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Consider them both, the sea and the land; and do you not find a strange analogy to something in yourself? 
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Abstract 

Contemporary basket making practices in Northern Australia are increasingly utilised as an environmental contrivance. I use two 

avenues of research to explore this. The first approach involves studio-based investigations, involving experimentation with basketry 

techniques along with man-made materials such as fishing line and nets. The second avenue incorporates theory-based research 

deploying ecofeminist theory and deep ecology principles that guide, influence and explain my studio-based findings within this 

exegesis. An emphasis is placed upon how women (predominantly) use basket-making techniques to promote and maintain cultural, 

as well as environmental, integrity. Although weaving is often used as an ecological metaphor, the physical act of adapting basket-

making techniques to recycle detritus can promote an understanding of our impact upon and responsibilities to the natural world. 

 The collection of works arising from my practical research create multi-layered narratives and visual metaphors resulting from 

interdisciplinary creative experimentation using recycled materials and basket-making techniques along with alternative photographic 

processes. A thorough explanation will be given into developments arising from the creative research, which significantly influenced a 

change in my style and attitude towards object making. A considerable deviation from producing artworks intended solely for the 

gallery resulted in my practice shifting towards the making of larger scale bronze public sculptures. Overall, this research highlights 

how various creative avenues contribute to the ability of art practice to address ecological matters. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

 

Figure 1-1 Rhonda Brimm, Twined Baskets. Photograph Stuart Lloyd 2017



 

2 Chapter 1 Introduction    

 

We need love to make us human. And we can best love and be loved when we have strong families, communities and eco-systems. 

The challenge is to create societies and ways of life based on those needs.  David Suzuki, 2009. 

The world is facing many environmental challenges and I believe that for these to be addressed efficiently they need to first be 

identified, acknowledged and then given attention through action. Environmental activists such as David Suzuki, look beyond our 

ecological problems to examine the forces that are preventing real change. Suzuki (2009) highlights the need for community-based 

ethics as a strong foundation to begin addressing what can be monumental issues. I offer the argument that fibre arts practice in 

Australia is developing as a convincing tool for communicating a deep symbolic concern and connection to environmental issues. 

The title Underwater Basket Weaving draws on the American term, ‘underwater basket weaving’, which is an idiom referring to 

useless or absurd university courses, often implying a perceived decline in educational standards (Tucket, 2003). The origin and 

meaning of the term is multi-faceted. Adopted in the 1950s as a derogatory saying, the expression was also used during the Vietnam 

War, with many young men undertaking college studies of fabricated courses to escape the military draft (Atkinson, 1999).  

For Indigenous Australians and Americans, and many people throughout the world, including Asia and Europe, basketry is an 

essential and important component in their past and continuing cultural practices. One of the many uses of baskets for Aboriginal 

people across Australia is to submerge their hand-woven baskets in flowing creeks as a part of complicated food preparation 
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processes as pictured in Figure 1-1. This process leaches the poison out of seeds and tubers, making otherwise toxic food consumable 

(Tuechler, 2014). The condescending use of the term ‘underwater basket weaving’ demonstrates a lack of respect for fibre art, not 

only as an important cultural tool, but also an important artistic and academic contrivance. Therefore, I have chosen to use 

Underwater Basket Weaving as a part of the title for this exegesis to reclaim the importance of this form of fibre art.  

Underwater Basket Weaving: Contemporary Fibre Art in Northern Australia with an Ecological Perspective involves an in-depth 

exploration of the basketry methodology-based art practices of myself and others in order to provide evidence that basketry and 

related art-forms in Northern Australia exist, not only as cultural tools, but also increasingly as ecological instruments.   

The central aims of this research project are to transform attitudes regarding fibre art practice and women’s work as well as find 

creative avenues to address environmental issues. The principal research questions are based around answering: 

 How are contemporary basket weaving practices in Northern Australia used as an environmental contrivance? 

 How can my Dutch cultural heritage inform my art practice?   

 How can an artist integrate the concepts of both ways and ecofeminism into their work? 

 What is the best way to develop art practice so it communicates with a broad audience?



 

4 Chapter 1 Introduction    

To explore these questions, two avenues of research are deployed. The first is practical, studio-based research, involving 

experimentation with basketry techniques along with found materials such as marine debris. An extensive body of woven objects has 

resulted from my creative experimentations and many of these have been exhibited in various platforms such as art prizes and site-

specific installations throughout Australia as well as internationally. I also took advantage of any opportunity to share my passion for 

contemporary basketry as well as the strong environmental message embedded within my creative ethos, sharing my environmental 

concerns along with basketry skills with young and old. A considered redirection of my art making surprisingly evolved into a series of 

public sculptures situated upon three prominent points along the coastline adjoining Darwin. These works reflect on the wildlife and 

natural environment that inspire and situate the work.  

The second avenue of research employed involves theory-based investigations that guide, influence and explain the studio-

based findings; referencing ecofeminist theory, deep ecology and both ways methodology principles within this exegesis. This research 

project emanates from grass roots philosophies, which can include focusing on art practice as activism with an emphasis on how public 

awareness about environmental issues can be creatively aroused. Brief overviews of the principal motivating ideas are included in the 

following sections and are detailed in later chapters where relevant. 
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Activism and Art 

Environmental activism linked to art is not new in Australia. In 1908, photographer John Watt Beattie photographed the Gordon 

River in Tasmania and showed these photographs at public forums as an attempt to prevent the area surrounding the river from being 

logged for the proposed sawmill at Macquarie Harbour (Figure 1-2). This is believed to be the earliest effort at preserving Australia’s 

natural resources through art (Bonyhady, 1993). Sixty years later another accomplished photographer, Olegas Truchanas, used the 

same photographic platform to inform the public and gain support as an attempt to build public opposition to government plans to 

flood Lake Pedder, which is also in the Gordon River region. Like Beattie, Truchanas presented images to the public and politicians, 

with the hope they would be moved to intervene against the decision (Martin, 2001).  

 

Figure 1-2 John Watt: Marble Cliffs -Gordon River, 1903, Queen Victoria and Museum of Victoria, Melbourne
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A robust history of environmental activism exists in Australia, with the first direct action protest occurring in 1979 at Terania 

Creek in northern New South Wales. Often referred to as the ‘rainforest war’, this marked the beginning of modern environmental 

direct-action protests in Australia. The Rainforest Decision of 1982 led to the eventual cessation of logging of about one third of state 

forests in New South Wales (Turvey, 2006:21). Since then, a culture of activism has emerged in Australia, which has seen many people 

actively protesting and working on ways to create awareness about local and global environmental issues. These and other activism 

activities have gone hand in hand with artistic endeavours to promote a range of perspectives on environmental issues. 

My personal concerns for ecological matters span more than two decades through my involvement in environmental campaigns, 

which include artistic and direct-action contributions. One example included involvement in the Giblet block protest campaign, 

successfully ceasing the clear felling of pristine old growth forests in Western Australia in the 1990s. I was also actively involved with 

the Jabiluka protest campaign that received phenomenal support nationally and internationally. Many avenues, including legal, 

political and creative were deployed to raise and maintain this high profile. Pressure and responsiveness resulting from this attention 

was a contributing factor towards the closure of the mine (Paasonen, 2007). In 1998, I exhibited my artwork for the first time. Sun 

Dancer, a female figure woven from pandanus and yellow plant dyes (Figure 1-3). The work was auctioned in an exhibition, Jabiluka, a 

group show intended to raise awareness and funds for the anti-Jabiluka Uranium mine campaign. 
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Figure 1-3 Aly de Groot, Sun Dancer, 1998, pandanas, plant dyes, hemp fibre, sand palm, 45cm x 35cm x 25cm, Photograph Aly de Groot.  

These experiences gave me an insight into the importance of making as a tool that can be utilised to create awareness of the 

human relationship with, dependency upon, and impact upon, the environment. More recently, the marine environment has become 

a major focus in my making, with this research and my artistic explorations focusing on the impact of marine debris upon ocean 

habitats, communities and creatures. Like Beattie and Truchanas I am utilising creative means to communicate my environmental 

concerns in various ways to a broad audience, with the hope of advocating and provoking change.  
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Deep Ecology  

The philosophical stance of deep ecology informs my creative research, which suggests that over-consumption is endangering 

the environment. Advocates of deep ecology believe that the planet does not exist merely as a resource to be freely exploited by 

humans. Australian activists and ‘deep ecologists’, John Seed and Joanna Macey (1988), contribute to the theoretical basis of this 

research, building on their work with philosopher Arne Naess (1984) who was an important intellectual and inspirational figure within 

the environmental movement of the late twentieth century. Naess combined his ecological vision with non-violent action. In 

collaboration with George Sessions, he developed the ‘Principles of Deep Ecology’ (Foundation of Deep Ecology 2012) (see Table 1). 

These principles offer an eight-tier platform to illuminate their claims and desires. These values inspire my research and actions. 

Although defining a new non-consumptive focused paradigm may seem primeval, such a paradigm is being increasingly deemed 

necessary. Deep ecologists desire a change that would be non-hierarchical in relation to our place on Earth. Through my creative 

practice, I argue that for environmental issues to be properly addressed there needs to be an entire shift in the way humans relate to 

the natural world. For a true transformation in attitudes towards the natural world to occur, these principles need to be adopted into 

mainstream attitudes. I suggest that contemporary fibre art developments in Australia, often inadvertently, epitomise these deep 

ecology principles and offer a viable platform for these ideas to be understood and adopted by everyday people.  
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Table 1: Arne Naess, 1986, The Deep Ecology Principles 

 

Ecofeminism 

Ecofeminism is a branch of feminism that examines the connections between women and the environment. Some ecofeminist 

theorists, such as Ynestra King (1995), consider it as the third wave of feminism, while others place it in the general category of deep 

The Deep Ecology Platform   

1. The wellbeing and flourishing of human and nonhuman life on Earth have value in themselves (synonyms: inherent 

worth, intrinsic value, inherent value). These values are independent of the usefulness of the nonhuman world for 

human purposes. 

2. Richness and diversity of life forms contribute to the realization of these values and are also values in themselves. 

3. Humans have no right to reduce this richness and diversity except to satisfy vital needs. 

4. Present human interference with the nonhuman world is excessive, and the situation is rapidly worsening. 

5. The flourishing of human life and cultures is compatible with a substantial decrease of the human population. The 

flourishing of nonhuman life requires such a decrease. 

6. Policies must therefore be changed. The changes in policies affect basic economic, technological, and ideological 

structures. The resulting state of affairs will be deeply different from the present. 

7. The ideological change is mainly that of appreciating life quality (dwelling in situations of inherent worth) rather than 

adhering to an increasingly higher standard of living. There will be a profound awareness of the difference between 

big and great. 

8. Those who subscribe to the foregoing points have an obligation directly or indirectly to participate in the attempt to 

implement the necessary changes.             (Naess 1986, p.14) 
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ecology. The term was coined by French feminist, Francoise d’Eaubonne in her book, Le Feminisme ou la Mort, (Feminism or Death), to 

conceptualise the potential for women to lay down the foundations for ecological preservation. She sought to describe parallels 

between violence inflicted on women and nature because of hierarchal attitudes that put women and the environment below the 

masculine (d’Eaubonne,1974). Another founder of ecofeminism, theologian Rosemary Ruether (1975), recognised the need for women 

to acknowledge and work together to address the human domination of nature. In New Woman/New Earth, one of the first 

publications on ecofeminism, Ruether, stated: 

Women must see that there can be no liberation for them and no solution to the ecological crisis within a society whose fundamental 

model of relationships continues to be one of domination. They must unite the demands of the women’s movement with those of the 

ecological movement to envision a radical reshaping of the basic socioeconomic relations and the underlying values of this society. 

(Reuther, 1975:55) 

Ruether (1975) stipulates the crucial precept of ecofeminism, and the relationship between the feminine and non-human world 

in relation to patriarchal dominance.  

More recently, Karen Warren (2000) emphasised the need to recognise that feminism and ecology are interconnected, with a 

commitment to sustaining the value and preservation of eco-systems. Warren (2000) teaches and conducts workshops on philosophy, 

environmental ethics and critical thinking for children and adults and her audience is diverse, from schools to university as well as in 
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prisons and with the public. Like Warren (2000), I too see the value in engaging as broad and diverse an audience as possible, as this 

inclusivity can be effective in initiating real change. Warren (2000) demonstrated links between the mistreatment of women and 

Indigenous peoples and the unjustified domination of nature. She argued that environmental issues are feminist issues and questioned 

approaches to issues relating to women and ecology, believing that women hold the key to addressing these questions. Basket 

weaving and ecofeminism are physically and metaphorically related and this underpins the theory of my research practice.  

My interest and passion for basketry and plant dying was sparked when I first moved to the Northern Territory more than 20 

years ago. A trip to the Nauiyu Nambiyu (Daly River) community, 250km South of Darwin for the Merrepen Arts Cultural Festival 

changed my life. I was shown by traditional basket makers how to make fibres from pandanas leaves and dye them with native plants 

to make them into baskets. I developed a strong understanding of the many plants used, along with the complicated and detailed 

ways to harvest and prepare these plant fibres. It was here in these early stages that I began to explore shape and form, using 

pandanus and banana fibre to make the woven figures such Sun Dancer (Figure 1-3). After this initial introduction to traditional fibre 

arts practice, I have continued to explore and experiment to create baskets and woven sculpture in a contemporary fibre art context.  

My personal journey as a contemporary fibre artist and ecofeminist has been one of exploration and discovery with hands on 

experience and research. I have consistently sought to explore ways in which to translate basketry techniques along with a variety of 

mediums to develop my personal relationship with the natural environment and maintain a respectful relationship with the traditional 
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owners of this country, as well as the land itself. Participating in textile skiIls development workshops, such as those provided by the 

Australian Forum of Textiles (TAFTA), since 2004, provided the opportunity to develop this passion for basketry and plant dying and 

learn from highly skilled and respected textile artists from across Australia and the world. This allowed me to develop my ideas and 

skills to make new work as well as share these skills with the women that I work with, firstly as the Lecturer in Art at the Batchelor 

Institute for Indigenous Tertiary Education (BIITE) and then as a contracted art teacher for remote art centres across Arnhem Land.  

Both ways 

Many Australian non-Indigenous artists working in the 21st century recognise the detrimental impact of Australia’s colonial 

history on Indigenous people, seeking to address this through working with and for Indigenous people on what they recognise as taken 

lands. This way of operating adopts what underpins an educational contrivance known as ‘both ways’ learning. This philosophical 

approach is particularly apparent in the north of Australia where traditional knowledge is practiced and shared as a part of everyday 

existence for many of the inhabitants.  

Key researchers define the Both Ways philosophy as ‘an intertwining of cultures like a woven mat with the strands  coming 

together’ (Ober and Bat, 2007:21). Having worked as a lecturer and art teacher in the BIITE for seven years, the Both Ways philosophy 

underpinned the way we worked, and has influenced my thinking as an artist and teacher in remote Aboriginal communities. The 

focus is on the importance of relationships as the foundation for strengthening Indigenous identity in modern contexts. The idea was 
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clarified by linguist Stephen Harris (1990), in recognition of the need to acknowledge Indigenous teachers as role models in their 

community. An important element of this was recognising the need for Indigenous teachers to adopt western learning ways whilst 

maintaining their own culture. As a teacher, you are also a learner when Both Ways principles are adopted. This is infinite, as we never 

stop learning and teaching each other. This creates a common ground—a third space—where Indigenous and non-Indigenous people 

teach and learn from each other in a place that strengthens respect for each other and allows our different ways to come together. 

Homi Bhabha (Easthope, 1998) developed a number of key concepts in regard to this ‘third space’. One of his central ideas was 

that of hybridisation, which describes the emergence of new cultural forms where colonized peoples have resisted the power of the 

colonizer. In his collection of essays, The Location of Culture (1994), Bhabha asserted a space 'in-between the designations of identity' 

and that 'this path between fixed identifications opens up the possibility of a cultural hybridity that entertains difference without an 

assumed or imposed hierarchy' (Bhabha, 1994:4). As one of the oldest art forms to have retained its original purpose, fibre art acts as 

an important link for Indigenous people to maintain cultural integrity. The nature of the medium lends itself to innovation and sharing, 

with knowledge and skills being easily transferred, translated and adapted between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in 

Australia. This has resulted in the vibrancy that exists in contemporary fibre artworks today, with a myriad of forms and mediums 

being explored. Cultural hybridity can be considered analogous to experimentation in these forms. 
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Alongside the ideas above, post-modernism signified a major transformation in attitudes towards art making and what was 

recognised as significant art practice, marking the beginning of a monumental shift from the celebration of the individual, the 

conqueror, masculine and scientific, towards acknowledgment and validation of collaboration and women’s work. These new attitudes 

bring the past to the present to address complicated social, political and environmental issues (D’Alleva, 2005). This change  in viewing 

art means people are increasingly embracing Indigenous fibre art, which is predominantly feminine, and often celebrating the 

collective rather than the individual. Since the 1980s, Indigenous artists have been involved in a process of cultural revival, 

reinterpreting traditional forms and exploring new approaches and materials. At the same time, fibre has become a vital and 

significant medium for non-Indigenous artists to consider Indigenous peoples perspectives. Many non-Indigenous people are engaged 

in or interested in reflecting on their practice in the field of political action towards decolonisation. Actions such as campaigning for 

Aboriginal rights, community education and promoting an awareness of history help to build strength in this domain. I have personally 

reflected on questions about the practice of solidarity since first learning traditional basketry. Fibre art brings women and Indigenous 

cultures into the present in a contemporary art context as cultivators of culture and custodians and keepers of the natural world, 

creating a link between the two after colonisation. Once discredited as women’s work, fibre is now celebrated as a powerful and 

exciting medium. In the body of this exegesis, I will explore key motivations towards this, whilst describing the positioning and context 

for my own practice.  
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Both ways and ecofeminism can come together seamlessly. For example, Australian feminist writer and environmental 

philosopher, Val Plumwood, found inspiration through her association with Indigenous people and places. She emphasised the 

enrichment of challenging experiences in remote Northern Australia, stressing the fact that ‘love is not limited by species’ (Plumwood, 

2007:28). She validated the idea that relationships are not limited to human interaction, and women can form meaningful 

relationships with places that nourish us and inform our lives and motivations. Basketry is an effective medium for accomplishing this 

synergy. 

