
RUTH O'BRIEN: 

Belconnen Arts acknowledges the traditional custodians of the land where we meet and work, the 

Ngunnawal people, and the many other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples from across 

Australia who have now made Canberra their home. We celebrate and respect their continuing 

culture and the contribution they make to the life of the ACT and region. 

SPEAKER: 

It sounds like a pretty good life. (CHUCKLES) Making art, living on the beach. Driving to small towns. 

MOIRA: 

That's right. 

RUTH O'BRIEN: 

That was Moira, who I'm delighted to be interviewing today as part of the (UNKNOWN) Collective, a 

project that aims to acknowledge, celebrate and inform the community about the exciting and 

diverse hobbies and passions of people with disabilities. 

SPEAKER: 

Hello, everybody. Today we have Moira, who's a local artist. Welcome, Moira. 

MOIRA: 

Thank you. 

SPEAKER: 

Would you like to introduce yourself, tell us a little bit about what you do in the arts? 

MOIRA: 

Well, I started off, I did, out of school. And I remember from primary school that - you know, you 

have an eccentric, wonderful teacher. Art was it when I was six. So, that was marvellous. Then I went 

on and I kept doing art. I've kept in touch with art all the way along. But things have come up, 

whether they've been car accidents and epilepsy and learning to talk again because I was in a coma, 

and so forth. But I've used art as... investigating, really, the story behind my brain trauma and what it 

is to learn to communicate again. So, I did a lot of group things like, well, I would use it to save 

O'Connor Ridge, which we didn't. I did the poster and we had an exhibition. I worked at (UNKNOWN) 

and I'm interested in the community as a whole, and I got to do and make t-shirts and posters, silk 

screen them for community groups. And I've never been any good at actually finding a job out of art. 

That would have been nice, but anyway, I have carried on art. So, I've done it for various causes 

along the way, make art. 

And then, I did it for myself to explain to the world that I was getting better. 

SPEAKER: 

So, what's your main medium? What kind of art do you do? 

MOIRA: 

I started in linocuts. And I couldn't comprehend whilst regaining my brain, which has taken me many 

years, but going through art school linocuts seemed to be the easiest. They were very dark pictures 

in those days. They were comments about the world, socially, as well as what was happening for me, 

knowing I wasn't fitting in, you know, that thing of - oh, what is it to be normal? After art school, I 

tried having a card business, silk screening, but neither of us were businesslike at all. But we got to 

paint on the front of the community house in Byron Bay - they've now taken all the murals down and 

painted it yellow and green, the lovely - (CROSSTALK) that was in 1980. And then, we had this card 



business, but I was silk screening in the middle of - hand-silk screening and they were all beach-

orientated. And you can't make an enormous business out of ten, 12 pictures of beaches. And then 

you'd have to drive everywhere and then you'd go - well, you listen to good music when we were 

there (INAUDIBLE)? 

SPEAKER: 

It sounds like a pretty good life. (CHUCKLES) Making art, living on the beach. Driving to small towns. 

MOIRA: 

That's right. And then, there were the children and my breakdown and... I ended up on a disability 

pension. So, that has allowed me not to work. But I'm not particularly good at community - no, 

what's it called, customer relations, but really, vague inefficiency. So, I would never get promoted, 

and that was fine. I could go ride the bike with the kids in the afternoon. 

SPEAKER: 

It's great. You've been able to try so many different things throughout your life. It sounds like you've 

had a very eclectic mix of hobbies and professional art - even if it's not paid, but you're still working 

quite professionally as an artist and consistently as an artist. 

MOIRA: 

Yeah, I do do that. And, well, it's like I said before, when my father had died - who was a beautiful 

man - that I could do my art portraits of him and be close to him, which was - I didn't know how to 

deal with grief. And so, it mattered, really. It got more and more positive 'cause he was such a good 

man - so, yeah. 

SPEAKER: 

Yeah, absolutely. It's hard to process that, when someone you've loved is not here anymore. I lost 

my mum a few years back. And sometimes I think she doesn't exist anymore. Like she does, to me - I 

mean she did, but it's kind of this weird concept that takes a long time to get your head around, and 

obviously you miss the person, as well, a lot. 

MOIRA: 

Do you still get that feeling from remembering her? Like, if I'm thinking about my father now, it is 

always there, that glow. So, that... stays. May you keep that - 

SPEAKER: 

Yeah, I mean, I always feel close to her. Because we were always close, we were pretty much best 

friends. So, I haven't really lost that energy, luckily, I guess. But yeah, it's nice to be able to process 

these things through an art practice. And it sounds like you've done lots of portraits. Did you do that 

out of the lino kind of work? 

MOIRA: 

No, I changed the drawing in charcoals and painting. And that's more immediate, because if you do a 

linocut you - I would really enjoy the drawing. And then you'd do the cutting, which I stopped, 

cutting my fingers off (INAUDIBLE). And then, you'd have to print it and I could never get a clean 

print. So, after all of this, you'd be going - I remember this at art school. It was, you know, a big flash 

of failure. But now, I'm much more comfortable with my clumsiness. 

