

Bridge is a simple makeshift construction that uses 
wooden shipping pallets stacked and nailed together to 
form an arch. the work references both literal and sub-
jective meeting points between rivers, land and people. 

It is evocative of crossings and connections, missed or 
otherwise, and reflects the fractures, ruins and excesses 
of contemporary life.

of her work ringo bunoan says: ‘In a lot of my work 
I use found materials that I collect from my neighbour-
hood or my friends, mainly because I think it is a more 
sustainable way of working. It is almost a critique of 
our very consumerist and capitalist culture. there is so 
much waste and excess in the world and I just don’t 
want to contribute to that anymore. most of the time 
my works, after the exhibitions, get dismantled and go 
back to being what they were. pallets become pallets. 
pillows become pillows. then it’s gone.’ 1

rIngo bunoan 
(b. 1974, manIla, tHe pHIlIppInes)

QuestIons anD aCtIVItIes

Visual Arts
• analyse Bridge through the structural Frame by describing the formal placement of the wooden pallets. Is an 

illusion created through the placement of the pallets? 

• Consider the original function of the materials ringo bunoan has used to create Bridge and how the choice of wooden 
pallets adds meaning to the work. Consider this in terms of the subjective, structural and postmodern Frames.

• Consider ringo bunoan’s statement about her work. Discuss how this statement challenges traditional ideas 
about the artwork. How do you feel about this? 

• ringo bunoan uses everyday objects in her work to give expression to memories and create new meaning. list 
objects of significance to you and consider ways you could arrange and present these to question or reinforce their 
meaning. Draw some examples of these arrangements in your VapD
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rivers are an important part of the cultural and in-
dustrial life of the philippines. as an archipelago (a 
group of islands connected by water), water provides 
the means for trade and tourism in the philippines. the 
damaged state of the pasig river, which runs through 
manila where ringo bunoan lives, remains a topic of 
environmental debate. 

the pasig river (called Ilog pasig in Filipino) stretches 
for 27 kilometres, connects laguna de bay to manila 
bay, and divides metro manila in two. long-term neg-
ligence and urban and industrial development has seen 

the pasig river become overwhelmed with pollution. 
In 1990 it was declared biologically ‘dead’—no longer 
able to sustain plant or animal life. 2

Increased public awareness of the environmental crisis 
facing the pasig river has prompted government and 
non-government bodies to take action to restore the 
river and develop methods to prevent further damage. 
these efforts include the development of the pasig river 
rehabilitation Commission in 1999.

pasIg rIVer

QuestIons anD aCtIVItIes

Visual Arts
• research artists who make art about environmental issues. what role does art play in cultural, environmental and 

political matters? are there limitations to art as a means of activism? 

Geography/Earth and Environmental Science 
• research the wildlife found in and around the pasig river prior to it being classified ‘dead’ by ecologists. what 

are contributing factors to the loss of plant and animal life along the pasig river? 

• read Flaudette may V Datuin’s essay ‘For the birds’ in the river project catalogue. Hold a class debate about the 
ecotourism scheme she proposes. Do you think this would help rehabilitate and protect the pasig river?

History/Society and Culture
• research the history of the pasig river. Draw a rough timeline of events that have shaped the river over time and 

that reflect its changing uses. Consider how this timeline reflects Filipino culture and history. 

1 artist talk, Campbelltown arts Centre, 28 august 2010.

2 pasig river rehabilitation Commission, ‘timeline of deterioration’, prrC, 2009; www.prrc.com.ph/.
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Jun nguyen-Hatsushiba
The Ground, the Root, and the Air: The Passing of the Bodhi Tree 2007 
high definition digital video projection
duration 14:30 minutes
Image courtesy the artist and the Quiet in the land, laos; 
mizuma art gallery, tokyo; and lehmann maupin gallery, new York
photograph: Yukari Imai

Case stuDY 3

Jun nguYen-HatsusHIba (VIetnam)
meKong rIVer
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Jun nguyen-Hatsushiba lives and works in Ho Chi 
minh City, Vietnam. He was born in tokyo in 1968 
to a Vietnamese father and a Japanese mother. He has 
lived in Ho Chi minh City since 1997. water is a key 
theme in Jun nguyen-Hatsushiba’s work. He uses it 
allegorically to explore the impacts of globalisation, 
war, mass migration, social change and constraints on 
freedom of expression through political oppression—
which he articulates by the restricted movement of bod-
ies underwater. 

the video work The Ground, the Root, and the Air: 
The Passing of the Bodhi Tree examines the various 
youth cultures in luang prabang, laos, as they try to 
achieve contemporary definitions of success without 
losing the essential roots of their heritage. luang pra-
bang is an ancient city of lao’s monarchy and a land-
mark of buddhist heritage that is currently experienc-
ing change from global market forces. Filmed along the 

mekong river in this region, the video was made with 
the participation of 50 students from the local fine arts 
school who are captured both running around a sports 
stadium and sketching the spectacular landscape of the 
mekong river as they sweep downstream in wooden 
motorboats. as the boats approach a bodhi tree—a 
symbol of buddha and enlightenment—some of the 
students leap into the water and swim towards it, while 
others choose to flow by on the river’s current. In the 
work the river is used as a symbol of progress, spiritual-
ity and tradition.1

of the work Jun nguyen-Hatsushiba has said: ‘It is 
a film about decision making for their [the students’] 
future…I tried to create this difference between the 
running around in the stadium and the linear journey 
downstream on the mekong river. It is a contrast be-
tween becoming modernised and the circular motion 
representing spiritual aspects of their background.’ 2

Jun nguYen-HatsusHIba 
(b. 1968, toKYo, Japan)

QuestIons anD aCtIVItIes

Visual Arts
• Consider how the artist has framed each shot of the film by examining camera angle, editing and movement. 

what effects and meanings are created through this framing? 