Dr Pamela Crofts, a Kooma woman from the Uralarai people from South West Queensland, explained her stance on the both 

ways philosophy in relation to arts practice: 

Both Ways or Two Ways concept, an incorporation of old way and new way, of Indigenous Knowledge’s, has emerged from post-

secondary Indigenous education, with theories of western action and research. Both Ways focuses on compatible aspects of each 

domain (Aboriginal and Western). The Both Ways system is best described as action; learning and old research that build critical 

thinking and confidence through action-reflection-understanding-action. Therefore, it is a politically active paradigm and well 

suited for arts practice. (Croft cited in Fredericks, 2003) 

As an Australian born artist with Dutch ancestry, I recognise the importance of cross-cultural exchange through learning and 

sharing traditional and contemporary basket art skills with a broad cross section of the community, including as a guest artist invited 
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to work with women on remote Indigenous communities. Working within these communities, I am consistently aware of the both 

ways philosophy, where teaching and learning occur simultaneously. 

Appreciation versus appropriation  

When making room for an exchange across cultural perspectives, controversy and questions consistently arise within this newly 

navigated space. Communication lines between the artists, working relationships with Indigenous people and the constructs within 

which these relationships develop, exist within the shadow of history of seizure of land and decimation of culture (Zemits, 2016).  

In her exhibition catalogue essay ‘From Appreciation to Appropriation: Indigenous Influences and Images in Australian Visual 

Art’, curator Christine Nicholls discussed the history of appropriation in Australian art and identified the fine line between 

appropriation and appreciation of Indigenous art and culture, which has influenced non-Indigenous artists in the past up until the 

present day.  

Are contemporary post–modernist artists just like First World rich kids in the lolly shop pillaging and looting the image bank of 

colonized cultures for their own visual pleasure, or is such a view an extreme manifestation of what has been glossed by some 

commentators as ‘political correctness. (Nicholls ,2000:55) 

Nicholls reflected an internal debate, which provokes a continuous reviewing of my own art practice so as to avoid being 

misunderstood as appropriating Indigenous art. Since that introduction to basket making, I have developed what started as an interest 
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into a career through research and experimentation. It became apparent to me that traditional Aboriginal basket styles weren’t mine 

to make my own. They belong to the weavers that were my initial teachers, so I started experimenting with different materials and 

forms, to make my own style distinctly different to traditional objects and forms. Through the exploration of plant materials, recycled 

and found objects along with technical knowledge gathered from mentors—including basket-maker, Wendy Golden; West Australian 

fibre artist, Nalda Searles; American basket maker, Jackie Abrhams; and South Australian textile artist, India Flint—I have developed 

ways to make environmental commentary through fibre interpretations. This is achieved through a cross-disciplinary art practice that 

celebrates the woven object and the land from where the materials are collected.  

Weaving with words 

Weaving is often used as a metaphor within ecofeminist literature, and this is aptly expressed by ecofeminist writer and 

philosopher Mary Mellor who describes ecofeminism as, ‘a tangle of ideas and interweaving of many threads that will sometimes 

gather to untidy knots or trail out into numerous loose ends’ (Mellor, 2005: 31). This could as easily describe my research approach. I 

am physically and metaphorically weaving with words, ideas and fibres to emphasise the importance of basketry as an ecological tool, 

contrary to the western belief that basketry is dated and irrelevant. 

A commonly used basket-making technique for making woven baskets and sculpture is called the ‘twining’ method, and is used 

across northern Australia, America, Africa and Asia. An example of this is Twined Basket (Figure 1-4) by Judy Baypungala, an artist from 



 

18 Chapter 1 Introduction    

the Wurlaki language group in Ramingining in Arnhem Land. To make a basket, fish trap, mat or, in my case, a crocodile sculpture, the 

weaver starts with a bunch of fibres, which I refer to as the spokes, that are brought together and held in place by the repetitive 

motion of two ‘weaver’ fibres. Thousands of repetitive movements of the weavers bring the spokes together, and slowly, but surely, 

the form grows and takes shape. Like the spokes of the conical twined basket, commonly made by Indigenous women across Arnhem 

Land in Northern Australia where I live, I am weaving experiences and words to share what I believe to be significant findings.  

Weaving is not only used as a metaphor in regard to environmental issues. Rod Pitcher, a PhD student in Education, likened the 

creating of a thesis to weaving a tapestry on the loom. He explained: 

The weaver gathers the raw materials very carefully so that they will fit in with the required overall appearance of the finished 

cloth. The materials must blend together to produce the final effect required. Every piece must be carefully considered to make 

sure that it fits. (Pitcher, 2012) 

So too, the artwork that I have produced along with the words of this exegesis, are woven together and correlate like the spokes 

and weavers in a basket.  

Due to the influence of personal experiences upon the research project, a critical auto ethnographical approach to writing is 

adopted (Ellis, 2004). This style of writing aims to not only appeal to academic audiences but also reach beyond a scholastic viewer as I 

want the message imbued within the work to appeal to as diverse an audience as possible. This appeal is manifested in this exegesis 
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through referencing personal experiences. On a material level, the methodology of artistic workshops and public showcasing of my 

work is also embraced to engage diverse audiences. Symbolic narratives are embedded within the artworks created from the practical 

research to also involve audiences in this way. 

 

Figure 1-4: Judy Baypungala, Mindirr, (conical twined baskets) 2003-2004, dyed and undyed 1 pandanus, dimensions variable,  
Australian Centre for Craft and Design, Sydney 

Methodology 

Action-based research, as advocated by Campana (2011), has informed the methodologies engaged for this project. Early in the 

research project, I recognised the importance of involving as large and as diverse an audience as possible. This was to not only inform 
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my research, but to explore and share my ideas about action and education through making environmental art (Coutts and 

Jokela 2008; Inwood 2010). Several practical strategies were used to gauge how contemporary fibre arts practice can be used as a tool 

to focus on environmental issues. My studio-based experiments produced a body of artwork, which was exposed to the public in many 

different platforms throughout my candidature, including an installation at the Museum of Queensland, several National art prizes and 

in the short film, Ghost Story, The Art of Aly de Groot, which featured on ABC’s i-view in May 2016. I also facilitated numerous 

workshops with youth, Indigenous basket makers and educators to engage as diverse an audience as possible with the intention of 

creating increased awareness about the ecological issue of ghost nets whilst offering a creative solution and developing my own 

practice.  

At the beginning of this research project I set out to make a body of work, which I have done. However, due to the nature of the 

change in my practice due to my findings, the end of candidature exhibition remained an important element of the research but 

became decreasingly the focus for the end-product. My focus changed to making large-scale permanent works that respond to a place 

and encapsulate the message of my work, communicating my ideas and environmental concerns with a broader public audience. 

Although my basketry research is practice based (Brearly 2004a; Brearley 2004b; Brearley and Rose 2004), I also refer to leading 

researchers of fibre arts practice such as Louise Hamby (1994; 2005; 2006) Christine Keller, Kevin Murray and Margie West to inform 

my understanding and position myself within the current generation of fibre-artists whose work is recognised in Australia. 
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Overview 

This exegesis addresses the issues of basketry in relation to ecology and traces how the development of this theme has 

transformed my practice through the process of this research. With the underpinning motives as described above, this research 

project involved further experimentations with basketry, exploring the use of various materials and forms. 

The next two chapters, ‘A Basket Case’ and ‘From Arnhem to Arnhem’, give some theoretical background into the practice of 

basketry in Australia, as well as my own personal history and motivations. The remaining two chapters, ‘Making Meaning’ and ‘Making 

Shift’ give a detailed explanation of the practical research methodologies engaged in relation to the theory explored.  

Chapter 2: A Basket Case provides an overview of the significance of fibre art in Australia. Important influences that have 

resulted in significant developments in approaches towards fibre art production will be presented.  

Chapter 3: From Arnhem to Arnhem introduces my experiences in Arnhem Land Australia and the Municipality of Arnhem in the 

Netherlands and the influence these places have had upon my personal and creative development. Participating in an artist in 

residence program in the township of Renkum in the Arnhem precinct in the Netherlands was a catalyst in fulfilling a missing link 

within my studio-based practice. 

Chapter 4: Making Meaning explains the studio-based experiments which led to an extensive body of artwork being produced. 

This work has appeared in several exhibitions throughout my candidature, including a permanent display at the Museum of 
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Queensland, as well as the final culminating exhibition of the most resolved work for final assessment. The meaning of these 

objects is given in detail.  

Chapter 5: Making Shift will explain the progression of my art practice towards public sculpture. I will demonstrate the role that 

fibre art plays in increasing awareness about, as well as contributing to, conservation in relation to environmental issues with a focus 

on public and permanent works. 

Chapter 6: Conclusions summarises the main messages in this exegesis and points to future directions. 
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Chapter 2:  A Basket Case – Fibre Art Developments in Australia 

 

Figure 2-1 Soldiers participating in craft occupational health therapy, Photo from Historical Archives National Museum of Health & Medicine 
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Introduction 

The term basket case emerged during World War 1 as a reference to ‘a soldier who has lost both arms and legs and therefore 

must be carried in a basket’ (Harvie, 2016). In World War II, the phrase resurfaced to refer to someone with an immobilising physical 

disability. Today, the phrase indicates a condition of vulnerability like the metaphoric removal of the limbs, most often in relation to a 

person’s mental health or state of mind. The term evolved to refer to soldiers who were suffering from what is now understood as 

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. Repetitive crafts such as basket weaving and sewing were found to help them during rehabilitation, as 

demonstrated in Figure 2-1. 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the term ‘underwater basket weaving’, was also a device used by men trying to escape being drafted 

to war. There is a certain irony found in the fact that basketry was employed metaphorically by men to avoid war as well as engaged 

remedially to support men suffering from the trauma of war. I have chosen the title ‘A Basket Case’ for this chapter to act as 

reclamation of the saying. I aim to challenge this representation of basketry as a beacon of hopelessness and to celebrate the art form. 

This chapter lays down a platform for understanding the importance of fibre art practice in Australia where traditional and 

contemporary forms of basketry are strongly represented. A historical examination of developments in fibre art is embarked upon, 

along with a discussion of the key people who have influenced contemporary fibre art developments in Australia.  
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Aboriginal art in Australia was predominantly a male domain however over time an increasing number of female art 

professionals and women’s centres have targeted what has since become the almost exclusively female domain of fibre arts practice 

(Keller, 2010). The catalyst for the initial increased profile of the art form were several fibre focused exhibitions with accompanying 

publications, including Recoil: Change and Exchange in Coiled Fibre Art (2007) and, most recently, The String Theory: Focus On 

Contemporary Australian Art (2013). The establishment of extensive fibre art collections held by leading art museums such as the 

Museum of Contemporary Art (MCA) in Sydney and the Queensland Art Gallery and Gallery of Modern Art (QAGOMA) in Brisbane, also 

assisted in rightfully celebrating fibre works in a fine art arena. Equally important was the increasing inclusion of Aboriginal fibre art in 

national art awards, such as the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Arts Award (NATSIAA). 

Roots of Basketry in Northern Australia 

Long before colonisation advanced, fibre work traditions existed and thrived in Australia. They are still being practised today in 

varying forms. Across Australia, women predominantly, practice traditional basketry techniques to make baskets, fish traps, bags, mats 

and ceremonial objects. Customarily, different types of basket were made for varying and specific purposes. Some were linked to the 

sacred, some to the ordinary business of life, such as food gathering (British Museum, 2017). Indigenous fibre art in Australia has 

always been diverse and regional. For example, fibre work made by women throughout Arnhem Land in northern Australia, is 

recognisably different when compared with fibre work made by Ngarrindjeri women from the Coorong region in South Australia. 
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Throughout Australia, the techniques used to produce fibre works, as well as the objects made differ profusely. The plant materials 

used and the significance of the woven objects also vary from region to region, signifying the diversity and flamboyance of fibre based 

practice in Australia. Concurrently, many fibre artists are translating their traditional styles and techniques to make contemporary 

artworks, woven sculpture and objects. Margie West explained: 

Across the tropical and desert regions of the Northern Territory a quiet revolution is taking place in the most neglected and least 

understood area of Indigenous creativity - in women’s fibre practice. While we may consider this region ‘remote’, it is the 

homeland of diverse cultural groups who express their identity through even the ordinary things they make. Objects, people and 

the environment are inextricably bound together by ancestral agency and ‘string’ is the metaphor often used to describe these 

interconnections (West, 2007:57). 

Fibre objects are intrinsically embedded within Indigenous cultures across Australia and some sacred woven objects are known 

to be the embodiment of ancestral figures. Therefore, baskets appear in many significant cultural stories. One of the most prevalent 

depicts the creative acts of a primeval old woman named Yingana, an ancestral figure for the Kunwinjku people from Arnhem Land. 

Yingana emerged from the Arafura Sea, traveling inland and carrying many dilly bags upon her head that were full of yams. She 

scattered spirit children along the way whilst planting these yams, creating the Binninj (Aboriginal) people. She gave the children 

different languages and these children are the ancestors of the many different clans and language groups that exist today across 
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Arnhem Land. This story is reflected in an ancient rock painting found near Gunbalanya in north-east Arnhem Land (Figure 2-2). Fibre 

art continues to perform an important role in Indigenous peoples’ ceremonial and material culture today (Morphy, 1998). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2-2 Yingana, Rock Art situated near Gunbalanya, North East Arnhem Land, Photography by Will Owen, 2007 

The many fibre artists from the numerous areas and language groups across Arnhem Land produce a range of fibre products 

from more than eighty plant species. Many plants such as pandanas and sand palm are stripped, dyed and boiled with pigments made 

from tree roots, leaves and berries, to achieve a range of colours from subtle to vivid, including purples, pinks, grey, green, yellow, 
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orange and brown. An example of this traditional dye knowledge is a commonly used colour produced from the Pognolobus reticulatus 

plant species also known as Mandjurndum in the Kunwinjku language. The roots are boiled in a metal bucket on the fire to dye plant 

fibres such as pandanus a bright yellow (Figures 2-3 and 2-4). When ash from certain species of hardwood is added to the dye liquid, 

the plant fibres are transformed to a vibrant red colour (Hamby, 2005). 

 

Figure 2-3 Mandjurndum (Pogonolobus reticulatus) roots  Figure 2-4 Preparing to make yellow, red and orange dye. Photograph by Zephyr L’Green, 2008 

 

The dyeing of fibre works in this way only became possible after colonisation, once metal containers became available for the 

prolonged boiling of the fibres with roots, berries and leaves. Before this colonial influence, ceremonial fibre objects were painted 

with ochre pigment and animal fat to depict clan designs and other important cultural knowledge. The introduction and transition into 
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the use of plant materials for colour was initially inspired in the 1920s by the influence of Fijian missionaries stationed at Warruwi 

(Goulburn Island), a group of small islands 290km North East of Darwin, in the Arafura Sea off the coast of Arnhem Land (Figure 2-5). 

They recognised similarities between plants found on the island with plants they were familiar with using for dyeing their own 

traditional fibre crafts in Fiji. Basket makers then passed on this new knowledge from Warruwi to the mainland. This oral history and 

experimentation has resulted in the vast colour palette used in baskets across Arnhem Land today (Hamby, 2005). 

 

Figure 2-5 Map depicting key areas across Arnhem Land where significant fibre art developments have occurred. Source: The Salvation Army, 2016 
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Her Story - basketry as cross-cultural conversation 

Since early European settlement, the continuous cross-cultural exchange between basket enthusiasts has been influencing 

developments in fibre art practice throughout Australia. Australian Aboriginal women have maintained connection with their culture 

and knowledge through fibre arts practice against the odds of colonisation and the assimilation policy in the 1950s, which sought to 

eradicate Indigenous knowledge systems (West, 2007). Kevin Murray (2005), an extensive researcher and promoter of fibre arts in 

Australia, emphasised the essence of basketry as a particularly humble creative practice, comfortably associated with community 

based workshops and collaboration as well as within gallery settings. He celebrated the persistence of these fibre artists from across 

Australia where we have an extraordinary generation of women who are largely unheralded (Murray, 2005).  

One such artist is my mentor and friend Wilma Walker, an elder of the Kuku Yalanji people from Mossman Gorge, East Cape 

York, North Queensland. Until she passed away in 2000, Walker furiously and fervently maintained, preserved and shared Indigenous 

basketry knowledge and was one of the few women from her community who continued to weave baskets in the traditional way. 

Walker promoted her culture, particularly by teaching basket  weaving to the children in her community and was one of the last 

people to possess knowledge on the preparation of rainforest plant fibres to make the black palm basket. Her work is found in 

significant collections, including on permanent display in the Queensland Art Gallery (Figure 2-6). Walker often told me the story of 

how she only just managed to maintain this custodianship because as a very young child her mother secreted her away from mission 
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authorities by hiding her in a large hand-woven basket. She shared this story with Queensland Art Gallery, where her work is strongly 

represented in their permanent collection. 

I born up the (Mossman) Gorge on the riverbank in a gunya, and police come along look for all the half-caste kids, but they hid 

me…my mother, we had to hide. In them baskets…and they hide me in that and give me (seed-pod rattles); lot, put in there, keep 

me quiet…when them police come say ‘No one here. No more kids. All gone… take ’em all away’ (Walker, 2012). 