SPEAKER: 

Yeah, you kind of embrace these things, I think. Often they create your art, in a way. They make it 

individual, and you start to see a pattern in the way that you create things. Maybe that clumsiness is 

a good thing, really 'cause it fits in well with your style. 



MOIRA: 

Yeah, I'd like to be freer because I'm known as the (UNKNOWN) girl. In other words, I want to make 

it like that person. But, (UNKNOWN), I think I'm finished with portraits now. And I want to do stuff 

about the landscape, and the whole climate story. But I do love my art groups, so I need to go out 

and be with others to create. I don't even necessarily talk all the time. But it's that motivation, I 

think, and I dearly want the social story. 

SPEAKER: 

Yeah, I think it's just - for example, from being here today, I'm energised by meeting new people in 

the arts community. I think it's really important to have that support and people who know that kind 

of life, you know? It just makes it more enjoyable, as well, when you're surrounded by people who 

are also passionate about these things. Do you want me to keep focusing on art stuff? Or do you 

want to change direction and talk about - 'cause you mentioned refugee -? 

MOIRA: 

No, I mean, I'd like to talk about that. I'd like to, in a way, include - they have their own social 

disability due to the fact they've got a name tag, which is "refugee", and they're not supported by 

the government. You know how the government's been categorising them as criminals? Sometimes 

it would be that we were there at - you know, like Afghanistan, but we do not accept Afghan 

refugees. We were over there for our own political reasons. One of your questions you had there 

was - what would you do if you was invisible? And I would actually go into the minds of decision 

makers and try to make them much more holistic. And basically, don't play games of making, 

creating fear, and be more inclusive, and think outside the box, you know, in so many ways. Look at 

the climate, look at that shit we're in. Be responsible. Answer questions when they're asked 

(INAUDIBLE) actually just being that supportive, social (INAUDIBLE). 

SPEAKER: 

It sounds like you've always been very passionate about lots of things. But was there a particular 

point when you started to get really impassioned about the rights of people seeking asylum? 

MOIRA: 

There are parts that I got from Dad. He would be more happy to talk to a studio person - who's this 

god - then look at the artwork, which is just - everybody's OK. And then, it went to my own knowing I 

was other. And then with the refugees, it was so clearly - that was about ten years ago when I 

moved to Belconnen. I actually think Belconnen's fantastic. There's staff out there that support the 

community, as it has been for me. And that whole thing of imprisoning people only because they are 

trying to flee was about ten years ago. And I have campaigned at every rally and I signed lots of 

petitions about lots of issues. I'm going to the first meeting again tomorrow. It's just - I'm very good 

at yelling out at the traffic or holding signs. I'm not very good organisationally, but I am - 

SPEAKER: 

You're an activist. You want someone to act. (CROSSTALK) Yeah, that's amazing and it's so nice that 

you are able to do that for people who are, in my view, wrongly imprisoned for no good reason. 

They're just trying to seek safety in another country that has more opportunities. 

MOIRA: 

That's right. And even in the community, where they get no Medicare, no nothing and they're on 

these visas that don't ever make them have a home. I think home is important to everybody. Just 

like I'd like more community housing that was out there, so that - support those that don't have 

much money. I think being on a disability pension has been good 'cause I came from - my dad was a 



doctor, but I actually now have understanding of "a new start" and of mental health problems, what 

that does. 

SPEAKER: 

Exactly. Yeah, yeah. It really opens up your view of all these different situations, I think. 

MOIRA: 

Oh, and I'm a gardener, a mad gardener. 

SPEAKER: 

Oh, cool. What do you like to plant? 

MOIRA: 

Well, I like to plant things that have a lot of flowers at the moment. And I also quite - because I'm 

indecisive and I must have it - I move plants a lot. 

SPEAKER: 

(CHUCKLES) 'Cause they do better in certain places, or they're just - 

MOIRA: 

And then you're going - oh, no, no, they've flowered now. Anyway, I want to sit on the toilet with the 

door open and look at the garden. And that's my whole idea, is what plants will be there, so that I 

will always be able to look out on the garden from my tiny, little toilet. (LAUGHTER) You wouldn't 

want to shut the door because it's so small. And it's really nice. But in winter, you see, you just know 

that you're not (INAUDIBLE). The leaves go, so - 

SPEAKER: 

It's not quite as pretty. 

MOIRA: 

A little bit more (CROSSTALK). (LAUGHTER) 

SPEAKER: 

And so, have you got a big garden? 

MOIRA: 

I do, actually. I was lucky enough to get the compensation money from my car accident. And I have a 

house, so that makes it lovely. 

