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 DESIRE LINES FIELDNOTES  
 

 
Desire Lines is an art series in the format of a walking tour. Our event traverses Aboriginal land, 
historically passing through various locations on Gadigal country. The first iteration occurred in 
Alexandria in what was once a naturally running creek, now an artificially constructed waterway. 
Alexandria canal is a tributary of the Cook’s River, which eventually discharges at Botany Bay, 
the site of first colonial contact. As we continue to form new relationships and ways of being 
here, we do not forget that this land was violently stolen, that we are complicit in the ongoing 
legacy of this theft, and that sovereignty was never ceded. We do not forget the stories and 
knowledge forever embedded within the Aboriginal custodianship of country. We promise to 
learn from this knowledge and look to members of the Indigenous community past, present and 
emerging for guidance. It is a privilege for us to live and work here. This land always was, and 
always will be Aboriginal Land. 
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~~~~~~~~~~~ THESE FIELDNOTES 
 
We began making this document at the close of an event we did at Wylie’s Baths, Coogee. We 
were reflecting on our working process and how the project sits in the broader landscape of 
emerging arts and DIY initiatives in Sydney. 
 
We feel there is an increased discourse and awareness around bad practice, particularly in the 
emerging arts. We have found though, that there aren’t a lot of resources that address the 
ethics, the logistics and the practicalities involved in running an event, especially for small-scale 
initiatives. 
 

With this document we want to attempt to answer a few questions: 

1. Who are we and how does Desire Lines fit into Sydney’s cultural landscape? 
2. What are the characteristics of an ideal project?  
3. What are our expectations for DL and what happens in reality? 
4. How can we put these ideals into practice? 

 
While the information here is incomplete, we feel that sharing this document (indeed even the 
process of writing it) is an important gesture: as an initiative that occurs in public space, funded 
by public donations/ticket sales, it is important to be transparent in how and why we operate.  
 
We hope that this information can find its place within some kind of conversation regarding best 
practice for self-organised initiatives in Sydney. We do not have a winning formula - in fact since 
its inception our models of working have changed and adapted, as we have tried to create an 
ethical and sustainable event. We are always striving towards a better model, and want to 
develop a practice that is sensitive to the continuing changes in our community.  
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~~~~~~~ ABOUT DESIRE LINES 
Who are we? What do we do? 
 
Our event aspires to create a framework where artists and visitors are able to navigate space in 
different ways. With a guide, audience members are led through a series of urban locations, 
each playing host to a performance, installation, talk, sonic experience or general interaction. 
Every event has taken place in a different location in and around Gadigal land (Sydney). 
 
The project started in 2016 when we lived together in a sharehouse. During that time we 
exchanged books and papers, podcasts, cigarettes, and went to gigs, openings and parties. We 
would talk about these experiences afterwards and formed a friendship based on common 
interests across music, art, reading and gardening. The collaboration has succeeded so far 
because of this friendship ~ DL has been a great excuse to hang out with each other and other 
people we love and admire. It is those unquantifiable aspects of friendship and care that drive 
the project.   
 
Desire Lines operates from within an interesting space in Sydney - we’re never sure whether its 
an event, an organisation, a project or an artist run initiative. Our identity is not tied to a specific 
location, rather it lies somewhere in between the format of the events, the way we work with 
artists and the manner that we engage with our audience. We are not so interested in carving 
out a defined cultural space for ourselves because it’s just not our style and would be boring for 
everyone. Our cultural position is largely a reflection of our own personalities and of our 
friendship itself.  
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~~~~~~OUR APPROACH // IDENTITY 
 
Location 
A large part of Desire Lines’ identity lies in the fact that it isn’t constrained to a static space. 
Having a mobile event is a blessing (no ongoing rent obligations!) and a curse (constantly 
looking for functional spaces). On the whole it is something that is important to us. We want to 
continue to lurk out fresh spaces, while being careful not to simply transplant ourselves into a 
cool new location without engaging with what is already there (local communities, histories etc.) 
 
Collaboration 
An ethos of collaboration informs all our projects, and collaborations have been a special 
outcome of the event. We approach the idea of collaboration broadly and hope to link up 
different people with similar interests. We want to keep doing this1 while also striving to take 
more care in supporting and continuing relationships with the people we have worked with in the 
past. 
 