Subsequently, her early childhood remained traditional and she dedicated her life to promoting her culture. Walker was a 

passionate teacher, sharing this knowledge generously. Her art addresses issues regarding family, race and history, with particular 

reference to the Stolen Generations, using traditional basket making as a tool to draw attention to the impact of European settlement 

on Aboriginal Australians. Artists such as Wilma Walker constantly emphasise ‘both ways’ philosophy as a fact of contemporary 

existence, and their baskets are a celebration of survival and respond to a historical situation of oppression. 
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Figure 2-6 Wilma Walker, Kakan (Baskets), 2012, Black palm fibres, Queensland Art Gallery 

As a young woman living and working on a tropical flower farm in Far North Queensland in the early 1990s, my friend Jindi and I 

first met Wilma Walker as a basket maker and teacher living nearby and we became good friends, spending time with her weaving in 

the rainforest. Sadly, Jindi passed away in childbirth. We gathered by the creek together, Wilma and I, under an ancient and giant 

strangler fig tree. We wove and remembered Jindi, who loved weaving, loved that tree, and loved that creek. We collected and 
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connected the fibres along with our thoughts, our love and sadness, and entwined these into our palm fibre baskets, remembering 

Jindi and our connection to the rainforest and each other. My personal experiences of weaving with Wilma Walker demonstrate how 

basketry can be a language of common purpose.  

Basketry has been, often inadvertently, a basis of cross-cultural exchange between Indigenous and non-indigenous Australians 

since the early 1920s. Indigenous fibre art today in the Northern Territory is widely known for its vibrant colours and extraordinary 

skill. What is less known are the developments and exchanges between fibre artists in the Top End and the external stimuli that 

influenced changes and developments in fibre art practice throughout Australia. A significant cross-cultural exchange occurred in 1925 

when missionary Gretta Matthews transferred basket-making knowledge of the coiling technique from the Southern regions of 

Australia to Arnhem Land (Hamby, 2005:82). Matthews was exposed to Aboriginal fibre work as a child from people along the Murray 

River, including the Yorta Yorta and Bangerang (Garwood-Houng, 2015), as well as when her family were working as missionaries at 

the Malaga Mission with the Ngarrindjeri people of the Lower Murray and Cooyong region (2005). Fibre artists from these regions use 

river rushes and a basket-making technique known as coiled stitching to make baskets, mats, clothing and eel traps. When Matthews’s 

father died in 1902, she moved to the Northern Territory where she was a mission teacher with the Maung people at Warruwi 

(Goulburn Island). Matthews introduced coil stitching basketry skills to the people there, which resulted in this technique being 

adopted across the Top End (West, 2007).  
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Recoil was a significant touring survey exhibition demonstrating the diversity of baskets using this coiling technique being 

produced today.  Curator Margie West(2007) discussed the catalyst for this historical development. 

From her previous experience in South Australia, Matthews was obviously aware that this style of basket was highly marketable. 

When she arrived at Warruwi she found that the Maung women already had a rich tradition of fibre craft, making a variety of 

twined conical bags, mats, netted bags and fishnets. The Methodists, however, discouraged customary practice of any kind, 

preferring to inculcate western skills in European style basketry, sewing and embroidery. These items were also made specifically 

for sale to raise money for the community’s education and housing. (West, 2007:14) 

Customary practice of the conical shaped baskets made using the twining technique traditionally made in Northern Australia was 

discouraged, as the missionaries considered the introduced coiling technique more marketable (West, 2007). The Maung people at 

Warruwi (Goulburn Island) adapted the coiling technique by using the fibres found readily in their area, which was mainly pandanus. 

This new technique gave them freedom to experiment with design and form. A thriving trade existed and these baskets, produced 

with Matthews’s influence, were sent to Victoria to be sold in museums and shops. The Warruwi weavers went on to teach and inspire 

people from surrounding communities and basket weavers adopted this new style of basketry across Arnhem Land. The coiled 

stitching technique is now firmly embedded within basketry practice across Arnhem Land today, where, from region to region, fibre 

artists produce baskets and fibre sculptures using both the coiling and twining techniques (West, 2005).  



 

Chapter 2: A Basket Case – Fibre Art Developments in Australia 35 

Kevin Murray (2005) claimed that ‘trade in baskets is thriving, however, it’s not just cash that is being exchanged, baskets are a 

currency for new dialogues that are bringing people and cultures together’ (Murray, 2005:18). An example of this exchange in recent 

times is found in the evolution of fibre art practice in the Central and Western deserts. Basket making in the Desert regions of Australia 

is a recent development, as the result of cross-cultural exchange between women. People from the Central and Western deserts have 

traditionally used human hair, animal hair and plant fibres to make the manguri, a ring placed on top of the head to assist with the 

carrying of bark water containers (Figure 2-7). Thisbe Purich, an arts worker from Darwin, was pivotal in the contemporary fibre art 

developments in the desert. She discussed the importance of the Manguri: 

How long has this shape been around? A very long time. You grab some grass or twigs, feathers or plastic bread bags, and make a 

circle. Then you wrap some twine made of hair, spun fur or bark, round and round. The manguri hair ring doesn’t seem like an 

important object at first, after all, it’s only real purpose is to support Pirti (a wooden carrying dish) that you put on top of your 

head. Still, there’s something about this object and shape. It sits proudly on the crown of the head, a position normally associated 

with power, status and pride (Purich, 2001:2). 

 

Since its emergence in 1995, the Tjanpi (grass) Desert Weavers, an arts employment program within the Ngaanyatjarra 

Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (NPY) Women’s Council, has made a huge impact on women’s lives. It began as a series of basket-



 

36 Chapter 2: A Basket Case – Fibre Art Developments in Australia 

weaving workshops led by renowned Western Australian fibre artist - Nalda Searles alongside Thisbe Purich, in the desert community 

of Papulankutja in remote Western Australia. Women shared their knowledge with each other and this new art movement spread 

across the desert like wildfire. Like the way information regarding the dye plant knowledge and coiled stitching techniques spread 

across Arnhem Land, this new found weaving wisdom was rapidly disseminated. Today more than four hundred women across three 

states and twenty-eight communities are weaving baskets and fibre sculpture from grass and string. Working with fibres in this way is 

firmly embedded in Western and Central Desert culture (de Groot, 2007).  

Margie West (2005) described the development of this basket making phenomenon and how the knowledge spread throughout 

the Central and Western deserts. 

Experimenting freely with the local plants in their country the weavers began to develop a good understanding of which plants 

yielded the most suitable fibre. The forms they made varied, some shaped like small bird’s nests complete with feather lining and 

in several cases with small carved birds attached. Some women preferred the oval coolamon shape whilst others made round 

more westernized baskets. Armed with their needles and newly acquired knowledge the Ngaanytjarra started teaching coiling to 

women during their travels who in turn passed the knowledge onto others. (West, 2005:52). 
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From the first Manguri baskets, sophisticated baskets and sculptures evolved along with a fibre art tradition that gives the Tjanpi 

Desert Weavers an income as well as important continual interaction with their ancestral lands, which are travelled upon regularly for 

the harvest of grasses used in their baskets (Watson, 2012:p3). 

 

Figure 2-7 Tjanpi Desert Weavers, Manguri, 2001, grass and hand spun wool, unknown dimensions.  
Photograph by Ngaanyatjarra Yankunytjatjara Women’s Council 

Weaving Together: Historical collaborations and fibre art projects that influenced the research project  

Any discussion about contemporary fibre art developments in Australia are incomplete without a significant conversation about 

the work of West Australian fibre artist, Nalda Searles, who is considered a living national treasure for her contribution to 

contemporary fibre arts practice in Australia. I first met Searles during the Adelaide Fringe Festival in 2001 at Entwined, a fibre art 
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mentorship program where she showed me how to coil a small basket from grasses and recycled clothing. This experience had a 

profound effect on me as I was surrounded by women from throughout Australia and the world who were sharing, teaching and 

learning many different basket making styles and plant usages. Searles’ passion for fibre along with her endless curiosity and 

playfulness cemented my suspicions of the boundless possibilities for fibre as a medium and as a means for creating a relationship 

with the land and the original peoples of this country.  

Searles first began exploring the use of plant materials in 1984 when she camped for six weeks in West Australian bushland near 

the Kalgoorlie goldfields, exploring the potential for plant materials found in that area to make basket forms. An example of Searles’ 

recent works show that she continues to freely experiment with plant and recycled materials to create woven baskets and forms that 

express her environmental concerns along with her love and respect for Indigenous people and culture. An example, Water Hole for 

Nyuniwa, (Figure 2-8), is made from grass, myrtle, xanthorrea bark, silk, linen, cotton fabric, silk fabric, and stones with natural holes. 

Searles dedicated the work as a tribute to basket maker, Nyuniwa Donrgan from Blackstone, whom she met when she was working 

with the Tjanpi Desert Weavers. Searles (2005) explained: ‘Nyuniwa so graciously allowed me to take nourishment from the well-

spring of her presence in so many ways. This small waterhole, this small font, is a gesture towards our sharing and her memory’ 

(Searles, 2005). Throughout her long creative career, Searles has harboured and maintained relationships with Australia’s First Nations 

people, embodying the both ways methodology in living practice. 
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Opening Threads of Colour, an exhibition of fibre works by myself and several other artists from Northern Australia, Searles 

recognised the need for non-Indigenous Australians to create relationships with this country and its traditional owners in a personal, 

creative way so that positive steps towards reconciliation may truly occur.  

The exhibition could just as easily be named ‘Threads of Language’. Charles Perkins once wrote to the effect that true 

reconciliation will not occur in this country until all its inhabitants are proud to be able to speak an Aboriginal language. The 

women who developed Threads of Colour show how we can search for an understanding of the language of this land through the 

involvement of learning the manners in which plants and the colours extracted from them have been used for generations by 

Indigenous people and then applying their own interpretations to these treasure finds. (Personal communication, Searles, 2003)  

Searles’ speech recognised the efficiency of fibre-based practice as a language of reconciliation, where visual narratives can be 

formed, crossing cultures. She emphasised the stories and connections that can be found if we source the knowledge discovered from 

the land and accessed through both ways methodologies, respectfully learning ancient processes of basketry and plant dying that has 

been practiced by Indigenous people for generations. Searles has been responsible for influencing significant developments in 

contemporary fibre art, and inspiring and informing the careers of many fibre artists across Australia, including my own. 
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Figure 2-8 Nalda Searles, Waterhole for Nyuniwa, 2005, grass, myrtle, xanthorrheoa, silk,linen,wool and cotton threads, cotton and silk fabric strips  
and stones with natural holes. Photograph by Object Contemporary Craft and Design, Australia. 

As discussed earlier, women—including Gretta Matthews and Nalda Searles—have played a major role as catalysts and 

influences in the process of cross cultural exchange, leading to many new and continuously evolving developments in fibre arts 

practice in Australia. Warruwi (Goulburn Island) continues to be a key location for cross-cultural exchange in relation to fibre arts in 

northern Australia. In June 2007, I was invited to participate in a fibre art project with artists Ralph Gurmurdul and Rosemary Koruna 

along with the school children and community of Warruwi in a week’s fibre art workshop. The project involved weaving crows  

sculptured from grasses and string, as well as sea animals and sea birds that are all an integral part of the creation story for the 

Warruwi People. The project was interdisciplinary, with the proceedings documented and filmed by the secondary school students. At 
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the end of the week, at a special school assembly attended by community members, the crow story was retold by a community elder 

along with a display of the students’ artworks (Figure 2-9). 

 

Figure 2-9 Warruwi Community School, Crow, 2007, students participating in fibre art project, photograph courtesy of Warruwi Remote Area School. 

Projects like this are becoming increasingly common, with fibre being celebrated as a powerful medium for education and 

storytelling. In March 2008, I was invited to Adelaide to work on a collaborative project with the Tjanpi Desert Weavers for the World 

of Music and Dance Festival (WOMADelaide) held in the Adelaide Botanic Gardens every year. We created an installation consisting of 

a typical desert camp scene. In The Australian Forum for Textiles magazine, I described the scene where a central figure, a big 

bosomed matriarch, kept a stern eye on things (Figure 2-10), making sure the camp dogs aren’t too cheeky and the children were 

getting plenty of bush tucker.  
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The camp scene installation had a’ behind the scenes’ story of its own. For two weeks prior to the festival, a group of artists, fifteen 

from South Australia, four from interstate including myself and one from New Mexico, sat with six Tjanpi weavers at the Parks Arts 

and Functions Complex in Enfield, Adelaide as a part of the WOMADelaide Desert Weavers project. Projects of this calibre reflect 

the increasing recognition of fibre art as a medium for cross-cultural exchange and understanding. Through innovation and 

collaboration, friendships are forged, ideas developed and an ancient art form maintained. (de Groot 2007:37) 

 

Figure 2-10 Camp Scene Collaboration Installation. Photograph by WOMADelaide Festival, South Australia, 2008 

Another example of an interdisciplinary project I was involved in was in 2009 at Arlparra, in the heart of the Utopia region, 270 

kilometres north east of Alice Springs. The aim of the project was to respond to requests by Elder women from Arlparra who required 

support with documenting bush medicine knowledge so that it could be preserved and passed on to younger generations. In response 

to their request, lecturers from the Central Australian campus of BIITE working in Own Language Work and Visual and Contemporary 
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Arts, in association with youth media trainers from the Central Australian Aboriginal Media Association (CAAMA), began collaborating 

with the community to document this important area of traditional knowledge. This project occurred over 12 months and involved 

several elements: storytelling, printmaking, fibre work, filmmaking and a camp scene installation.  

Linguists Gale Woods, Margaret Carew and Jenny Woods worked with the women from Arlparra to document their bush 

medicine stories and songs through film and voice recordings. The women then translated the bush medicine stories into mono prints 

with Lecturer in Art and Craft, Jenny Taylor. The fibre art element of the project that I participated in (Figure 2-11), involved making 

two-dimensional fibre sculptures in response to a print by Rosie Ngarray Kunoth that depicted an important bush medicine story. At 

the beginning of the project, the young men and women, as well as elder women and myself, listened to a recording of Rosie Ngarray 

Kunoth telling the bush medicine story in the Anmatyerr language. The teenage boys created wire armatures for the figures, as the 

girls and women worked together stitching and covering the figures with the local grasses. During the process, different styles 

emerged, including an invented technique as a means of covering the wire quickly and effectively. The project also resulted in video 

animation, which told the bush medicine story using still photographs of the figures to create the narrative. The short film turned out 

to be another very innovative example of how materials sourced from the land can be used by Indigenous people to celebrate and 

preserve their art, language, knowledge and land. Participants and the community were very excited by the outcome, which 

culminated in the exhibition Intem-antey anem: These Things Will Always Be (figure 2.12). This was launched at the Araluen Art Gallery 
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in Alice Springs as one of many cross cultural and contemporary art exhibitions that epitomise the relevance of fibre art as a cross 

cultural and ecological tool.  

 

Figure 2-11 Artists from Arlparra working collaboratively to produce two-dimensional fibre works and short animated film for the exhibition Intem-antey Anem: 
These Things Will Always Be, Image courtesy of Batchelor Institute for Indigenous Education, 2009. 
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Figure 2-12 Intem-antey Anem: These Things Will Always Be, exhibition view, monoprints and two-dimensional fibre sculpture Araluen Art Gallery in Alice Springs. 
Photograph by Batchelor Institute for Indigenous Education, 2009. 

Fibre sculpture: from baskets to blown glass 

A pivotal moment of recognition for contemporary fibre art in Australia was when the Tjanpi Desert Weavers won the 2005 

National and Torres Strait Islander Art Award (NATSIA) with their large fibre sculpture, Grass Toyota (Figure 2-13), a full-size Toyota 

sculpture made by forty women from the Central and Western deserts. At the time of the award, art critics such as Nicholas Rothwell 

questioned whether Grass Toyota was worthy of the prize, describing it as ‘neither beautiful, nor true - it is simply a pile of vaguely 
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car-shaped grass’ (Rothwell, 2005:21). Susan McCulloch (2005) responded, pointing out, that such critical commentary follows tired 

pathways, marginalising fibre art ( McCulloch, 2005:32). 

Critics such as Rothwell fail to recognise the exciting history and developments in fibre art as a medium in Australia that has 

resulted in Indigenous women collaboratively using materials that they are familiar with from their cultural background and 

surrounding environment to reflect upon relevant contemporary issues that affect them. Grass Toyota epitomises the way that fibre 

art practice today embraces the conceptual, along with the practical and spiritual, in Aboriginal society. The important artwork 

metaphorically expresses how Indigenous people often maintain their connection to their culture and country through the use of the 

Toyota as a means to travel to remote and important sites of cultural significance as well as hunt and collect food and art materials.  

Grass Toyota is a creative, tangible manifestation of the Both Ways philosophy, as the artists weave their story of traditional 

community life whilst intertwining issues that are relevant to people today. Rothwell’s criticism exemplifies the limitations placed 

upon Indigenous people through unrealistic and stifling expectations of what Indigenous art is and should be. Fibre plays an integral 

role in positioning female Indigenous artists as important creators of significant artwork expressed from a female perspective, 

depicting cultural stories, as well as contemporary issues that affect them today. 
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Figure 2-13 Tjanpi Desert Weavers, Grass Toyota, 2005, Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory, Darwin 
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Since then, fibre has continued to enjoy a strong presence in the NATSIAA and was triumphant again in 2013, when Canberra-

based glass artist, Jenni Kemarre Martiniello, was announced as the winner with her blown glass sculpture, Golden Brown Reeds Fish 

Trap. Martiniello’s winning work is a modern reimagining of the woven reed fish traps that have been created and used by her 

ancestors (Figure 2-14). Using glass canes to mimic the pattern of the traditional twining basket making technique, Martiniello has 

created an aesthetically beautiful and innovative work. She discussed how it was a tribute to her ancestors:  

As an Aboriginal (Arrernte) artist I seek to invoke the organic ‘weaves’ and forms of traditional woven objects such as eel traps, fish 

traps and dillybags in my hot blown glass works, and pay tribute to the survival of the oldest living weaving practices in the world. 

My intention is to appropriate the contemporary medium of glass to become a vehicle for cultural expression. These traps were 

made by people from many different Aboriginal First Nations with materials from the natural environment and used to catch food. 