SPEAKER: 

Excellent. So, with any of your passions, if you could turn it into a paid job or a paid career, would 

you like to do that with any of your passions? Or is it better to just have them as purely your 

passions, as in there isn't monetary - 

MOIRA: 

Oh, no, I wouldn't mind that, you know? (LAUGHS) Nothing wrong with saying - oh, you're good, you 

get to be paid. I mean, today, instead of being shy, I went, "Oh, my god, I got a job (INAUDIBLE)." So, 

that (INAUDIBLE) me 'cause when you're on the edge, you're not noticed much. It's a nice pat on the 

shoulder or whatever. I would like a job, but I never worked out how to do that. 

SPEAKER: 

So, out of the three things that you've talked about - art, gardening and refugee activism - if you 

could work in any of those fields, what would it be? 



MOIRA: 

What I would probably do is do social statements about - no, create images that involved all of those 

things that I care about, and be able to blast them all over the world, and they make a difference. 

SPEAKER: 

I think I may have read in your notes - do you use other materials? Do you take influences from 

nature in your - 

MOIRA: 

Yeah, I do. I have often used - like there's one linocut I did which is a whole lot of buildings, but there 

are fish swimming in parts on the ceiling, because I need to bring in nature around that whole 

concept of, say, urban. Or I've used nature to talk about... like I was underwater again, but it was 

about relationships and the different ways that the fish were posed. It was a bit classic, but I have 

done a very dry, chalky drawing, but it was - I used an Indigenous woman's legs while she was having 

to stand in. For me, it was, you know, we are creating works for them or works for us, because it was 

such a dry place. But I did a thing where all these sheep were in a linocut. And the thing was there 

was no fence. Now, nobody noticed that when I did it, so they just thought it was fishing. It was a 

drought area again. But all the sheep stayed together, and they didn't realize they could run away. 

Anyway, they were stuffed but yeah, so - 

SPEAKER: 

So, you like to have animals in your artwork. Have you done any artwork around refugees and the 

climate and those kind of -? 

MOIRA: 

Yes. Well, I've done a few on climate. But one interesting thing was we had those terrible fires and I 

started off with taking photos down at (UNKNOWN) and then changed it. I did it with Mariana - 

sorry, Mariana. I've forgotten (INAUDIBLE). Fabulous fabric person. And started off with that grief 

and then it turned into - because Dad died, that I put in a bit of grief on another level. So, I also 

included his shoes in that. And I mean it was a piece of artwork, but I was talking about the climate. 

SPEAKER: 

That's a beautiful idea, incorporating someone's clothes into the artwork. I hadn't thought of that 

before. 

MOIRA: 

Yeah, it's like keeping a piece of their clothing, just because that's their essence. So, the more you 

like (INAUDIBLE). Maybe it's their favourite shoes. (INAUDIBLE) steps, too. 

SPEAKER: 

That's so nice, because I would imagine you'd feel very connected to that piece of artwork by seeing 

that regularly and you just have that immediate - 

MOIRA: 

I've got a picture, a sort of see-through picture of my face, actually inside the shirt. So, you can see 

through it onto bright yellow, which was to do with the fires. And I had other things. I had flames, 

but I sort of simplified it down. When the fires were on, I opened all my windows because I thought, 

thank God, we are getting the effect instead of it just being down in the coast and as not as - 

SPEAKER: 

Yeah, you see it on TV, you're like, oh yeah, that's just far away. But we have all this smoke - 



MOIRA: 

That's right. I don't know if it was good for my lungs, but I wanted to feel it with them. 

SPEAKER: 

Yes, that's really nice, actually. I think the main thing that we've talked about today has really come 

back to your artwork. And even though we've talked about refugees and your passion for being an 

activist, a lot of what you've talked about has come back to art. 

MOIRA: 

Yeah, that grounding, isn't it? 

SPEAKER: 

Yeah, which I think is great because it ties it all together. Like you go into the garden, but then 

nature influences your art and your other passions, the refugees. 

MOIRA: 

That's right. I can do the message through the art. I don't exhibit much, but I do like to put up those 

stories. And really, I'm not very powerful, but I feel like it's important to me. So, I wanna talk about it 

in some way. I do think that art should be supported more for those who are not able to pay, 

whether it be from mental health or age or whatever, that it's very important to join together and 

feel like it's accessible. 

SPEAKER: 

Well, it's great to talk to you about all the things you love to do, of which there seem like there are 

many. And yeah, thanks for sharing all this wonderful information. 

MOIRA: 

That's alright. It's been a pleasure. 

SPEAKER: 

Thanks, Moira. (CHUCKLES) 

RUTH O'BRIEN: 

This project is supported by the ACT government as part of their 2021 I-Day celebrations. Thank you 

to the lovely staff at Belconnen Arts Centre for making this project possible. And thank you to the 

Office for Disability. This project has been put together as part of the 2021 celebrations for 

International Day of People with Disability. My name is Ruth O'Brien. Thank you for joining us. 