Funding // Ticketing  
Our event is usually entirely self funded. We have always tried to keep our ticket prices low. Too 
much for a ticket and the event will be too expensive for the community we service. There is a 
balance between having a workable budget and ripping people off. Sometimes ur not in a 
position to afford something so leisure. We will always allow individuals to come for free if they 
cannot afford a ticket ~ just hit us up.2 
 
So far, external funding has been something we’ve ignored, mainly because we have found it 
hard to organise ourselves. Having said this, we received help with funding for the 4th iteration 
at PACT centre for emerging artists and it was an enormous help, both in allowing us to pay our 
artists for the first time and in encouraging us to be more professional in our dealings. It has 
actually set a precedent of professionalism and best-practice for all the events that have 
occurred since. Receiving funding did mean of course that the nature of Desire Lines was 
altered, both in its form and in its operation. But that’s just the compromise. 
 
Working Relationships 
There is a balance between cheerful casual-ness and reliable professionalism that we have 
endeavoured to maintain throughout the event’s history. This is of course a necessity as much 
as it is a choice. We each struggle to find enough time in between work, relaxation and other 
creative endeavours to communicate consistently with others and between ourselves. With the 
time that we are able to set aside, we strive to work meaningfully with the entities and 
individuals that we engage. That said, we generally don’t get stressed about things, which is 
ideal for juggling a bunch of different things.  
 
 
                                                
1 Seriously get in touch if you want to collaborate on something with us! Open to collaborations of all 
kinds! 
2 Soo-Min Shim writes beautifully about this ticket tension in an article for Running Dog 
http://rundog.art/xhe-daniel-kok-miho-shimizu/  
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~~~~~~~~~WHAT WE ASPIRE TO 
What kinda org would we wanna work with?  
What kinda conversation do we want to have? 
 
In running Desire Lines, some recurring themes have become apparent in the ways we worked 
in the past and how we want to do things in the future.  
 
We think best practice Desire Lines includes the following (whether or not we have lived up to 
these values in a practical sense is another question): 
 

+ Being ethical: all contributors involved are fairly compensated, there is a mutually 
beneficial exchange between people involved (eg. us as organisers, artists, the 
audience, the sites we work in, any volunteers and the public in general). Honesty, 
transparency, good communication, and being somewhat professional fall under this 
heading too. 
 

+ Some level of sustainability: the ability to break even funds-wise, to balance running this 
event with other life things, adapting the project to remain useful or relevant, maintaining 
a level of autonomy and agency. Also just in general not giving less than we take. 
 

+ A goal of subversiveness: supporting wacky projects, thinking about redistribution of 
resources, reconsidering value systems,3 providing a space for experimentation, 
celebrating failure,4 being a bit punk, having a meaningful event. 
 

+ Community: maintaining relationships over time, supporting other people’s projects, 
reciprocating help, providing a space to express and experience all forms of being 
(thinking about diversity, accessibility, representation, inclusion), linking people & 
facilitating new relationships, bridging the gaps between different groups. Remaining 
sensitive to the ever-changing nature of ‘community’. 

 
An ideal Desire Lines would exist at the intersection of these 4 categories ^^^^. We wonder how 
best to incorporate them harmoniously within a DIY way of working. There are aspects of each 
of these categories that are mutually exclusive, and these contradictions can be hard to 
navigate. For example: often ensuring the autonomy of a variety of individuals who make up a 
community requires the extra allocation of funds that could be used somewhere else. Can you 
be professionally punk?  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
3 Is paying $$ to artists the only form of generosity/compensation? If an alternative value-system to 
Capitalism were to be used in any industry, surely it would be in the arts. Mark Fisher describes our 
current economic situation as one in which it is easier to imagine the end of the world than it is the end of 
Capitalism. Fisher, Mark, 2009, Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative?, O Books, UK, p.2. 
4 See for eg. Halberstam, Judith. 2011, Queer Art of Failure, Duke University Press, Durham and London. 
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~~~~~~WHAT HAPPENS IN PRACTICE 
The doing of Desire Lines: a case study of our Coogee edition 
 
Desire Lines 6.0 aka the Wylie’s Baths edition occurred on two consecutive Sundays in October 
2018, with each tour lasting around 2 hours (excluding bump in and bump out). Each weekend 
featured 5 artists/collectives with a total of 17 individuals involved in performances.  
 