So they represent both physical survival and the continuing heritage of traditional practices. (Martiniello quoted in Pryor, 2015:21) 

As a child growing up in Adelaide, Martiniello remembered seeing woven objects in her local museum and wondering why they 

seemed so lifeless. The daughter of an Aboriginal man, she had grown up with a strong connection to country, and had often watched 

women weaving bags and fish traps. ‘It's the oldest existing weaving practice in the world, and they're just so stunning, and yet they 

were kind of in museums as if they were dead, that used to make me really angry when I was a kid’ (Martiniello quoted in Canberra 
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times, April 17, 2015:5). Martiniello makes the point that fibre practice is a vibrant and living art form that transcends the limitations 

of museums, which wrongfully forsakes fibre objects to the past.  

 

Figure 2-14 Jenni Kemarre Martiniello, Golden Reeds Fish Trap, 2015, Canberra times, April 17 

One of the most important Indigenous artists who have led the process of revival and innovations in fibre arts practice in 

northern Australia is Lena Yarinkura, a Rembarrnga woman from Maningrida in Arnhem Land. Yarinkura is known worldwide as a 

groundbreaking artist who has branched out with her own contemporary interpretations of traditional materials. After mastering the 
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basket making techniques involved with making the traditional style twined pandanus baskets and string bags, she adapted these 

techniques with wit and ingenuity to make life-size woven sculpture. Yarinkura has taken Arnhem Land fibre work in an exciting new 

direction and given her hometown of Maningrida a strong reputation as a centre for innovative fibre art production (Bond, 2013). She 

has influenced the reception of contemporary fibre art developments in major museums and art galleries nationally as well as 

internationally, inspiring the emergence of several exhibitions dedicated to fibre sculpture works, such as String Theory: Focus on 

Contemporary Australian Art, a touring exhibition curated by Glen Campbell from the Museum of Contemporary Art (MCA). 

A recurring theme for Yarinkura are Yawk Yawk (mermaids) (Figure 2-15). These enigmatic female water spirits inhabit several 

sites in freshwater streams and pools, and one of these lies in the artist's mother's country at Bolkdjam. With a fish tail, and long hair 

resembling trailing blooms of green algae, Yarinkura’s Yawk Yawk are woven from pandanus strands dyed with local plants in a loose, 

twined technique. The body is stuffed with paper bark to which bound pandanus fibre arms are attached. Other artists have been 

Inspired by Yarinkura’s successes, experimenting with techniques to make fibre sculpture, such as the two-dimensional fibre 

sculptures by Kunwinjku artist Marina Murdilnga who creates flat Yawk Yawk made from knotted pandanus on a jungle vine frame 

painted with natural pigments. In turn, she too inspired several other artists who continue to use this technique to create animals such 

as birds and marine life. This again exemplifies the nature of fibre art as an inspiring and innovative art form where women develop, 

share and exchange ideas (Parkes, 2005). Yarinkura invoked contemporary and traditional stories from her life as a Rembarrnga 
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woman living in northeast Arnhem Land. The sculptural technique allowed her to explore new narrative possibilities, expressing 

mythological themes and stories from her home in the Australian bush. She is a groundbreaking artist who is celebrated and 

recognised world-wide for her beautiful art and skills.  

 

Figure 2-15 Lena Yarinkura, Yawk Yawk, 1998, paperbark, pandanus, natural pigments, feathers,210mm x 560mm x 920mm, National Gallery of Victoria, 
Melbourne. 

Another example of important developments in relation to fibre arts practice in northern Australia was the exhibition Gadaman 

Yolngu (Clever People), held in April 2012 at Outstation Gallery in Parap, Darwin. The exhibition featured a collection of new fibre work 
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by artists from Galiwinku Arts in Arnhem Land. Alongside traditional woven objects, the exhibition presented both 3D and 2D woven 

pandanus sculptures, which is a new direction for many of the artists. Yolŋgu women from Galiwinku have a well-established 

reputation as outstanding basket makers and they have exhibited widely (National Museum of Australia, 2016). However, woven 

sculpture is relatively new for them. Artists such as Mavis Ganambarr,  have channelled their highly refined basket making skills into 

exciting forms, such as her three-dimensional Djetama (Dhuwa Yam), woven from plant dyed fibres (Figure 2-16). Ganambarr, who is 

the Artist Liaison Officer at Elcho Island Arts, is a widely celebrated fibre artist. Her work featured in Recoil, the exhibition by curator 

Margie West, which was discussed previously in this chapter. 

Ganambarr’s sculptural baskets in Recoil involved a hybridisation of several basket-making techniques to create her unique style 

of basketry. In Gadaman Yolngu, Ganambarr took this a step further through her sculptural works. Ganambarr discusses why she has 

diverted from traditional basketry styles into contemporary fibre depictions of her culture and land: 

I am very proud of what my grandmother taught me to do, but now I am making different, new styles of my own ideas. I teach my 

children and one day they will teach their children. In this way we will keep our culture strong (Mavis, 2010:45). 

The exhibition had a strong oceanic theme with three-dimensional and two-dimensional sculptural figures including turtles, fish 

and octopus. Beth Djarrupi’s series of flat pandanus sculptural works weave a narrative of a typical day as a saltwater miyalk (woman), 

where travels along the beach would include being witness to a myriad of marine life alongside a gorgeous setting sun. Many of the 
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works, such as Judy Gurruwiwi‘s Rock Cod (Figure 2-17) have been acquired by the National Gallery of Australia. Consistent 

innovations and developments in their fibre art practice confirm the Galiwinku weavers are valid cultivators of culture and custodians 

and keepers of the natural world. The nature of the medium lends itself to inventiveness and sharing, with knowledge and skills being 

effortlessly transferred, translated and adapted. The phenomenal fibre sculptural works in the exhibition Gadaman Yolngu are a 

testament of this with a multitude of forms and mediums being explored.  
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Figure 2-16 Mavis Ganambarr. Yukuwa (Yirritja Yam), 2010, pandanas, plant dyes,300x70mm, 2010. Photograph by Fiona Morrison 
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Figure 2-17 Rock Cod, Judy Manany Gurruwiwi,2010, pandanas, plant dyes, 670x300mm. Photograph by Fiona Morrison 

Another significant exhibition that represents and positions Indigenous fibre arts practice in Australia is String Theory: Focus on 

Contemporary Australian Art, a survey of Australian Indigenous textile art and fibre curated by Glen Barkley. The touring exhibition, 



 

56 Chapter 2: A Basket Case – Fibre Art Developments in Australia 

which travelled to the Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory (MAGNT) in Darwin in March 2014, explored innovative 

approaches to fibre and art in a contemporary context. The aim of the exhibition was to draw attention to fibre art, which the curator 

considered an under represented element of contemporary art, whilst celebrating the ability of the art form to incorporate cross-

generational and collaborative practices (Macgregor, 2012). At the floor talk at MAGNT, Barkley discussed how the idea for the 

exhibition came from a scientific concept. He shared the reasoning behind the exhibition title, where the string theory is a scientific 

framework that reflects upon the expansion and connection between everything across time and space. As a curator and researcher, 

he noticed how string can bind together, physically as well as symbolically. Barkley deemed this the most appropriate naming for an 

exhibition that represents fibre art including string objects, as well as embodying the diversity and seamlessly endless ways that fibre 

art is being represented and interpreted by Indigenous makers across Australia (Barkley, 2014:67). 

String Theory was a further development of an ongoing dialogue and celebration of contemporary fibre art in Australia and 

embodied the art form’s unique ability to be grounded in tradition whilst boldly and bravely navigating personal, political and 

collaborative boundaries. The exhibition exemplified the nature of contemporary fibre art to cross disciplines and expectations 

demonstrating that Aboriginal textile-based art challenges the notion that basketry lacks validity within the contemporary gallery 

context.  
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One of the many significant works in String Theory, was Ngoongar Dolls. Made in collaboration with Nalda Searles and acquired 

by collector, Peter Faye, these works embrace traditional western craft practices but sit comfortably in the contemporary art arena. 

They are simultaneously whimsical and powerful self-portraits, embodying the spirit of the maker. Binding the work was a sense of 

communal activity. Vicki West’s work, Memorial, sat central within the exhibition, a multimedia installation made from kelp and 

kangaroo skins, representing the nine original Tasmanian aboriginal clans. Her work relates to environmental issues. Kelp, which is 

used in traditional Tasmanian basketry to make water carriers, is threatened by Japanese kelp invasion and other introduced sea 

predators. The theme of the work runs parallel with the idea that Aboriginal people were eradicated in Tasmania, which is an offensive 

fallacy to Indigenous Tasmanians. The work is a memorial but also acknowledges that both Tasmanian kelp and people have, despite 

adversity, survived and still exist. Existence and preservation are an ongoing theme in West’s work. The artwork portrays the 

unspeakable acts of genocide committed against her people and simultaneously depicts the issue of environmental exploitation and 

degradation. 

As a survey of contemporary textile developments in Australia, I was surprised at the omission of works woven from Ghost Nets, 

however Barkley argued that they wanted to ‘include other people overlooked and not as famous’ (Barkley, 2014, exhibition talk). In 

this exegesis, I argue that the ghost net weaving movement is only starting to reach its potential as the next chapter in the exciting and 

evolving story of contemporary fibre art developments in Australia. 
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Ghost net art - from beaches to baskets 

Since the introduction of contemporary fibre art in the desert, many projects have arisen where cross-cultural creative exchange 

and basketry techniques are used to create economic, cultural and ecological empowerment for Aboriginal women in remote 

communities where economic opportunities are often scarce. Recent developments have seen this taken a step further where women 

in northern Australia and the Torres Strait islands are using ghost nets found on their beaches to make baskets, bags and sculpture.  

Ghost nets are the discarded nets from fishing boats from across the world. These nets float aimlessly, relentlessly causing 

destruction by killing turtles, fish, dugong and any marine creatures in their path. Some of these nets are kilometres long and can 

weigh up to a tonne, washing in with the tides on north Australian beaches, burdened with other marine detritus and deceased sea 

animals (Ghost Nets Australia, 2017). The enormity of the ghost net problem is due to a growing human population combined with an 

insatiable appetite for seafood dramatically increasing pressure on fishing communities worldwide. To keep up with the demand for 

seafood products, fishers around the world are replacing nets made with natural fibres like cotton and coconut with cheaper and 

stronger materials like plastics. While synthetic materials help fishers meet higher demands, they pose many new threats to marine 

habitats. It’s estimated that 640,000 tons of fishing gear is abandoned, lost, and discarded in our oceans annually  and has been given 

the term ghost gear. The majority of ghost net is composed of plastic, which does not biodegrade and has a much longer lifespan. 
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Animal entanglements and digestion result in the loss of fins and flippers, strangulation, buoyancy issues, severe dehydration, stress, 

starvation, and death (Mission Blue, 2017).  

In 2004, a group of scientists, Aboriginal rangers, volunteers and artists, formed an alliance, called Ghost Nets Australia (GNA), to 

address this catastrophic situation. Since then they have removed over 13,000 nets from the northern coastline to prevent them 

washing back into the sea (Ghost Nets Australia, 2017).  

 

Figure 2-18 Turtle caught in Ghost Nets, Image courtesy of Ghost Nets Australia, 2016 

In 2009, GNA employed visual artist and former Cape York Indigenous art centre coordinator, Sue Ryan, to organise ghost net 

workshops across several communities on the west coast of Cape York and in the Torres Strait Islands. This occurred after she had 
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scoped and validated the creative potential and interest for ghost nets as an art medium for people within these communities. 

Between 2009 and 2012, ghost net making art workshops were organised in many Aboriginal communities. Arts workers, including 

visual artist Ilka White, fibre artist Nalda Searles and Art centre manager Lynette Griffiths, facilitated ghost net art making workshops 

across northern Queensland and the Torres Strait Islands, including at Mapoon, Pormpuraaw, Bamaga and Aurukun on Cape York 

Peninsula, Mornington Island and the Torres Strait islands of Horn, Hammond, Moa, Saibai and Erub. Sue Ryan, project manager of the 

Ghost Net Projects art component since 2009, discussed the project: 

As Gertie Levi from Moa Island put it: I feel so sad that these creatures are being caught in things that man has made and just 

tossed away without any regard to the ocean. That was very hard for me. We've never had this sort of problem before. The sea is 

part of our life. If we don’t take care of it who will? The Ghost Net Art Project is about people using this eco-trash to share stories 

and express their creativity in all shapes and forms. Community members have become inspired to pick up the rubbish and make it 

into new things. (Ryan, 2012:52).  

Ghost nets are also found near where I live, in the Darwin harbour, entangling turtles and other marine life. I have also witnessed 

the devastating effect ghost nets have upon the coastal communities where I have worked. In Warruwi in 2007, I experienced 

firsthand the devastating impact of ghost nets upon sea life when I found turtle remains embedded within a net washed up on the 

beach. I first became aware of the Ghost Net Project in 2006 when Ghost Nets Australia organised a competition, Design for a Sea 
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Change, aimed at designers with the objective of finding creative and practical use for the nets. The idea was that a winning design 

could be taken up as an income producing activity in remote Indigenous communities. Chantal Cordey won the competition with her 

guitar strap (Figure 2-19), woven from ghost nets, thongs and conveyor belt pieces.  

 

Figure 2-19 Chantal Cordey, Ghost Net Guitar Strap, 2006, image courtesy of Ghost Nets Australia 

My personal interest to utilize basketry techniques to explore the potential of using the nets was ignited so I responded to the 

competition. I could see the prospective of using the coil stitching techniques I had learned from Nalda Searles and mastered whilst 

working with the Tjanpi Desert weavers on the Womadelaide Art project. I set out to make woven forms like those I had made 

previously using plant materials. The resulting works, titled Ghost Net Baskets (Figure 2-20) are, in actuality, dysfunctional as utilitarian 
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objects. Their primary purpose is to utilise the nets in a creative avenue as well as educate people about the abundance and brutality 

of the nets in Northern Australia. 

 

Figure 2-20 Aly de Groot, Ghost Net Baskets, 2006. Photograph by Fiona Morrison 

In 2011, I was approached by Sue Ryan to facilitate ghost net weaving workshops along with West Australian artist Cecile 

Williams at Groote Eylandt as a part of plans to expand ghost net art workshops further afield from Queensland and Torres Strait 
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Island communities to the Northern Territory. I detail my involvement in this project and the influence it has had on contemporary 

fibre developments in Australia as well as my object making and research in Chapter 5, Making Shift. 

The ghost net weaving workshops and exhibitions resulting from the workshops in these many remote communities across 

northern Australia have brought national attention to the ghost net issue as well as further afield, whilst further presenting 

contemporary fibre arts practice as a sophisticated art form. Works from both Erub and Pormpuraaw have appeared as finalists in the 

prestigious NATSIAA, where Jimmy Thaiday won a highly commended for his Ghost Net work in the same year that Jenni Kemarre 

Martiniello won the overall prize for her woven glass form mentioned above. In 2012, commissions of ghost net art works became 

common, as the scope and popularity of them grew. The Erub and Pormpuraaw art centres were commissioned by the Australian 

Museum to produce several large pieces. More recently, three Erub artists, Ellarose Savage, Racy Oui-Pitt and Florence Gutchen, in 

collaboration with Lynnette Griffiths and Marion Gaemers’, were invited to participate in the 2016 Sydney Biennale. The invitation to 

fibre artists to collaborate on a major ghost net work for the Biennale of Sydney 2016 provided an opportunity to highlight the long-

term working and mentoring relationships between non-Indigenous arts workers and visual artists Lynnette Griffiths and Marion 

Gaemers, and the Erub Artists Ellarose Savage, Florence Gutchen and Racy Oui-Pitt.  

These exhibitions and workshops have focused the attention of the general public and politicians on the appalling destruction of 

marine life and pollution of oceans and beaches by ghost nets.  Puppets made from ghost nets were used for a community puppetry 
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show entitled The Young Man and The Ghost Net (2012) performed on Moa Island, Torres Strait. The puppet show was made into a 

video and has now been translated into six different languages, effectively bringing the ghost net story to international audiences.  

Ghost net art is also gaining attention with global audiences in the form of international acquisitions and exhibitions. The British 

Museum acquired a small basket made by Angela Torenbeek of Moa Island in 2011 (Figure2-21).  

 

Figure 2-21 Angela Torenbeek, Ghost Net Basket, 2011, image courtesy of the British Museum 

In October 2015, ReDot Fine Art Gallery in Singapore hosted the first ever International Ghost Net art show by the Erub, 

community art centre, which has become famous for their production of Ghost Net sculptures and artefacts made from debris 

collected from the oceans around Darnley Island. Our Island, Our Sea – An Ocean Away, was a significant collection of ghost net art, 
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comprised of more than forty works, crafted by sixteen artists. Erub Arts started making Ghost Net artworks in 2010 with an initial 

workshop by Sue Ryan from Ghost Net Australia and then subsequently under the artistic direction of their arts centre manager, 

Lynnette Griffith. Since then Erub Arts ghost net works developed into larger and more ambitious installations, which is most recently 

and magnificently evident in their work, such as Ghost Net Turtle (Figure 2-22) which features in the exhibition Ghost net Art /Twenty 

Thousand Nets Around The Sea at the Oceanographic Museum of Monaco in 2016. Stephane Jacob, project manager, described the 

exhibition as ‘ a fantastic opportunity for Australian Indigenous people from the northern part of Australia to actually give  voice to the 

world about what's happening there’ (Le Roux, Monaco and Brady, 2016:16). The significantly large ghost net sculptural Installation 

contains over thirty pieces of art portraying sea creatures, made by ghost net artists from across the Australia. One of these works was 

a giant whale created by several women in a two-week ghost weaving workshop at the Ceduna Aboriginal Art Centre, Tjutjuna. Artistic 

director, Sue Ryan facilitated this workshop along with South Australian artist, Gina Allain. Elder Verna Lawrie (Figure 2-23), whose 

totem is the southern right whale, was consulted often during the workshop and the resulting in Jidirah the Whale, representing the 

southern right whale, which is the totem of the Mirning clan from the Ceduna area. 
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Figure 2-22 Merad Turtle, Erub Arts, photo by Lynnette Griffiths 2016 
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Figure 2-23 Elder Verna Lawrie pictured with Jidirah the Whale, (2016) Photo by Sue Ryan 

In the exhibition catalog for Ghostnet Art /Twenty Thousand Nets Around The Sea (2016), the role of ghost net art is clearly 

summarised.  