• analyse the work using the subjective Frame. How does this work invite subjective responses from, and create 
meaning for, the participants, audiences and the artist?

• Consider how video art differs from films or documentaries. use Jun nguyen-Hatsushiba’s work in your response.

• Choose a location from your surrounding environment that speaks to your personal history. sketch this location 
in your VapD.
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the mekong river is the longest river in south-east 
asia. It flows through China, burma, laos, thailand, 
Cambodia and Vietnam. over 60 million people in 
these countries depend on the river for fisheries, water, 
transportation, the supply of industrial and domestic 
materials, and many other aspects of their daily lives.3

rivers such as the mekong are shared resources of 
importance to many countries. In recent years the me-

kong river has come under extreme environmental 
pressure from the very communities that rely on it for 
survival. one such pressure is caused by the damming 
of the river in different countries and the flow-on effect 
from this. the building of dams on the mekong has 
formed part of an ongoing debate about the need for 
countries that share rivers to have unified strategies for 
river protection.

meKong rIVer

QuestIons anD aCtIVItIes

Visual Arts
• Discuss the significance of Jun nguyen-Hatsushiba’s work in light of the information you have read about the 

mekong river and in the context of The River Project. How does the artist use video to articulate social and 
cultural issues surrounding the mekong’s management?

Geography/Earth and Environmental Science 
• research debates about the building of dams in south-east asia. Create a list of positives and negatives in terms 

of the effects of dam construction.

History/Society and Culture
• research the mekong river and draw a brief timeline of events that have shaped the river, including how the river 

has been used over time. Consider how these uses reflect the culture and history of the different countries that 
share the river. 

1 Joe Fyfe, ‘In deep water’, Art in America, vol. 91, no. 8, 2008, pp .136–140.

2 artist talk, Campbelltown arts Centre, august 2010.

3  International rivers, ‘lancang (mekong) river’, International rivers, 2010, viewed 18 august 2010, 
www.internationalrivers.org/node/354.
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Case stuDY 4

sepIK rIVer proJeCt (papua new guInea)
raYmonD DumoII 

sebastIan DumoII 

JeFFrY Feeger 

Kawa gIta 

IsHmaIl gromban wItH JulIus 

anD JunIor KonI Ignas Keram 

marKus KonnY 

salI sarI maInDa 

nanIas maIra

gerHarD mInJan 

DaVID saKa 

KamI saKat 

FranCIs tongoI 

HerrY waYbenang 

ruDolF waYbenang  

ZaCHarIas waYbenang 

Hubert YambIn

David saka
Untitled 2010
Kambot 
acrylic on paper, 29.5 x 42 cm
Courtesy the artist
Commissioned by Campbelltown arts Centre
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the Sepik River Project is an exhibition within The 
River Project that brings together contemporary art-
work—primarily crocodile canoe prows, man-croco-
dile objects and paintings—from the sepik river. 

the project represents the important relationship be-
tween the sepik river’s distinct communities and their 
river home, the relationship between their art-making 
practice and their physical, social and spiritual envi-
ronments, and the multiple contemporary realities of 
papua new guinea life. sepik river communities have 
their own long-standing artistic and cultural practices. 
over the last 30 to 40 years global influences in the re-
gion have been combined with these traditional forms 
to create unique, contemporary artworks. 

the works presented in this project were acquired by 
independent curator Dr susan Cochrane and emerg-
ing port moresby-based artist Jeffry Feeger on a trip 
to the sepik river and loaned from the private collec-
tions of oceanic arts society members in australia. Jef-
fry Feeger’s paintings of sepik river artists represent 
an important cultural exchange between himself—a 
city-based artist—and artists from the sepik river. Jef-
fry provided sepik artists with contemporary materials 
such as paint and canvas and the skills to use them, and 
sepik artists taught Jeffry some of their traditional art 
practices, such as carving. a major suite of commis-
sioned works on canvas and paper by sepik artists is a 
result of this exchange.

sepIK rIVer proJeCt (papua new guInea)

CroCoDIle Canoe prows 
anD man-CroCoDIle obJeCts 
the latmul creation story of the crocodile-man is a common theme in Iatmul people’s art. It explains the transforma-
tion of their crocodile ancestor into a human being and the initiation rite of young men—the scarification of their 
torso with designs like that of a crocodile. 