199 people were “interested” on Facebook. We sold 71 tix (26 of which were purchased on the 
morning of the events)5 and our best guess overall audience attendance was ≈ 80 – 90 people.  
 
We were very lucky to have some individuals donate their time. Maeve’s brother very kindly 
acted as our guide over both Sundays, and a few maties helped us with bump-in and bump-out.  
 

 
 
 

                                                
5 PSA a cute way to support ur mates putting on an event is to buy ur tix early. It srsly alleviates the stress 
of ‘are ppl coming ?’ Not being flakey is actually a very good way to support community.  
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CASH STATS $$$$$$: What’s in the Desire Lines treasure chest? 

 
Outgoings:  Artist fees  = $1,500  6 x $150 for individuals6 

4 x $200 for collaborations 
Note: 1 artist donated their  
fee back to us ($200) 

Venue Hire = $200  
 

Rented gear  = $115   [Ps. not counted - insurance was 
     $560 ($280 each) but lasts a year 
                through NAVA] 7 

   Total   = $1,815  
 
Income:   Tix purchased = $1,260  $20 full price or $15 concession 

Donations  = $149.77 
 
Total   = $1,409.77 

 
BALANCE:     = - $405.23 

 

 
 
                                                
6 To arrive at this amount we consulted the NAVA Code of Practice 2019 (see table 2). While being as 
generous as possible, we decided on an amount for individuals and for collaborations that we could 
afford. https://visualarts.net.au/code-of-practice/73-schedule-fees-practitioners/  
7 NAVA 2019 ‘Membership’ NAVA https://visualarts.net.au/Membership/insurance/  
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~~~~~~~~ BREAKING IT DOWN 
What do we think is happening?  
 
Looking at the figures – it only cost us $206.62 each for the two weeks. This is pretty exciting 
given we were able to pay the artists involved a reasonable artist fee. Our conclusion: this is a 
somewhat economically sustainable practice, which is fab!8 
 
Thinking further about the stats, it’s also clear we enjoy certain privileges which make it easier 
for us to put on an event of this nature. Even the fact that we are able to call a project that lost 
money a success betrays the privileges we enjoy. In prepping for Desire Lines, we have access 
to a diverse and patient network of artists, arts professionals and friends who continue to offer 
us their advice and expertise, and allow us to borrow special props/gear. We also have access 
to the knowledge, skills and professionalism of all the artists involved in the project, who have 
always been super adaptive to the unique (often outdoors) format of the event and our limited 
resources. 
 
This table lists all the stuff we already owned or borrowed for free: 
 

Borrowed: Things we had: 

– 1 x PA 
– XLR and other tek cords 
– drum kit (no cymbals tho) 
– 2 x wireless microphones with 

bumbags 
– TV & TV cords 
– microphones and leads 
– 2 x mixers 
– Extension leads & power boards 
– Sand from Coogee beach 

– Access to vehicle 
– 1 x speaker (and aux cord) 
– 1 x rug 
– Extension leads & power boards 
– Golden microphone 
– Lemons (and plate for lemons) 
– Glasses & water jug 
– Stool 
– Seb’s swivel chairs 
– Laptop 

 
We were very lucky with this iteration to be working with an extremely supportive venue (and 
venue manager)9 who allowed us almost complete control of the space. These working 
relationships are extremely valuable and should not be taken for granted. 
 
Our first three editions were run without paying any contributors and were successful due to the 
goodwill involved. All proceeds from ticket sales went towards gear/venue hire, the making of a 
publication documenting the event, and towards future iterations. It was here that we really 
relied on the relationships that we held with people in our community to flesh out the event itself.  
 
 

                                                
8 Obviously cash isn’t the only measure of success. There are different ways this can be measured ~ the 
quality of the performances ~what people learnt ~how happy they were when they left ~etc 
9 Thanks Courtney ! 
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There is a tension here between our lack of budget as young event organisers and the 
inevitable fact that for an artist all art is work.10 People deserve to be paid fairly for their work 
and their time. We have always been clear from the beginning whether we were in a position to 
pay our artists. Now that we have found our feet, we make it a priority to pay everyone involved. 
It’s not inherently immoral to ask people to work for free where all parties feel like they are 
getting something out of the project.11 It is however, important to think carefully about the true 
value of things like ‘exposure’, ‘collaboration’, ‘time’ and ‘community’ when there is no money 
involved. We staunchly believe in an economy of favours and that DIY communities function 
from mutual helping hands.12 It’s a joy to work with friends. If anyone needs a favour let us 
know. 
 