Collaboration and the transmission of knowledge are important principles in ghost net art, a relational dynamic that mirrors both 

Indigenous practices and master-weaver traditions. Each community has its own system of thought. Each conceptualises the 

objects to be made and the techniques to be used differently, in a relationship of equals, thereby increasing the range of 
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possibilities. This principle of dialogue between Indigenous and non-Indigenous artists helps make ghost net art a particular artistic 

genre. These works produced from marine waste are bright with colour and humour and invite us both to look at and alter our 

natural and artistic environment, deploying creative potential around these highly complex issues (Le Roux, Monaco and Brady 

2016:25) 

Exhibiting together is a way for Australian artist groups to perpetuate cultural exchange and raise awareness amongst a global 

audience regarding the protection of the oceans. The Ghost Net Art Project demonstrates the compelling power of projects that 

weave art, cultural heritage, community participation and storytelling into tools that raise environmental awareness in both the 

community and at a political level.  

Along with coordinating Ghost Net weaving projects, Sue Ryan holds her own merit as an artist, this being evident in her solo 

exhibition, Mongrels, displayed at Martin Browne Contemporary Gallery in October 2013 (Figure 2-24). Director of Kick Arts 

Contemporary Art, Ingrid Hoffman, discussed Ryan’s skill and commitment to ecological and cross-cultural values: 

A seasoned regional artist, Ryan’s sustained commitment is to record the more eccentric but sometimes metaphysical dimensions 

of tropical life in Far North Queensland. Amusing and serious, tough and tender, Ryan is an artist with heart and generous talent. 

Collaboration with Indigenous artists and the ghost net movement over the past six years confirmed her commitment to 

community and cultural development. Now Ryan’s sculptural gift is at the front and centre of Mongrel. (Hoffman, 2013) 
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Ryan’s personal and whimsical approach to what is essentially several complex ecological and cultural issues epitomises my own 

creative philosophy and motivations. Upon the commencement of my candidature in 2010, I had only recently become aware of ghost 

nets, of what they were and how indigenous communities were exploring innovative ways to tackle the problem. Since then ghost net 

weaving has become firmly embedded within the contemporary textile practice of many Indigenous and non-indigenous artists 

throughout Australia who are exploring the medium to carry the story of the ecological burden the nets carry. 

When Peter Scrivener discussed how people extract information and essential knowledge from artefacts, he concluded that art 

objects made in Visual Arts research, act as ‘a special kind of representation intended by a subject to inform an audience and an 

audience can recognize that it is intended to inform’ (Scrivener, 2013:68). These objects woven from marine debris are the 

embodiment of vessels of knowledge, as they are often dysfunctional as useful objects, with their primary function being to ‘carry’ the 

story about the materials that they are made from, and the detrimental impact that these have on sea-life and coastal communities 

that they represent. These are significant cultural objects, responding to contemporary issues, such as environmental demise and the 

impact this has upon the culture and life of the makers, which is strongly affiliated with the sea and sea animals. The combination of 

contemporary and traditional Aboriginal materials and methodologies epitomises the power found in this, the ‘third space’ that 

emerges from the use of both ways methodologies. 
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Figure 2-24 Sue Ryan, Mongrels, 2013, ghost nets, glue, wire, image courtesy of Martin Brown Gallery 

Conclusion 

Fibre arts practice in Australia is continuously evolving and celebrates increasing popularity as a powerful contemporary art 

medium. Indigenous fibre artists at the forefront of contemporary developments, such as Lena Yarinkura, have led this reception 

supported by curators and researchers in the field, such as Margie West and Louise Hamby, along with non–indigenous fibre artists 

like Nalda Searles. Their work has laid down an understanding and appreciation for the richness and diversity of contemporary fibre 

expression emerging across Australia. 
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Contemporary developments in fibre art, such as Grass Toyota by the Tjanpi Desert Weavers, have resulted in innovative 

expressions of the art form that are consistently surprising. This has occurred in many ways, whether it be within individual art 

practices such as that of Maningrida artist, Lena Yarinkura, or through cross cultural and multi-disciplinary projects such as that 

initiated by Indigenous women from Arlparra and facilitated by Batchelor Institute (BIITE). Through cross-cultural exchange Australian 

women have intentionally as well inadvertently maintained and developed strong relationships with the environment and each other. 

My experience in working within Indigenous communities has influenced my thinking on the importance of fibre art as a medium for 

forging cross-cultural relationships. Fibre art has been and continues to be an important medium that lays down an accessible 

platform for this to occur. 

The fibre art tradition that has emerged from the desert demonstrates how quickly and easily women teach and learn from each 

other to share skills and express their identity, celebrating diversity and innovativeness through the myriad of stories, which can be 

woven from grass and string. Ghost net weaving arising in Northern Australia and responding to the issue of marine pollution, is the 

most recent fibre art development in this regard.  

Artists such as Nalda Searles, weave multi-layered dialogues to forge progressive pathways towards understanding between 

cultures and people. Contrary to the derogatory nature of the term basket case, I argue that it is an important case to maintain, with 

basketry being a significant cultural and ecological tool. Many artists are using fibre arts practice and basketry methodologies to forge 



 

72 Chapter 2: A Basket Case – Fibre Art Developments in Australia 

relationships with the Australian landscape and its predecessors through the use of plant materials and/or recycled refuse. 

Relationships that are developing between Indigenous and non-indigenous Australians through fibre arts collaboration, such as those 

in the Ghost Net Project, demonstrate that basketry methodology is used to weave a bridge of understanding and common purpose. 

The following chapter, from Arnhem to Arnhem, provides an insight into why experiences of working and weaving with Indigenous 

people in Arnhem Land led to creative explorations in the city of Arnhem in the Netherlands and how this influenced and informed the 

research project.  
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Chapter 3:  From Arnhem to Arnhem: My experiences in Arnhem Land, Australia and the Municipality of Arnhem 

in the Netherlands 

 

Figure 3-1 Fibre Exchange between Galiwinku fibre artist Anne Dahthu and Aly de Groot, 2008. Photograph by Zephyer L’Green 
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Introduction  

We need to find a way to live together in the fibres of this country, rather than tearing at the stitches. (Stan Grant, Press Club 

Speech, 2016) 

Stan Grant’s (2016) metaphorical language above reflects my personal experiences of learning from and working with people 

using basketry methodologies as a language for communication and connection. My creative endeavours have been profoundly 

inspired and informed by my friendships with fellow fibre artists such as Wilma Walker, as well as by cross-cultural collaborative art 

projects discussed in Chapter 1. Working with different people from the many different lands and language groups that make up 

Aboriginal Australia, it became increasingly apparent to me that to do this properly, I needed to cultivate an understanding of my own 

cultural heritage. Conversations and experiences with friends and colleagues made the importance of establishing a connection with 

my Dutch ancestry obvious. Hence the decision to commence this research project in the Netherlands. This chapter will expand upon 

my creative connections to Arnhem Land in northern Australia discussed in the previous chapter, to give an understanding of how 

these have informed the research project. My creative explorations in the Arnhem Precinct, the Netherlands, as an artist in residence, 

will be explained later in this chapter, demonstrating the importance of actions taken during the residency in laying down a creative 

foundation for this practice-led research project. Personal experiences and narratives are included to highlight the personal nature of 

the research.  
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From Arnhem – Learning and Working in Arnhem Land, Northern Australia 

The name Arnhem means ‘place of many eagles’ in Dutch and is the name for a city in the Netherlands (Evans, 1995:16). On the 

other hand, Arnhem Land is a large expanse of land in northern Australia, so-called by Matthew Flinders after a vessel of the Dutch 

East India Company, which was named after the city of Arnhem. The Yolŋu (meaning ‘people’) are one of the many language groups of 

people of the North East Arnhem Land region (National Museum Australia, 2017). Before colonisation there was a strong history of 

trade and exchange between Yolŋu people and the Macassar fishermen who made yearly visits to harvest trepang (sea cucumber) and 

pearls, paying Yolŋu in kind with goods such as knives, metal, canoes, tobacco and pipes. This trade and relationship was strong until 

as recently as 1906 when the South Australian Government denied the renewal of the Macassar’s permit to harvest trepang. In 1907 

the Australian government prohibited foreign fishing fleets in its territorial waters. Yolŋu had known about Europeans prior to the 

arrival of the British in Australia through their contact with Macassan traders, which probably began around the sixteenth century. The 

Macassan word for European, Balanda, is derived from Hollander (Dutch person) and is the word used by Yolŋu for non-aboriginal 

people today. Besides Balanda, there are many Macassan words found in the Yolŋu language. According to Macknight, 'the Macassan 

story is the best example we have that reminds us Australia did not begin with British colonisation, too many people equate Botany 

Bay 1788 as the beginning of the nation, but Macassans show that this hasn't always been the case’ (Murray, 1999). 
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Bitter residue remains in Australia from our colonial history and it can be argued that racial tension is firmly embedded in the 

Australian psyche. For example, Miranda Tapsell is a celebrated actor and Larrakia woman from Darwin who grew up in Jabiru in West 

Arnhem Land. Awarded most popular new talent and most outstanding newcomer at the Australian television industry awards in 

Melbourne in 2014, Tapsell sparked a standing ovation and made waves after calling for more Indigenous stories in the film industry 

when she said: ‘Put more beautiful people of colour on TV and connect viewers in ways, which transcend race and unite us’ (Tapsell 

quoted in The Australian, 2017:42). 

However, in October 2015, she became the target of racial hatred when discussing the harsh realities of being an Aboriginal 

person in Australia on Channel 9’s, the Verdict, (2017). Ironically, the racism and abuse that followed on social media platforms 

demonstrated a lack of historical awareness by many Australians, with many people taking offence at Tapsell's comments seeing it as 

'rejecting' Australia. When what she actually spoke about was how Australia rejects and marginalises Aboriginal people like her - 

especially on our national day (Australia Day) that is a celebration of the British arrival and by extension a denial of the right of 

Aboriginal Australians to mourn that devastating turning point, and the immense impact of colonisation that followed. Noynes argued 

that Tapsell doesn't identify as Australian because:  
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White Australian culture belittles, patronises, others and erases her, her people and their heritage and rights. Australian culture 

does next to nothing to identify or align itself with Aboriginal people except through simplistic, tourist-friendly imagery that 

whitewashes the reality of both history and the present (Noynes, 2015:5). 

Although Noynes has a valid point, I believe that many Australians are forging ways to create meaningful relationships with 

Australia’s first peoples. Many artists, including myself, are creatively researching ways to achieve this through reflection and 

imagination that goes beyond the superficiality she described. Celebrated Australian author, Tim Winton, explored this in his novel 

Island Home - A Landscape Memoir, giving insight into how artists are drawing upon their connection with the unique Australian 

landscape and the Traditional owners. Winton discussed being ‘increasingly mindful of the degree to which people, geography, 

distance and weather’ influence his experience of the natural world’ (Winton, 2015:76). His key point is that our minds have been 

colonised just as our country has been and that in this regard, our development of a distinctive Australian voice is hindered. Fibre art 

epitomizes a long history of exchange that predates colonization. As discussed in Chapter 1, cross-cultural exchange is a dynamic and 

integral property embedded within fibre arts practice in Australia. I argue that the dynamic history and continuing occurrence of cross-

cultural exchange through fibre arts practice in Australia is a metaphorical voice that is increasingly becoming a distinguishing song for 

a more authentic Australian identity that Winton highlighted is so very lacking. 
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As outlined in Chapter 1, the masterful weavers at Nauiyu influenced my early artistic life. They taught me how to strip pandanus 

and weave with the string (plant fibres). At times, I found this extremely challenging, as I had to discard familiar learning paradigms. I 

was accustomed to learning with a lot of talking, metaphors and explaining. Instead I had to watch and learn, which was frustrating, 

and overwhelming, as I had so many questions and insecurities running through my head. This was the first time I was exposed to 

what I now understand as the ‘both ways’ methodology, which recognises and embraces western and traditional Indigenous learning 

methods (Ober and Bat, 2007). This experience gave me a sense of connection with my teachers, which I had never experienced 

before, as well as an appreciation and connection to the unfamiliar Northern Territory landscape, which I increasingly felt comfortable 

and familiar within because of this experience. I adopt both-ways methodologies that recognise the importance of embracing western 

technologies and teaching methods combined with traditional knowledge, continuing a cross-cultural conversation that recognises 

how existing methods and skills can be adapted and shared. 

Below is a journal entry that described my personal experiences of learning about traditional basketry processes:  

When I am walking in the bush, collecting pandanas and roots with the weavers I feel safe, I feel home. All senses are engaged and 

there is a familiarity that could be compared to walking into my Oma’s (Grandmother’s) kitchen. First, there is the smell, the 

crushed leaves underfoot remind me of that first day I walked into the Northern Territory bush more than 20 years ago. Even on 

that first day, it felt like coming home. It smells like medicine and makes me feel healthy. And then there are the colours, the green 
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of the old pandanas leaves and the yellow of the new, telling us they are ready to be harvested. The birds aren't quiet about the 

occasion, they are telling their friends and family kilometres away that there is a stupid Balanda floundering through their home, 

but she must be okay, because her Amala [mother) is with her, making sure she does it right. Everyone is excited, yelling to one 

another in language, like cockatoos, reminding the trees that they are loved and we need them and they need us. The pandanas is 

prickly, and my hands will never be the same again. However, that doesn’t matter, I am at my happiest here and it almost feels 

good to be permanently scarred from years of pandanas prickles. Like a rite of passage and reminder of the amazing places that 

weaving has taken me, as a guest within my own country of birth, in lands and with people I had never imagined. In his book, The 

Wanderer, Kahil Gibran poetically describes how stones are smoothed and changed by countless pilgrims moving across their 

surface. The pilgrims are changed and so are the rocks. This is how I feel. Physically challenged and changed by this creative 

journey I have been honoured to be welcomed into. (Aly de Groot, Journal Entry, 2008, Warruwi, Goulburn Island). 

Experimenting with different techniques and materials became my life. I was only happy when I was digging up roots to make 

‘Kala’ (plant dye) and string with my newfound friends. All I wanted to do was to sit next to a nice creek and practice the repetitive 

weaves to make different forms. After this initial introduction to traditional fibre arts practice, I have continued to experiment with 

making woven sculpture in a contemporary fibre art context, continuously exploring ways in which to translate many different 

basketry and plant dying processes along with a variety of mediums, including man-made and up-cycled materials. As outlined in 

Chapter 1, frequently participating in textile skill development workshops such as those provided by the Australian Forum of Textiles 
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Association (TAFTA), provided the opportunity to develop my interest in basketry and plant dying and learn from highly skilled and 

respected textile artists from across Australia and the world. Doctor Pamela Crofts, a Kooma woman from the Uralarai people of South 

West Queensland, was another such mentor. The first Indigenous person to gain a Doctorate of Visual Arts (Research) from Griffith 

University, Croft has practiced as a visual artist since the1980s and her works have been exhibited throughout Australia, Europe, Asia 

and the United States. Croft’s creative practice is strongly centred on the both-ways philosophy. She said: 

Always remember that what makes you all Australian is the fact that you live on this land, on our ancestral lands and with our 

creation stories. Lastly what makes you Australian, is in fact your interactions with us, the First Nations peoples of this land - in the 

past, now and in the future. It is what makes you different from your ancestors whose spirits lie in other lands. We are what help 

to make you Australian. It is what gives you belonging on and to this land. (Croft cited in Mellor and Haebich, 2002:225). 

As an Australian-born artist with Dutch ancestry, I am particularly interested in Croft’s cross-cultural projects in the Netherlands. 

Croft’s work emphasises the importance of maintaining a strong connection with one’s own culture and ancestry as well as respecting 

and recognising the history and culture of a places original peoples. An example of this is her mural ‘Keeping Connections Strong’ 

(Figure 3-2), which she created in Zoetermeer in the Netherlands as a part of the official celebrations of four hundred years of 

connection between Holland and Australia. The oral history of cross-cultural exchange between Aboriginal people and the first ship 

recorded, continues to be passed on through generations in Australia and the Netherlands. As an artist with Dutch ancestry who has 
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been involved in collaborative projects with fibre artists from the many Aboriginal people from the diverse language groups across 

Australia for over two decades, I appreciate the long and continuing history between the Netherlands and Australia and my part in this 

continuing history. Sharing and exchange are the nature of fibre arts practice in Australia, and I consider myself a part of an exchange, 

which begun with my predecessors. Ultimately, what matters is that all Australians work to develop a paradigm whereby Indigenous 

people can continue to empower themselves through their continuing culture.  

 

Figure 3-2 Keeping Connections Strong, Pamela Croft, a mural in Zoetermeer, The Netherlands. Photograph by Pamela Croft 
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Beyond the debate of belonging and ownership of space and place is the increasing inevitability that the human race as a species 

is threatened by ourselves. Dr David Tacey (1995), contributed an understanding of the relationship between humans and the natural 

world eco-psychology from an Australian perspective through a thorough consideration of the mystical influences of the earth and the 

conditioning of mind by place. 

An example of this place and mind conditioning leading to connection is found in the work of Dutch-born artist, Elsie Van Keppel, 

who found inspiration in the West Australian bushlands. Born in Holland and migrating to Western Australia in 1947, the Powerhouse 

Museum described her as one of Australia’s ‘most innovative and interesting textile artists’ (Power House Museum, 2017). She was 

searching for what she called ‘connectedness’. She thought she would find it in her place of birth, but she was disappointed. However, 

she found inspiration on her return, when she first participated in a bush camp with Nalda Searles in Western Australia. It was here 

that she stripped her perceptions and conditioning back, eradicating the clutter so that this ever-important ‘connectedness’ could be 

discovered (O Brien, 2002).  

Spinifex Stitching (1997) (Figure 3-3) is the outcome of these explorations in the Western Australian bushland with Nalda Searles. 