CroCoDilE lEGEnD

Before the earth was born nothing existed except a vast expanse of water wherein a crocodile dwelt. His accumu-
lated excreta eventually formed land areas, and so the earth came into being, the crocodile gave birth to man, and 
man was completely dependent upon the crocodile who carried him about his back or in his mouth. Time went by 
and eventually man rebelled against his complete dependence on the crocodile and decided to seek a life for himself. 
After careful selection of a large stone, he waited until the crocodile fell asleep, picked up the stone and killed his 
benefactor with one blow. When he saw the crocodile lying still and dead, man was so overwhelmed with remorse 
for what he had done that he burst into uncontrollable tears. Day after day, week after week, he cried; his nose 
becoming elongated and for many months the tears flowed steadily. So extensive was the stream of his tears that it 
penetrated the earth’s crust and flowed towards the sea, and the tears from the beginning of man’s separate existence 
on earth formed the mighty Sepik river. 1

QuestIons anD aCtIVItIes 

Visual Arts
• locate imagery of crocodiles in the works of art displayed and describe how they are represented. locate 

representations of humans that show features belonging to an animal.
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most communities of the sepik river have no access 
to materials such as canvas, paper, paints and pencils, 
nor have they ever used such materials. In the early 
1970s, australian teacher Helen Dennett, then based 
at angora, provided people of the Kambot region with 
contemporary materials such as paper, canvas, paints 
and contemporary carving tools, enabling artists to use 
these materials to create works from their repertoire of 
traditional subjects.

among works produced by sepik river artists us-
ing these new materials are carvings—now popularly 
known as ‘Kambot storyboards’—that depict the tra-
ditional creation stories and scenes of community life. 

on their 2010 sepik trip Dr susan Cochrane and Jeffry 
Feeger gave contemporary art materials to sepik artists 
as gifts. the project features the results of the artists 

using these materials. as Dr susan Cochrane describes: 
‘we arrived at Kambot to find a painting session in full 
swing, with senior artists Zacharias waybenang, Ignas 
Keram and Hubert Yambin sitting in groups with their 
sons and other younger artists, all painting on the black 
canvas and black and white paper we had supplied … 
although Jeffry had brought blue and other coloured 
acrylic paints, the Kambot artists preferred to restrict 
their palette to white, black, red and a touch of yellow 
ochre. within two days, some 30 paintings and draw-
ings of Kambot ancestral stories were produced, and 
the painting session was still going when it was time to 
leave.’ 2

Kawa gita
Kwongombebowi 2010 (details)
acrylic on canvas, 74 x 200 cm
Courtesy the artist
Commissioned by Campbelltown arts Centre

Kambot storYboarDs anD paIntIngs

QuestIons anD aCtIVItIes

Visual Arts
• examine the works in the Sepik River Project closely and create a list of materials, techniques and processes used 

by different artists across different forms. what affect—either aesthetic or symbolic—does each create?

• Hold a classroom debate about whether you believe that the introduction of western art-making tools and materials 
in the sepik river will have a positive or negative long-term effect on the cultural heritage of the sepik river people.
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the sepik river is the largest unpolluted freshwater 
system in papua new guinea and amongst the most 
intact in the asia pacific. located in the north-west 
of papua new guinea, it is one of the country’s least 
developed areas and is free from dams and industrial 
developments. It is a highly diverse habitat—mangrove 
forests, herb swamps, tall lowland rainforests, cloud 
forests and alpine heaths—that is home to a number of 
threatened species of birds, important fish species, and 
crocodile populations.

around 80,000 people live in villages along the sepik 
river. there are many distinctive language and cultural 
groups with unique customs and lifestyles. In papua new 
guinea’s submission to unesCo world Heritage, it was 
stated that the sepik river is ‘perhaps the most linguisti-
cally and culturally diverse area in the planet with over 
300 languages in an area the size of France’.3  the re-
gion is currently being considered for inclusion on the 
unesCo world Heritage list. 

1 gloria stewart, Introduction to Sepik Art of Papua New Guinea, garrick press, melbourne, 1972, p. 27.

2  susan Cochrane, ‘sepik Journey’, in The River Project (exhibition catalogue), Campbelltown arts Centre, 
Campbelltown, 2010, p. 105

3  papua new guinea Department of environment and Conservation, submission to unesCo: east and west 
sepik provinces, 6 June 2006, viewed 18 august 2010, http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/5065/. 

sepIK rIVer

QuestIons anD aCtIVItIes

Visual Arts
• locate imagery of birds, crocodiles and fish in the works of art displayed. Describe how each individual animal is 

represented within the whole, and its relationship to other animals represented. locate representations of humans 
that show features belonging to an animal. Find out what a totem animal is and how it is significant to the sepik 
river people.

Geography/Earth and Environmental Science 

• research the process and criteria for adding a natural site to the unesCo world Heritage list. are there any 
regions in papua new guinea that are currently listed as world Heritage sites?

History/Society and Culture
• Compare and contrast the lifestyle and practices of the people of port moresby with the people of the sepik river 

region. what values and practices do they share? How are they influenced by each other? what are the main 
factors that drive art production in each region?
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