 

 
 
 
                                                
10 Thaemlitz, Terre & Ryan Alexander Diduck, 2012, ‘"Art Is Unavoidably Work": Terre Thaemlitz 
Interviewed’, The Quietus, 20 June, https://thequietus.com/articles/09107-terre-thaemlitz-interview-
soulnessless-dj-sprinkles  
11 Documentation, experimenting with practice, forming friendships, having a cool new experience, a 
chance for romance, are all valid reasons to want to be involved in a project. 
12 David Graeber has written extensively on the positive aspects of debt across different cultures & 
communities, including mutual support, creation of ongoing relationships and sustainability. See for eg. 
his 2014 book Debt: The First 5,000 Years, First Melville House, London. 
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~~~~~~~DESIRE LINES AS A WORK IN PROGRESS 
Where to from here ? 
 
We have come to realise that the doing of Desire Lines is a way for us to theorise and test 
ideas.13 The time spent planning the event, walking and talking, orienting ourselves in space 
and speculating how an event might unfold is a method of (re)imagining the world around us 
and our relationships.14 Our aim is to get better at what we are doing, but we are also prepared 
for this methodology to fail. In striving for an ideal, even our failures leave a residue that has the 
potential to open up new areas of inquiry for others.15 The legacy of our failures and successes 
in any context is always unpredictable and sometimes very powerful.  
 
We see Desire Lines as a process, and this process has involved us learning how to be better 
organisers. When we started we didn’t think a lot about the how’s and the why’s of running an 
arts event in Sydney. Being the first thing of this kind either of us had really done, it was more a 
question of if it would work, and figuring out the shape of the event itself. We have become 
more confident in our identity, found a format of sorts, and more people have attended the 
event. Because of this, we have become much more sensitive to our responsibilities towards the 
experiences of the artists that we engage, our audience and our impact on the spaces that we 
move through.  
 
Through the process of writing this doco we have developed a kind of code of practice for future 
events that we are going to call a ‘rule book’: 
 

DESIRE LINES RULE BOOK  
(a work in progress) 

 
Approaching and working with artists16 

● Know them and their practice before you approach them. 
● Ask them directly what they want to get out of the experience. How can Desire Lines 

serve their practice? Serve their current life situation?  
● Make sure they are getting something out of it e.g. money.17 
● Keep them in the loop regarding how their contribution will fit into the overall 

programming of the event. 
● “Expectations are useful ~ pressure is negotiable”: let the artist know what is expected 

                                                
13 Sally Olds and DJ Sezzo have written about this in a clubbing context in ‘Club Theory: two recombinant 
texts on the impossible space between theory + experience’, AQNB, 3 May 2018, 
https://www.aqnb.com/2018/05/03/club-theory-two-recombinant-texts-on-the-impossible-space-between-
theory-experience-by-sally-olds-dj-sezzo/ 
14 Ahmed, Sara. 2006, Queer Phenomenology: Orientation, Objects, Others, Duke University Press, 
Durham. 
15 Halberstam, Judith. 2011, Queer Art of Failure, Duke University Press, Durham and London. 
16 This also applies to photographers, writers and contributions of other kinds.  
17 As mentioned above, money is just one of many forms of compensation. 
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from the get go - but allow flexibility, autonomy and agency.18 
● Communicate honestly and directly - reply to emails quickly. Even if you do not have 

the answer to their question yet, send a reply saying that you have received their 
message and that you are thinking about how to best answer it. 

● Ask them how they would like to communicate. Some ppl prefer email, some like 
phone calls, chatting in person, facebook chat etc.  

● Work in the spirit of collaboration - do not force an artist to shoehorn their practice into 
your program. Do not pigeonhole people.  

● Once you engage an artist, hold yourself responsible for maintaining a level of care 
and support for them from beginning to end. 

● Shouting them a coffee is just being nice, it does no entitle you any favours or give you 
any sway in the proceeding conversation/collaboration.19 

● Ask them if they need help getting to and from the venue. 
● Once the event is over, contact them the next day to thank them for their time.20  
● Pay all artists as soon as possible and let them know once you have.  
● Share all documentation with artists and credit everyone.21 

 
Approaching and working with venues 

● Ensure that you know the venue and the surrounding area well before you make your 
approach.  