Pieced spinifex patterned silk is stitched together with raw flax thread over a glimmering base of red earth-coloured silk. The artwork 

took seven years to complete and now resides in the collection of the Powerhouse Museum in Sydney. Keppel explained: 
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I guess I did it as way of really knowing where I was. I did a rubbing of a spinifex tussock on soft Chinese paper. It was very difficult 

because the spinifex is not soft- it’s very sharp and serrated. It was difficult to build an image and keep the paper from tearing. 

However, it was a powerful experience. Six years later I think I could still find that same bush. I remember the weather, the sky, the 

light and the physical discomfort (Keppell as cited by the Powerhouse Museum, 2017). 

At the heart of Spinifex Stitching is the artist’s encounter with the Australian countryside. The landscape is reflected in this 

artwork in an unconventional fashion. The artist’s direct use of raw material powerfully penetrates deeper than the historically 

romantic and whimsical projections of the Australian bush. Spinifex Stitching is an exercise in endurance and toughness, exuding 

ephemeral traces of memory of the artist’s experience with place. Like Keppel, I also find connectedness, and try to form a relationship 

with wherever I may be through the use of repetitive craft processes and found materials sourced from the land. I  too felt a longing to 

return to my ‘ancestral’ lands to find connection and address a feeling of something missing in regard to my connection with Australia 

and it’s First Nation People. 
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Figure 3-3 Spinifex Stitching, 1997, Elsje van Keppel, silk and wool fabrics/ silk and flaxen threads, dyed, Powerhouse Museum 

To Arnhem – Working and Learning in Arnhem City, the Netherlands 

With all this in mind, I found it imperative to commence the studio-based element of this research project in the Netherlands. 

Although my father is Dutch, I had never been to the Netherlands, and had no understanding of Dutch culture or even the language. 

After World War II, the Netherlands government actively encouraged emigration to relieve housing shortages and economic distress. 

Hundreds of thousands of Dutch emigrated, including my grandparents, father, uncles and aunt who departed from Amsterdam in 
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1954 to arrive in Fremantle in Western Australia on October 12, after a three-month journey. This inspired my decision to pursue an 

opportunity to spend time in the Netherlands in 2010. I stayed in a 200-year-old Mansion (Figure 3-4) that had been converted to an 

artist’s studio in the township of Renkum, which is within the municipality of the city of Arnhem in the Netherlands.  

 

Figure 3-4 OBRAS Foundation Studio House, Renkum, Arnhem Shire, The Netherlands, 2010, photograph by Aly de Groot 
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Collecting and Connecting  

My earliest childhood memory is playing on my Oma’s (grandmother’s) property on the outskirts of Perth, Western Australia, 

where my favourite past time was picking the many flowers growing in her beautiful and productive garden. I would stuff large 

amounts of these flowers in jars to make potions and ‘perfumes’. So, learning ‘eco dye’ plant dying and printing processes from India 

Flint, a self-described ‘botanical alchemist, author, artist and storyteller’ (Flint, 2008) felt like a familiar activity. Flint’s (2001) creative 

agenda combines a visual and written poetics of place and memory, using ecologically sustainable print and plant-dye processes from 

florae and found objects together with walking, mending, stitch and text as a means of mapping places and metaphorically navigating 

a landscape. In 2009, I attended The Australian Forum for Textiles (TAFTA) conference in Orange, NSW where I participated in a five-

day plant dyeing and print-making workshop with Flint. Below is a diary excerpt to give insight into how this experience contributed to 

my creative inventory, which I am continuously evolving as a tool to assist in connecting with people and places.   

We are using leaves that are found abundantly in our immediate surrounds such as eucalyptus leaves. We go for long walks, 

collecting the leaves, wrapping them up in fabric, and ‘cookin’ them in a big cauldron on a fire. It was like magic as we retrieved our 

little bundles out of the dye pots the following day. Unwrapping the little bundles is like Christmas. Bright coloured imprints from 

the leaves are infused onto our fabric. Although I have been using plant dyes in the Northern Territory for many years, I didn’t 

know that you could use plants to dye in this way. I always thought you had to make a very strong dye bath of specific plants 

known for their properties of maintaining colour. (Aly de Groot, Journal Entry, 2008, Orange, NSW) 
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As discussed in Chapter 2, I was employed by Ghost Nets Australia to work with the weavers on Groote Eylandt to find ways to 

weave with the ghost nets found on their beaches to make baskets and sculpture. I was delighted to be invited back to the island again 

in 2015 to work with the women at the Anindilyakwa Arts Centre, this time plant dyeing. We used a combination of processes 

including traditional plant dyeing techniques used in basketry production on the island along with some of the plant dyeing 

approaches I had picked up from many years of experimentation with various plant dyeing processes learnt from many mentors, 

including Flint. The impact of these workshops upon the women on the communities of Angurugu and Umbakumba on the Groote 

Eylandt archipelego was reflected upon in the Anindilyakwa Services Aboriginal Corporation (ASAC) annual report: 

ASAC has been engaging Aly De Groot, a well-known artist, to run artist workshops across the Groote Archipelago throughout the 

year to enable Groote Eylandt’s artists a chance to participate in some self-development and to learn new skills. These workshops 

have been so successful, with engagement number up to over 60 women each visit across all communities. As a result, ASAC has 

been able to generate incomes for local people by purchasing a range of pieces from artists ranging from jewellery to bush dyed 

silk scarves and other bush dyed products. These products bring traditional dying methods together with modern techniques to 

produce very special one of a kind pieces (ASAC June Report, 2017). 

There seems to be limitless potential in the making of these bush dyed works, because they are sustained by an intricate 

awareness and love of the flora. Some of the older artists already possess remarkable traditional plant dyeing knowledge and this 
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wisdom is shared and taken on by the younger women. They are producing dark and rich colours that really make it noticeably 

recognisable that it’s from Groote Eylandt. There are differences in the way these techniques have been interpreted by the artists 

because of their personalities and the land where they live and from which they source their materials and inspiration. Belonging to 

the oldest living culture in the world, collecting and harvesting is not new for them and there is continuity in how the artists gather 

their materials (Figures 3-6, 3-7 and 3-8). 

 

Figure 3-5, Figure 3-6 and Figure 3-7 Plant dyeing by women at Anindilyakwa, photographs by Lucy Bond, Courtesy of Anindilyakwa Arts 2017 

This is apparent in the work of young artist, Deserall Lalara, who spoke of her work Gold, (Figure 3-9), ‘I made this silk at 

Umbakumba. I used the leaves from the bush, I boiled it in the colour, I washed it and dried it in the sun. I used an old stereo speaker 
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that we found at the rubbish dump at Umbakumba, the pattern looks like snake-skin’ (Personal Communication Lalara, April 2017). 

This is the nature of the art form to be shared and transformed, with each artist developing her own narrative and approach, drawing 

on traditional knowledge to express themselves in new ways. Gold was taken out of the bush and subsequently out of the craft arena 

and into the fine art domain, when accepted into the Salon de Refuses, a renowned exhibition of Aboriginal Art from across Australia, 

held annually at the Charles Darwin University Gallery in Darwin 

 
Figure 3-8 Gold, Deserall Lalara, Plant dyes and Plant Printing on Satin Silk. Photograph by Lucy Bond, 2016 
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Figure 3-9 Map indicating position of Groote Eylandt. Source: Australia’s Guide, Northern Territory, 2017  

Situated about 50 km from the Northern Territory mainland and eastern coast of Arnhem Land, 630 km from Darwin, the first 

recorded sighting of Groote Eylandt (Figure 3-9) was in 1623, by the Dutch ship Arnhem, under the command of Willem van 

Coolsteerdt. Prior to European settlement, the island was inhabited by Aboriginal people for thousands of years and is the homeland 

of, and owned by, the Warnindhilyagwa people who speak the isolated Anindilyakwa language. The first known European explorer to 

visit the Gulf of Carpentaria region was the Dutch sailor, Willem Janszoo in his 1605–6 voyages (Forrest 1995). It was named Groote 

Eylandt by the explorer Abel Tasman in 1644 and is Dutch for ‘large island’ in an archaic spelling. The modern spelling is Groote Island 

(Groote Eylandt 2017). 
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Like the island, my family name, de Groot is derived from the Dutch word grote, meaning big, tall or great, preceded by the 

definite article de, meaning the. It was originally a nickname for a tall person. My last name connects me to Groote Eylandt 

serendipitously but my personal experiences connect my heart. I think of it as transcending traditional linear history, locating oneself 

within Aboriginal dreaming mythology as a part of an evolving story that started with creation and didn’t end with colonisation. 

In Eco-dyeing: Capturing the colours of country with Kay Lee Williams (Marlow, 2015), the Kamilaroi artist gives insight into how 

plant dyeing connects her to her heritage through the gathering process as it allowed her to reconnect with her cultural traditions 

where her people are customarily hunters and gatherers. Like Williams, I consider extracting colours and prints from plants in this way 

as an essential tool, so that wherever I go, I can gather the leaves and make ‘memories’ of places and their fauna. Making connection 

with places in this way, collecting and harvesting materials from the land, is a way to become emotionally associated with a place. In 

the Netherlands, I was hoping to find that same topophilia (Tuan 1990), that strong sense of place mixed with the sense of identity 

that I experienced in Australia. It therefore seemed like an obvious progression that making prints from and inspired by the plants I 

found in my ancestral lands was a means to do this. The journal entry below demonstrates this practical and personal research 

strategy embraced whilst in the Netherlands. 

Every morning I walk and collect leaves to take back to my makeshift art studio, a one-hundred-year-old mansion that has a great 

cellar, which is a perfect makeshift studio and darkroom. Here’s a feeling I get when I’m walking amongst the maples, which is one 
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of the most common trees found in the Netherlands. Like a Dutch equivalent to the gum (eucalyptus) but the Dutch Maple leaves I 

gather are quite different to the gum leaves I find at home. Every day I feel more at home, like the maples are my welcoming 

friend. (Journal entry, Renkum, the Netherlands, 2010) 

I also utilised an alternative photographic technique known as cyanotype invented by John Herschel in the early 1800s. His niece, 

English artist and botanist Anna Atkins, is regarded as one of the first female photographers’ due to her photographic explorations and 

discoveries that contributed significantly to the evolution of photography practice. Her education was unusual for a girl, as her father, 

John George Children, encouraged the development of her scientific interests. In her twenties, she became her father’s collaborator 

and it was through him that she met John Herschel and Fox Talbot, who introduced her to the emerging technologies of cyanotype 

photography (Fabbri, 2006). The cyanotype process involves placing objects, such as ferns, on paper coated with light-sensitive 

chemicals and then left in sunlight. 

Botanists recognised the usefulness of the cyanotype technique for recording the details of plant structure and for capturing and 

recording information of fragile dried specimens. Atkins could make her significant contribution because she already had an extensive 

botanical collection, and had experience of botanical publication. Thus, she recorded and published many of her own specimens in her 

book: Photographs of British Algae: Cyanotype Impressions, which included more than four hundred photographs (Figure 3-10). 

Atkins’s stunning botanical prints were the botanist’s means of understanding and settling a curiosity with her direct surrounds, thus  
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creating a relationship and understanding with the natural world. I too engaged the use of cyanotype processes to document and 

understand the unfamiliar natural surrounds I encountered in the Netherlands. A series of samples (Figures 3-11, 3-12 and 3-13) on 

paper, silk and canvas resulted from this experimentation of making plant and cyanotype prints with the maple leaves gathered in the 

Netherlands. Upon my return to Australia, I continued to experiment with these samples, as well as making new ones, dyeing these 

prints using plant dye baths from common Northern Territory plants such as eucalyptus and mangrove leaves. 

 

Figure 3-10 A cyanotype photogram made by Anna Atkins, which was part of her 1843 book, Photographs of British Algae: Cyanotype Impressions 



 

94 Chapter 3: From Arnhem to Arnhem: My experiences in Arnhem Land, Australia and the Municipality of Arnhem in the Netherlands 

  

Figure 3-11, Figure 3-12 and Figure 3-13 Cyanotype samples in progress in the Netherlands, 2010, Photograph by Aly de Groot 

Wanting to ‘stitch’ together these sample pieces to combine the personal and symbolic meaning of my ancestral puzzle, I looked 

to the ideology of American textile artist and author, Elaine Lipson, who coined the term slow cloth as an approach to working with 

textiles to demonstrate how we can connect our inner and outer worlds with meaning and power through the use of textile 

methodologies, such as sewing (Lipson, 2012). Textile traditions such as needlework and patchwork, piecing together and stitching 

fabrics to build up textures, inspired experimentation with these plant and cyanotype samples to create works that portray the 
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narrative of my thoughts and feelings from time spent in the Netherlands. Wellesely Smith (2015) gave practical insight into bringing a 

meaning and thoughtful approach to textile practice: 

Slow Cloth has an emotional and even spiritual or soul dimension. That is the opportunity in working with textiles to experience 

joy, to create an island of contemplation, to express oneself, and to add beauty to the world. Now, as I say this I don’t want to 

sound too precious about it. Not every moment of making, especially when you’re in business, is all serene and blissful. But over 

time, over a lifetime, you find that there is, reliably, a way to access these experiences through textiles and textile related skills. 

(Wellesley Smith, 2015:33) 

Lipson’s slow cloth philosophy reminded me of the importance of my chosen methodology in regard to slowing down and 

connecting. Basketry in general reflects these ideals, engaging us and inspiring us to slow down and connect with our surrounds and 

each other. Because of the pressures and attachment to outcome, to produce work and evidence from research, I had forgotten about 

the importance of this collecting and connecting, and ultimately overlooked the original reason that I was first drawn to basketry in 

1994. Stitching and piecing together the samples made in the Netherlands gave me time to gather and collect my thoughts. I allowed 

myself time to let go of this attachment to outcome and experimented. Perhaps it is a primal mechanism within us, an inherent desire 

to sit and stitch and listen and learn through the repetition of the under over, the stitching and the creation from the circular and ever 

expanding. These creative explorations led to a series of two new artworks, titled Uprooted (Figure 3-14) and a Different Landscape 
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(Figure 3-16). These artworks marked the beginning of an exploration into the use of fibre-based practice to encapsulate stories, 

explore identity and process experiences.  

Uprooted 

I made hand prints of myself and father’s hands in the Netherlands, placing them on cyanotype treated canvas on the land in 

Kinderdiek, where he was born and spent the first five years of life before immigrating to Australia. Leaves from Australian plants were 

stitched over a brownish pink background dyed with bark from roots gathered in the mangrove forest directly across the road from my 

home in northern Australia. This personal piece represents the ancestral lands of my father and past and distant family connections. 

The blue and white of cyanotype print is very similar to the blue and white of pottery (Figure 3-14). Delft Blue is the world-famous 

pottery that has been produced since the 17th century in the city of Delft in the Netherlands, which is located 30 minutes’ drive from 

where my father was born. Between 1600 and 1800, it was popular amongst Dutch families who would show off their Delft Blue 

collections to one another (The Trove Rove 2016). I remember my grandmother having a magnificent display of Delft plates and bowls 

that she would only use for special occasions. Therefore, the blue and white arising from the use of cyanotype processes in my work 

has come to represent my Dutch heritage, something that is unfamiliar, but a part of who I am. It also represents my passion and love 

of the sea. In contrast, the earthy tones achieved in the leaf prints and plant-dying represent Australia, where I was born. 
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A different landscape  

This idea was extended further by again using cyanotype and plant print samples on paper and fabric. These were overlapped 

and stitched to paper the surface, to represent a multidimensional journal of a journey and connection between the Netherlands and 

Australia. The resulting work, A Different Landscape, is a visual surrender to the extreme powers of the transformation to be 

encountered when we stop trying to control and in turn encounter the natural world. Through my use of plant materials and ‘slow 

stitching’, I celebrate my relationship to the intense landscape and climate I live in, whilst paying homage to my predecessors who 

uprooted themselves from the other side of the world to unfamiliar lands, languages and culture with the intent of creating better 

circumstances for future family.  

At the heart of these two series of works, Uprooted and A Different Landscape, is relationship with place. As mentioned earlier, 

there are ironies and contradictions to be found within the classic depiction of the Australian landscape. The landscape was and is a 

key theme in Australia but this tends to be romanticized and skin deep. While the landscape is a symbol of national identity and pride, 

in reality a great many people have little relationship, and minimal desire to harbour one, with the true nature of the land. These 

works are significant to this research project as they position my ancestral explorations. Adopting a new methodology of stitching 

allowed a physical and metaphorical bringing together of my experiences in the Netherlands. These artworks were exhibited as a small 
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practice exhibition at Outstation Gallery in Darwin in 2011 (Figure 3-17). This exhibition, titled from Arnhem to Arnhem was research 

within itself, to gauge audience and peer feedback from what was quite personal work. 

 

Figure 3-14 Detail from Uprooted series, Photograph by Fiona Morrison. 2011 
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Figure 3-15 Example of Dutch Delft Pottery. Photograph by Rijksmuseum, Netherlands 2016 
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Figure 3-16 Aly de Groot Detail from A Different Landscape series. Photograph by Fiona Morrison. 2011  
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Figure 3-17 Installation view of From Arnhem to Arnhem at Outstation Gallery, Darwin. Photograph by Fiona Morrison, 2011 

Conclusion 

Primarily learning basket making from Indigenous women, I gained tools and skills that allowed an on-going relationship with 

this land and its traditional owners, the many people of the many lands that make up Indigenous Australia. My respect and concern for 

the environment has been strengthened by these experiences. This is the nature of the art form, to be shared and transformed, with 

each fibre-artist developing his or her own narrative and approach, drawing on their personal experiences to tackle complex issues 

from the personal to the political. Creative work can challenge and explore ideas about identity and human connections to the non-
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human world. The time spent as an artist in residence in the Netherlands signified my continuing exploration into the use of fibre-

based practice to explore identity and process experiences. Like the Dutch artist, Elsie Van Kepell, it wasn’t until I returned to Australia 

that I could make connection and meaning from the experience and what I found there and allow this to become embedded within my 

artistic and personal development. This enriches my practice and gives it another dimension. The samples and two series of works, 

Uprooted and A Different Landscape weave a visual narrative from interdisciplinary creative experimentation using plant dyeing, 

cyanotype process and stitching. The practical research included stitching, which is considered conventional women’s work processes 

to make sculptural and two-dimensional works. I searched for belonging in my ancestral lands, and could appreciate Australia as my 

home upon my return from the Netherlands. I argue that, through a direct use of materials sourced from the immediate landscape, 

artists are creating dialogues that speak of the land, and for the land. This is particularly relevant in today’s social and political climate 

where environmental issues have become a critical issue. I became aware of the conflict within myself that arose between 

expectations of outcome and the importance of process to create connection and meaning in work.  

This process also allowed me to explore and connect with my Dutch heritage, fulfilling a missing link within my practice. Making 

this connection links this work to a long tradition of trading ideas and practices between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in 

Australia. The time spent in the Netherlands allowed me to create a link between my creative practice as a non-Indigenous artist, 

working with Indigenous people on Indigenous lands. This experience assisted in the understanding of the responsibilities that come 
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with the accepted obligations arising from developing relationship with Indigenous people and a desire to have a more in-depth 

connection with my home, as taught to me by my Indigenous friends and colleagues. Whilst Winton (2015) suggested there is a lack of 

a unique Australian voice and identity, researchers into the importance of contemporary fibre art practice in Australia, such as Murray 

(1999), support my argument that basketry practice in Australia is emerging as part of that voice.   

Indigenous artists in Australia have sourced their materials for plant dyeing using traditional methods and are continuing to do 

this in different ways. An example of this is the artists I have been working with on Groote Eylandt who are continuing their traditional 

customary practice of plant dyeing, but expressing this in new ways by producing marketable and fashionable products. On the other 

hand, non-Indigenous artists, such as Keppell and myself, source their materials and subject matter from the direct environment to 

create artwork that reminds us of our complex dependency on the health of the natural world for our subsistence. This creative 

research set the tone for the artworks developed and produced upon my return from the Netherlands. Fibre artists are responding to 

contemporary issues, such as environmental demise and the impact this has upon their culture and life. This trialling and testing 

became a part of my research methodology. Several works did eventually arise from this investigation but what also unexpectedly 

arose from the residency was a shift in expectations of outcome, which I believe eventually led to an entire shift in my process and 

practice into larger, more permanent works. This will be discussed in detail in Chapters 4 and 5. The following chapter, ‘Making 
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Meaning’, will introduce the works that arose from the creative research expanding upon this initial research in the Netherlands, and 

demonstrate how creative works contribute to shaping attitudes towards the non-human world. 
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Chapter 4:  Making Meaning - Creative Methodologies Used to Process and Express Ecological Concerns 

 

Figure 4-1 Aly de Groot, Ghost Net Basket, 2014. Photograph by Fiona Morrison 
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Introduction 

The oceans deserve our respect and care, but you have to know something before you can care about it. (Sylvia Earle, 2009) 

The ocean holds many secrets and mysteries, and these exist mostly below the surface and unseen by the human eye. As urged 

by celebrated marine biologist, author and academic, Sylvia Earle (2009), to truly respect the ocean biosphere, we need to understand 

and connect with it. The same can be said about ecological issues impacting upon the oceans, which are unseen by most of the human 

population, who live in-land and in cities. As discussed in Chapter 2, I first became aware of the ghost net problem when Ghost Nets 

Australia (GNA) gave me net to experiment with so as to find creative ways to dispose of the environmental menace. This initial 

experimentation and encounter with ghost nets sparked the motivation for this research project.   

Further research inspired by my ghost net explorations led to findings that the ocean habitat is in an extremely dire condition. An 

indicator of the enormity of the issue can be found in the Pacific Ocean where an enormous, accidental monument to modern society 

has formed. Twice the size of France, the Great Pacific Garbage Patch is a kind of marine soup whose main ingredient is floating plastic 

debris (Moore, 2011). My impetus for this chapter is to explore the ability for fibre art to act as an environmental action contrivance to 

address these issues. Previous experiences discussed in earlier chapters regarding fibre art as an ecological and cross-cultural tool 

made it increasingly apparent that creative works can influence the way the viewer sees the natural world as well as laying down 

platforms for discussion, helping us to know the issues and therefore address them.  



 

Chapter 4: Making Meaning - Creative Methodologies Used to Process and Express Ecological Concerns 107 

American Marine Biologist, Rachael Carson (1962; 1955), whose writings are considered prophetical in advancing the global 

environmental movement, considers that ‘contemplating the beauty of the earth helps one to find reserves of strength that will 

endure as long as life lasts’ (Carson, 1962:57). My personal experiences with nature have shaped my creative endeavours and still have 

a very strong influence on my making today. An empathy and love for the sea and sea creatures is the motivating factor behind 

wanting to inspire and motivate others to reflect upon and act to address the detrimental impact of our actions upon the marine 

habitat and animals. This chapter will extend upon these motivations, which resulted in workshops and public presentations of 

artwork arising from these concerns. 

The chapter is divided into two parts. Part A: Underwater basket weaving- action through education explains the workshops and 

the observations and outcomes arising from sharing my concerns and experiences about the ocean in a creative way with a diverse 

and broad array of people, including academics and women and rangers on remote Aboriginal communities. Part B: Action through 

artworks provides a detailed explanation of the objects and two-dimensional works arising from my theoretical and studio based 

explorations, responding to issues relating to the marine debris in our seas. These artworks were presented in several platforms, 

including art prizes, site-specific installations and exhibitions. The most pertinent artworks were exhibited in the Nan Giese Gallery at 

Charles Darwin University, Darwin, Australia in September 2017. A summary and explanation of these works as significant contributors 
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to the research project will be included. The foundation of my creative motivations will be described, whilst looking at the major 

concerns and stimuli that influence my making. 

Part A: Underwater basket weaving- Action through education 

As discussed in previous chapters, deep ecology is concerned with the human relationship with nature and where we position 

and identify ourselves within the structure of the earth’s ecosystem (Dengson and Yuichi, 1995). I first experienced deep ecology in the 

early 1990s as a young activist in the South West Australian old growth forests involved in non-violent direct action to prevent the 

felling of a stand of ancient trees. I was invited to participate in a council of all beings, which is a ceremonial and theatrical ritual 

invented by Australian deep ecologists Joanna Macey and John Seed in 1995 to ‘help us acknowledge and give voice to the suffering of 

our non-human world’ (Macey, 1988:14).  

The process involved walking alone in the forest to find a natural ally, whose story I would bring back to share with the group of 

other participants, and they would do the same. I sat in the forest and waited a long time to connect with what I hoped would be 

something majestic and grand. Disappointedly, I stumbled across a coke can in the middle of the forest. Growing from this shiny red 

tin was a tiny sapling, and I instantly knew that my affiliate was the hope of what can grow from rubbish. I found inspiration in the 

resilience of the seed to grow from such negative circumstance, and the experience still informs my creative approach to this day, 

where I aim to ‘grow’ artworks from discarded objects and bad experiences to give these a new life and meaning. This experience 
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resulted in a permanent alteration in the way I view and interact with my surrounds. What many view as garbage, I see as potential art 

materials. Therefore, when I came across Ghost Nets Australia’s invite to dispose of ghost net creatively, as discussed in Chapter 2, I 

was immediately drawn to the challenge of experimenting with transforming that environmental menace into woven forms. 

Quantitative data presented in Table 1 helps to describe many of the creative avenues traversed to present my concerns about 

ghost nets in a workshop format to a broad array of people. This data is provided to formally present insights into activities 

undertaken during this research where conversations and actions were combined. From 2011 to 2016, I taught over 1000 people how 

to make a basket out of marine debris such as ghost nets. The participants were diverse, ranging from school children to educators to 

people from remote coastal communities. Many of these participants were unaware of what ghost nets were and their detrimental  

impact upon coastal communities and marine life across Northern Australia. On the other hand, the participants from remote coastal 

communities enjoyed learning creative ways to use the nets found on their beaches to make practical items they can use, such as 

fishing bags as well as baskets and fine art they can sell in their art galleries. I will not discuss all workshop activities presented in Table 

1, but will expand on and explain the most relevant and interesting. 
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Table 2: Action through arts education: selected Ghost Net weaving workshops demonstrating the audience reached and amount of Ghost Net used 

Date Event Participant reach Volume of net used  

June 2017 Making Shift - Basketry and Ecofeminism, 
Presentation at the 12th International Art in 
Society Conference, Paris, France 

30 men and women   

May 2017 Ghost Net weaving workshop for Faces in 
Spaces, Community Arts Space, East Point, 
Darwin 

20 women and children  5 kilos 

April 2017 Artisan Master class at the Woodford Planting 
Festival, Queensland  

13 men and women aged 
between 25-65 

10 kilos 

August 2016 Ghost net jewelry weaving workshop on Groote 
Eylandt at the remote communities of 
Umbakumba, Anuragu and Milyakbura  

40 women and children aged 
between 10-75  

30 kilos 

May 2015 Ghost Net weaving workshop at Numbulwar 
community, Arnhem Land 

50 women aged between 18-70 25 kilos 

December 2015 Ghost Net weaving workshop at the Woodford 
Folk Festival 

30 men and women aged 
between 19-56 

15 kilos  

November 2103  Ghost Net weaving workshop with rangers and 
weavers at the Ghartlalala Homelands school 

50 women, children and men 
aged between 9-62 

40 square metres 

November 2013  Presented my research weaving project at the 
13th Annual Conference on Diversity at Charles 
Darwin University where I gave a practical 
demonstration on ghost nets and how to make 

50 men and women aged 
between 25- 55 

25 square metres 



 

Chapter 4: Making Meaning - Creative Methodologies Used to Process and Express Ecological Concerns 111 

them into a basket  

June 2012 Ghost Net weaving workshops at Geelong 
Grammar School 

25 children aged between 13-49 
(students, teachers, parents) 

15 square metres 

May 2012 Ghost Net weaving workshops at Millner 
Primary  

50 children aged between 7-55 
(students, teachers, parents) 

20 square metres  

December 2012 Ghost Net weaving workshops at Nightcliff, 
Casuarina, Karama and Darwin Libraries making 
Christmas wreaths and decorations from Ghost 
nets. 

220 male and female adults and 
children aged between 9-55 
(children and parents) 

25 square metres  

November 2012 Ghost net art making and weaving workshops at 
Galiwinku Primary School, Elcho Island, Arnhem 
Land 

80 male and female children 
aged between 5 and 65 
(students, teachers, parents) 

20 square metres  

November 2012 Underwater basket weaving workshop at the 
Territory Wildlife Park making Christmas 
wreaths from ghost nets and sea debris 

25 female participants aged 
between 21 and 42 

10 square metres 

September 2012 Facilitated Ghost Net weaving workshops with 
children at the Museum and Art Gallery of the 
Northern Territory to coincide with their 
exhibition: Fishing, the Reel Story  

32 male and female participants 
aged between 10 and 13  

12 square metres 

June 2012 Facilitated Ghost Net Weaving workshop at 
Kuranda reggae festival 

32 female participants aged 
between 19 and 45 

10 square metres 
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May 2012 Contemporary Ghost Net Weaving workshop 
with artists from the 7 different clan groups at 
Lockhart River community, Queensland. We 
collected marine and other debris and made 
woven baskets and sculpture 

9 female participants aged 
between 45 and 72 

15 square metres 

March 2012 Ghost net weaving workshop at the Chan 
Gallery to coincide with the exhibition The Fine 
Line 

28 female participants aged 
between 23 and 52 

10 square metres 

February 2012  Facilitated an underwater basket weaving 
workshop at Maitreya Dance and Arts Festival  

16 male and female participants 
aged between 18 and 42 

12 square metres 

November 2011 Facilitated Ghost Net weaving workshops at 6 
different schools for the Darwin City Councils 
Recycled Art Festival children at various libraries 
across Darwin 

125 male and female 
participants aged between 7 and 
62 (students, teachers, parents) 

35 square metres  

October 2011 Facilitated a Ghost Net weaving hut with 
rangers and weavers from Groote Island at the 
Garma festival 2011 

250 female participants aged 
between 10 and 85 

60 square metres 

August 2011 Facilitated Ghost Net weaving workshops with 
Kormilda College Junior Rangers Group at the 
Territory Wildlife Park 

18 male and female participants 
aged between 12 and 50 
(students and teachers) 

10 square metres  

July 2011 Delivered a presentation at the World 
Environment Education Congress titled Under 
Water Basket Weaving: The Significance of Fibre 
Art as a Creative Tool for Ecological Education 

95 male and female participants 
aged between 35 and 65 

20 square metres  
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May 2011 Delivered a presentation at Turku, Design 
School in Finland, discussing use of recycled 
nets in art and design. 

22 male and female participants 
aged between 20 and 60 

 

March, 2011 Facilitated Ghost Net weaving workshops with 
Indigenous rangers, weavers and School 
children on Groote Island 

54 female participants aged 
between 10 and 80 

 100 square metres  

March 2011 Facilitated Ghost Net weaving Workshops at 
Sustainability Fair, Darwin, NT 

25 male and female participants 
aged between 15- 55  

 10 square metres t 

February 2011 Facilitated Ghost Net weaving workshops at 
CDU for their festival titled -MERGE  

20 male and female participants 
aged between 30- 55 

 10 square metres  

 

Ghost Nets on Groote Eylandt 

As discussed in Chapter 2, A Basket Case, in 2011 Ghost Nets Australia employed to work with women from the communities of 

Angurugu and Umbakumba on Groote Eylandt and establish a creative outcome with the discarded fishing nets gathered by their 

rangers on their isolated beaches. The workshop was an opportunity for intergenerational and cross-cultural exchange and 

collaborations to preserve country and culture, using traditional basket making skills in a contemporary context to utilize these 

harmful nets whilst making art. For some participants, it was the first time they had made a basket. Others were excited at the 

prospect of translating their existing masterful basketry skills to make a diversity of products, using the nets, along with rubbish 
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tainting their beaches and killing their marine life. These included ghost net cushions and bags, which were deemed handy for fishing 

trips and made sitting on rocks waiting for the catch of the day far more comfortable. Then, on the other extreme there was sculpture, 

dolls and baskets, which sit just as comfortably in their art centre and fine art galleries (de Groot, 2014). 

 

Figure 4-2 Ghost Net Doll by Gayangwa Lalara, 2011, photograph by Anindilyakwa Art Centre, Groote Eylandt 

The opportunity arose to exhibit some of the works resulting from the Groote Island workshops in the exhibition, A Long Tide, at 

Artisan Gallery in Brisbane in 2011 (Figure 4-3). The diversity of responses to marine debris by Indigenous and non-indigenous artists 

from across Australia were presented, including baskets by Nalda Searles, whimsical birds by Aurukun couple Zoe and Stan de Jersey, 

as well as a series of my first ghost net baskets. We weave the tragic story of the human condition, where reckless human behaviour is 
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destroying that which we need for rudimentary survival, highlighting the dire need for attention to the extreme ‘rubbishing’ of the 

ocean (Global partnership on marine litter, 2016).  

 

Figure 4-3 Exhibition Invite from the ghost net art exhibition: The Long Tide, at Artisan Gallery, Brisbane, 2011. Photograph by Artisan Gallery 

Garma Festival 

Women from Groote Eylandt were invited to share their newfound ghost net weaving skills at the Garma Festival in 2011. The 

Garma Festival is an annual event run by the Yothu Yindi Foundation that incorporates visual art, storytelling, dance and music. The 

aim of the festival, which is a working model of the both-ways methodology, is to provide a relevant environment for the practice, 
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preservation, maintenance and presentation of traditional knowledge systems and cultural traditions and practices (Garma, 2017). 

While workshop participants wove baskets, bags and sculptures from the large pile of net collected by the Yirrkala rangers from their 

nearby remote beaches in Arnhem Land, the engaging facilitators shared their stories of the impact of discarded fishing nets ensnaring 

marine life in their coastal homes. This educated visitors from across Australia and the world, about the ghost net issue, of which many 

people were previously unaware. Simultaneously, the island rangers and weavers shared their skills with their friends (old and new) 

and family from remote communities across Arnhem Land and beyond. Interest was shown by women from throughout the mainland, 

keen to adopt this material that pollutes their own beaches in a new way, whilst using traditional basket making skills they already 

possess.   

Although the environmental message and the use of ghost nets is an introduced idea, there is continuity in how Australian 

Aboriginal artists collect materials. With a history and familiarity in gathering and preparing materials and using them in various ways, 

the idea of using ghost nets gathered from their shores is easily adopted and adapted. This is continuing the tradition of fibre art 

information and skills being shared and dissipated across Arnhem Land, exemplifying the cross-cultural exchange conducive to the 

medium. The sharing of knowledge in this way epitomizes the Both Ways methodology wherein Indigenous ontology and 

epistemology is recognised as a way to learn and exist alongside western ways of thinking and operating in the world (Ober and Bat, 

2007). 
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Figure 4-4 Ghost net weaving workshop at the Garma Festival, 2011. Photograph Courtesy of Anindilyakwa Arts Centre 

Environmental art in schools 

Many artists consider art making as a vehicle for social activism and in this context, the boundaries between art, education, and 

activism overlap. Environmental focused arts education in schools can inform children about ecological issues, whilst creatively 

offering a solution. These matters can be confronting, and depressing, however, creative action can encourage and spark interest and 

inspired thinking to address these issues. 
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One of the most memorable school workshops (listed in Table 1) was at the remote Garrthalala Laynhapuy Homelands School, 

situated in North East Arnhem Land, 250 kilometres from Yirrkala. The school’s conservation and land management course runs 

simultaneously alongside the creative arts subject with a focus on ghost/drift nets. This involved field trips with the Yirrkala Rangers, 

with whom they would collect net and collate data, which is used by Ghost Nets Australia to track where the nets are coming from, 

helping them to research ways to address the problem.  