● Think carefully about what it means to use the space for ur event. What normally 
happens there? Is it an appropriate fit? Or are u just being lazy? 

● Try to ask in person and provide some written information that you can leave with an 
email address or phone number.22  

● Be completely transparent when describing your plans. 
● Ensure it is a mutually beneficial relationship by asking them what they want from the 

experience, even if it is just the venue-hire fee.23 
● Ensure that the artists and the audience respect the venue and the venue’s regular 

patrons. Leave the venue cleaner than it was when you arrived. 
● Write them an email to say thankyou or thank them in person.  
● Share all documentation with the venue. 

 
 

                                                
18 Devlin, Callum & Pera Aoake, Hana. 2018, Endless Love: Blueprint for an ARI 
https://firstdraft.org.au/writers-program/2018/11/27/blueprint-for-an-ari  
19 Size, Em. 2018, ‘my contribution (when capitalism’s premise and product is antagonism Grouse 
Fatigue, edited by Yarran Gatsby UNSW, Sydney 
20 Your work does not finish when the event does - it is finished once everyone has been paid, thanked 
and received documentation. Then u can have a martini. 
21 If you are using documentation in the future, it is good practice to ask the permission of the 
photographer and the subject of the image first. 
22 This is a general rule. Sometimes you might find it more productive to call or email. It is about reading 
the situation and approaching in a way that makes it easy/more comfortable for the venue, not for 
yourself. 
23 If you make sure they are getting something out of the experience they are more likely to comply with 
your plans/often the whole project is improved.  
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Making your event accessible 
● Think about who might attend your event and how socio-spatial features of a site might 

impact their experience. 
● Ensure there is a clear way artists and audience members can contact you to discuss 

access to the event eg. if ppl cant afford it let them know they are welcome 
● Consider what is feasible for your event and what you’re capable of providing. Being 

differently-abled, having a lack of cash, distance, feeling unsafe in some spaces are all 
barriers to turning up. You may not be able to account for everyone’s needs.24  

 
Working with volunteers 

● Ensure volunteers understand the importance of their role, and their place within the 
broader mechanics of the event. 

● Make time before the event happens to greet and brief volunteers. Similarly, thank 
them sincerely after the event ends.  

● If it is ok for both parties, allow them to work directly with an artist.  
● Allow volunteers to work in pairs or groups. 
● Provide volunteers with food/water/sunscreen. 

 
Borrowing gear  

● Ensure that you are the one to travel to pick up and drop off the gear. 
● Ensure some kind of compensation, whether this be money, beer, seedlings etc. 
● Look after the gear while using it and hold yourself responsible if it is compromised 

while in your care. 
● Make it a priority to return gear to the lender as soon as you can. 

 
Diversity 

● As an organisation engaging with the public you have a responsibility to ensure your 
program is representative of all the constituents of that public. 

● Don’t be tonkentistic  
○ if you are approaching someone whose practice you haven’t bothered to 

consider properly you are probably being tokenistic 
○ Choose someone because of their practice and how it engages with your 

idea/connects with others in the project. If you are not doing this then you are 
probably being tokenistic 

○ You should not be choosing to work with an artist merely because of what their 
identity is representative of. If you do this you are being tokenistic 

● Diversity is about giving space to a variety of voices over time. This necessitates a 
meaningful engagement. Do not give someone a one-off slot in your program and then 
pat yourself on the back. Think about how you could develop a relationship with this 
person that allows both parties to grow.  

 

                                                
24 In all honesty, Desire Lines isn’t an ideal event for someone with complex access requirements. As the 
format is a walking tour through public space, we are constantly having to re-think our understanding of 
‘accessibility’ in a way that is specific to each location we engage.  
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So that’s what we came up with but we probably missed a bunch of things. Thanks to everyone 
that read our drafts and gave feedback. As mentioned before, this is an ongoing process and 
just a start to a conversation ~~~ if you want to get in contact with us, if you have some 
suggestions to add to the rule book, if you have questions or comments, complaints, requests 
for favours or wanna ask us out on a date we are all ears.  
 
Seb: 0405 316 692 
Maeve: 0451 508 529 
 
desire.lines.sydney@gmail.com 
 
Yours,  
Seb & Maeve   
 
Mwazies xø ~  
9 February 2019 
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