As part of their Creative Arts study, the students were required to complete an investigation and specifically study an artist or 

creative arts medium. I was invited to assist the students in their research project, where they interviewed me about my artistic intent, 

philosophy, values and beliefs as an artist. We also went collecting nets with the rangers and then wove the nets we found into 

baskets and a crocodile sculpture. The Yolngu students collated their questions, experience and artworks into a report, which 

contributed towards their Year 12 assessment requirements. This project epitomises both ways learning, where traditional practice 

and science are engaged as an effective learning tool and combined to protect the environment. 

World Environment Education Conference 

I presented a practical demonstration at the 10th World Environment Arts Education Conference in Brisbane in 2008, teaching 

many arts educators from throughout Australia how to use basic basketry processes along with marine debris to tell the story of 

marine degradation from rubbish whilst offering a creative solution. Although I presented ghost net weaving workshops at many 
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schools, participating in this conference gave me the understanding that sharing basketry as an ecological tool with groups of arts 

educators is a very efficient way to disseminate this information. 

Part B: Action through artworks 

My experimentation with various materials and several basketry techniques in northern Australia and the Netherlands resulted 

in the production of many objects and sculptures that responded in different ways to my concerns about the impact of marine debris 

upon the coastal communities I work within, as well the marine creatures that I empathise with. A selection of these works, exhibited 

in the final assessment exhibition titled Weaving and Watching, at the Nan Giese Gallery at Charles Darwin University in September 

2017, provide an overview of my research and art practice. The lofty body of artwork forms a comprehensive retrospective of the 

most resolved works produced as a part of this creative research.  

The exhibition comprised a series of objects and sculptural forms woven from fishing line and discarded fishing nets and other 

found objects. These were accompanied by alternative photography prints on paper, canvas and silk, using the cyanotype 

photosensitive chemistry process discussed in Chapter 3, to transform the spirit of my woven objects into two-dimensional prints. 

These will be explained in the order the works were produced and developed rather than in the way they were displayed in the 

exhibition. I consider this exhibition as a temporary ‘resting’ place for the works. Many of them have already travelled far and wide 

sharing their story, and my intention is that they will continue to navigate their way to various sites and situations, sharing the story 
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embedded within them, whilst weaving a narrative of hope. This is demonstrated in Table 2, which presents many of the platforms at 

which the works have already been presented, including exhibitions, Art Prizes, installations and festivals.  

Table 3: Action through artworks and various platforms used to reach diverse audiences 

Date Event 

September 2017 Weaving and Watching, Solo exhibition at the Nan Giese Gallery Charles Darwin University, presenting 
major collection of works produced as creative research for the Underwater Basket Weaving research 
project 

September 2017 Threatened Species, A series of works woven from Ghost nets and fishing-line featured the Territory 
Wildlife Parks Threatened Species exhibition at Tactile Arts 

June- November 2017 Artwork titled: Ghost Net Baskets, features in invited curated show, Earth Matters at the Tilburg Textile 
Museum, Tilburg, the Netherlands 

June 2017 Presented story on my art practice at Spun Storytelling evening, Palmerston Community Art Centre, 
Northern Territory, which was recorded and now a podcast  

March 2017 Completed large-scale installation of Jellyfish woven from fishing line for the Ningaloo Exhibition center, 
Vermouth. Western Australia  

July 2017 Completed Interconnected, my second major public sculpture work, comprised of a series of two works, a 
mother and baby dugong at Dripstone Cliffs, Darwin, and a group of migratory shore birds at Lee Point, 
Darwin 

November 2016- 
February 2017 

Artworks titled: Magpie Goose and Little Angry’s selected to appear in the exhibition, Birds, at Charles 
Darwin University Gallery  

May 2014 Ghost Story: The Art of Aly de Groot, produced by Shannon Swan and directed by Tim Parish, featured on 
ABC iview 
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June 2014 Artwork titled: Man Versus Beast, features as a finalist in the Waterhouse Natural History Art Prize 

August 2014 Underwater Basket Weaving, sight specific installation at The Territory Wildlife Park as a Darwin Festival 
Event 

 September 2014 Completed Intertwined, first major public sculpture work, situated at East Point, Fannie Bay, Darwin 

2013 Lucky, the Patron Saint for All Things Protected, finalist and first prize winner in Toga Art Award, Darwin, 
NT 

2012/2013 Jellyfish and Ghost Net reef installation at the Queensland Museum  

May 2013  Jellyfish article Featured in textile magazine  

2013  Installation at the Noosa Food and wine fair 

November2012 Solo exhibition: from Arnhem to Arnhem, showcasing woven sculpture made from ghost nets  

June 2012 Artwork titled ‘Mermaid’, which is woven from fishing line, finalist in the fibre works category for the 
prestigious City of Hobart Art Prize.  

2011 Invited artist in a High Tide at Object Gallery, Brisbane 

20011 Commissioned by the Territory Wildlife to make a large woven turtle from Ghost Nets for their aquarium 
display to educate visitors about the ghost net issue 

28/2/2011 My artwork, titled Ghost Net Baskets, was one of eight works by designers across Australia nominated out 
of 120 designers and artists Australia-wide for Annual Manual, a survey of ground-breaking artists and 
designers at Object Gallery in Sydney 
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The intent is to entice and engage a diverse audience, with the hope that the stories embedded within the works will have a 

long-lasting impact upon the viewer, perhaps influencing their attitudes and impact upon the natural world and animals, which are 

often the subject matter of my work.  

From the personal to the political 

On a personal level, my love for the ocean grew from when my father first taught me about the little-known beauty of sea turtles 

as a young girl. He was a volunteer turtle tagger for marine conservation projects in north Western Australia, and he would come 

home from these adventures with photos of these beautiful creatures and stories about the battle against the odds of survival that the 

baby turtles encountered (Figure 4-5).  
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Figure 4-5 My Father, Albert de Groot, tagging a Turtle on Barrow Island, Western Australia, Photograph by Albert de Groot, 1999 

 

However, it was an unlikely encounter with a sea creature, when I first came to Darwin, in 1995,that further sparked a passion 

and love for the hidden treasures in the sea. The diary entry below gives insight into the catalytic encounter. 

I have been camping out at Little Mindil Beach with some friends and I was walking along the beach to the casino (Like I do every 

morning) to go to the loo I thought I spotted a dolphin fin gliding in the shallows. I went to the seas edge to have a closer look and 

it was flapping around, rolling side to side, like it was injured. I decided to walk into the water to have a closer look. It wasn’t a 

dolphin, and I found out later it was a miniature sperm whale, which is pretty amazing, because apparently only ten of these rare 
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and amazing creatures have been sighted in Australian waters in the past decade. My friends and I hold the whale, she seems to 

calm down and stop flailing around so much. She has gashes in her back, like she’s been struck by something, maybe a boat? We 

sing her songs until the rangers from Parks and Wildlife arrived in a boat and took her from us. I heard later that she died. I’m not 

sure if she was euthanized. I hope she didn’t suffer. I’m still crying. 

(Personal Reflection, Aly de Groot, 1995, Darwin) 

The story by Voss (1995) featured on the front page of the Northern Territory News (Figure 4-6) and I was invited to share this 

whale tale by the organisers of a live storytelling event called SPUN Stories, showcasing some of the astonishing people and stories 

that make up the Northern Territory. Each storytelling event is based around a theme, and in June 2017, I shared the story at 

Palmerston Community Art Centre where the theme addressed obsession and what lengths will people go to for the things they love, 

which was recorded and converted into a podcast (http://www.spunstories.net/aly-de-groot). 
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Figure 4-6 Tears as whale loses his fight, Northern Territory News, 1995 

My love and obsession for the sea grew the first time I saw Chironex fleckeri, commonly known as the box jellyfish. Although by 

then I had been living in the Northern Territory for ten years, I had never seen the mysterious but deadly creatures that lurk in our 

tropical waters. I saw great beauty in its translucent bell-shaped body and toxic tentacles, and the way they sparkled in the sun like 

chandeliers. I wanted to make that beauty, and walked home, thinking about how I could translate the myriad of basketry skills I had 



 

126 Chapter 4: Making Meaning - Creative Methodologies Used to Process and Express Ecological Concerns 

accumulated from many teachers over the years to imitate that jellyfish form. This experience was a catalyst for my Masters research 

and I began to use transparent fishing line to experiment with the shape and form of jellyfish. These first forms were more like upside 

down baskets. I was introduced to a renowned jellyfish researcher residing in Darwin, Professor Bart Currie, Head of Research for 

Infectious and New Diseases at the School of Menzies. It was important to Currie that I represented these properly, so he gave me a 

box jellyfish in a jar from his private collection, which scientifically informed my work. Internationally renowned jellyfish researcher, 

Lisa Gershwin (2007) revealed that, all over the world, different jellyfish breeds are blooming and coastal countries throughout the 

world have jellyfish problems due to overfishing, pollution, and the warming of the oceans making the perfect conditions for them to 

survive and thrive (Gershwin, 2007:76). Through my jellyfish, I weave the tragic story of the human condition, where we are destroying 

that which we need for rudimentary survival, highlighting the dire need for attention to the extreme ‘rubbishing’ of the ocean.  

Weaving and Watching 

Resulting artworks arising from this obsession with jellyfish were exhibited throughout Australia in varying forums and platforms, 

which will be discussed later in this chapter. Although I expanded my experimentations to other forms, jellyfish remained a central and 

important focus in the final examination exhibition, Weaving and Watching, at the Nan Giese Gallery at Charles Darwin University. A 

Giant jellyfish woven from blue and white fishing-line is central to the exhibition. This jellyfish also appeared at the Seabreeze festival, 

near my home, in a seaside exhibition (Figure 4-7). This is the largest jellyfish I have woven from fishing-line to date, and I set myself 
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this challenge as I wanted to represent the enormity of the issue of ecological imbalance in the ocean, making perfect living conditions 

for jellyfish. In Weaving and Watching, I portray the scientific influence, along with this issue through the presentation of many 

jellyfish of diverse colours and forms woven from fishing-line and presented in jars. Blooms (Figure 4-8) symbolically portrays what I 

believe is our attraction to unsustainable living practices that are creating problems, often without us knowing it. Throughout the 

exhibition, many of the works are blue and white. I purposefully chose this colour combination to continue the theme of delft inspired 

blue and white, representing my Dutch heritage as discussed in Chapter 3. Along with my ghost net weaving experimentations, 

jellyfish continue to be a major component of my practice-led investigations in this research project. These jellyfish forms morphed 

into other animal figures to expand upon the narrative of the impact of ghost gear upon ocean habitats and marine life.  
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Figure 4-7 Jellyfish, Installation at Seabreeze Festival, Nightcliff, Darwin, Photograph by Aly de Groot, 2017 
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Figure 4-8 Blooms, Aly de Groot, 2016, Fishing-line, Jars, Photograph by Fiona Morrison 
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Mermaids and other myths  

Whilst in the Netherlands, as well as exploring personal connections and links regarding my ancestral lands, I volunteered on a 

Greenpeace ship. I found myself on night watch, so it seemed natural to take some fishing line with me to keep myself occupied for 

the long night ahead. Continuing with the serendipity and fortuitous developments and opportunities that happened frequently 

throughout the research project, a close friend of mine was a deck hand on the ship, the Esperenza in Amsterdam. So, I found myself 

on night watch - watching and weaving. This was the first time I extended upon the use of the twining basketry technique that I had 

used to make the jellyfish forms to make a large-scale figurative piece, titled Till Human Voices Wake Us and we Drown (Figure 4-9). 

 

Figure 4-9 Till Human Voices Wake Us and We Drown, Aly de Groot, 2014, Photograph by Fiona Morrison 
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This artwork embodies the human attraction to consumer deceptions that allure us, like the siren hiding beneath the ocean’s 

sparkling surface, enticing and seducing us, but essentially drowning us. It is made from repurposed fishing line and reflects upon the 

mythology of the seductive mermaid. Mermaid mythology crosses cultures and can be found in fairy tales as well as Indigenous 

Australian dreaming stories and European folklore. A smaller version, Mermaid (Study), was chosen as a finalist in the fibre works 

category for the prestigious City of Hobart Art Prize in 2012 (Figure 4-10). Mermaid, Too Caught Up, was the last of my explorations 

with the female/fish form. The work was a finalist in the Waterhouse Natural History Art Prize at South Australia Museum in 2014. The 

work was well received by national audiences, including Art critic Sasha Grishin: 

One piece which I did find hauntingly attractive was by the young Darwin-based artist Aly de Groot, titled Mermaid – Too caught 

up. The winner of last year's TOGA Art Award, she weaves rather bizarre pseudo-marine forms out of discarded fishing line and fish 

hooks. These creations possess an ethereal beauty, while at the same time comment on the devastation caused to marine habitats 

by discarded fishing lines and fishing nets. (Grishin, 2014:65) 

In Weaving and Watching, these mermaids are presented together to symbolize my belief that women weaving together can 

address environmental issues, creating woven dialogues that resonate with ecofeminist and both ways philosophy principles (Aikau et 

al., 2013). 
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Figure 4-10 Mermaid (Study), Aly de Groot, Fishing-line, 2013. Photograph by Fiona Morrison. 
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Figure 4-11 Mermaid, Too Caught Up, Aly de Groot, 2014, fishing line, fish hook. Photograph by Fiona Morrison. 
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Crocodiles in the heart and swimming pool 

My figurative explorations expanded to crocodiles when I participated in the Artists in the Parks program at the Territory Wildlife 

Park in 2014. I fell in love with their handsome resident four-metre-long crocodile, affectionately known as Graham. I spent many an 

hour sitting near Graham, weaving and watching. I was given regular and behind the scenes access at the park, which is a vast nature 

reserve situated 50 kilometres south of Darwin. I frequented the park frequently so as to research ideas for new work as well as 

engage the broader community through ghost net weaving workshops. My favourite place to be was the walk-through aquarium, 

which houses some of the Top End’s most amazing aquatic life, including Graham. I held workshops with adults and children in the 

aquarium, where we wove baskets, sculpture and even Christmas decorations from discarded marine refuse, which poses a threat to 

many of the water species found in the Wildlife Park’s under water sanctuary. This time with Graham resulted in new work, where I 

have extended upon processes used previously to make my jellyfish and mermaids to give form and life to some crocodile skulls. The 

resulting ghostly figure titled Lucky - The Patron Saint for all Things Protected (Figure 4-12), so named because crocodiles are a 

protected species, unlike many of the water dwelling creatures in the Northern Territory who are suffering from marine debris and 

other ill-willed human activities.  

Dion Wed, the Curator of Natural Sciences at the Wildlife Park, told me that Graham was gifted to the Wildlife Park in 1991 from 

the Northern Territory Crocodile Farm. 
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He was going to be made into leather due to his cantankerous nature, but was offered to TWP as an alternative to the high-end 

fashionistas in Paris, London, New York and Sydney. He was paired with a female on 2 separate occasions and bashed them both, I 

don’t recall whether or not he killed one, but I think he may have, so he has been a bachelor ever since. (Personal communication 

Webb, 2013). 

I too felt lucky to have had the opportunity to spend so much time in the presence of such a magnificent beast, but am very 

grateful for the thick Perspex, which separated my good self from the misogynist reptile. I also felt blessed to utilise the Wildlife Park 

as a resource for inspiration as well as an avenue for communicating with the broader community about the impact marine debris has 

upon marine life in the Top End and throughout Australia and the world.  
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Figure 4-12 Lucky the Patron Saint for All Things Protected, Aly de Groot, 2013 
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Figure 4-13 Graham 2013, Aly de Groot. Photograph by Fiona Morrison  
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Beyond the issues of belonging and ownership of space and place, there is the increasing inevitability that our anthropogenic 

attitude as humans is making us the biggest threat to ourselves. Living in the Northern Territory, the reality of crocodiles is a part of 

everyday existence. Feminist writer Val Plumwood’s account of a crocodile attack (2012) sparked further creative exploration into 

making works depicting the primeval creature. Like Plumwood, I am aware of the in-between space where man and beasts’ worlds 

collide. This is inevitable, as where I live in Northern Australia, people have stumbled across the surprise of a crocodile sitting at the 

bottom of their pool. The work responding to this, Croc in the Pool (Figure 4-14), made from ghost nets, fishing line and a crocodile 

skull reflects on thoughts about how the animals with whom we share the planet are increasingly unknowing victims of human 

behaviour  causing loss of their food and habitat. In the worst instance, marine creatures lose their life, entrapped in discarded fishing 

nets (ghost nets) or consuming plastic rubbish. These crocodile works were well received by peers and audiences, with Lucky the 

Patron Saint for all Things Protected being a finalist and winner of the prestigious TOGA art award in 2013; and Graham being a finalist 

in the Waterhouse Natural History art prize, travelling to the South Australia museum in 2014 to share his story. Therefore, this series 

of crocodile works were included in Weaving and Watching as evidence of the objects created in the research project that carry an 

environmental message embedded within them, that engaged diverse audiences. 
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Figure 4-14 Croc in the Pool, Aly de Groot, 2016, ghost nets, crocodile skull, crocodile leather, fishing line. Photograph by Fiona Morrison  
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Birdlife (death) 

Worldwide, plastic is killing more than a million seabirds a year (Mission Blue, 2016). It kills by entanglement, most commonly in 

discarded synthetic fishing lines and nets. Bottle caps, pocket combs, cigarette lighters, tampon applicators, cotton bud shafts, 

toothbrushes, toys, syringes and plastic shopping bags are routinely found in the stomachs of dead seabirds and turtles (Figure 4-15).  

 

Figure 4-15 Dead Sea Bird with large plastic content in stomach. Photograph by Mission Blue, 2016 

This shocking revelation drove my desire to create a representation of sea birds found in Australia that are heavily impacted 

upon by human plastic waste. Pelicans are often found entangled in fishing-line and fishing net, so I found it pertinent to represent the 

impact that fishing-line has on pelicans by weaving from a pelican skull and clear fishing-line in Mr. Percival’s Ghost (figure 3.18). Also, 

the pelican has significance to many people and appears in many stories. To the Ngarrindjeri, the pelicans are often seen and 

represented in art in a cluster formation, representing how working together a community can achieve far more than a few working in 
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isolation (McMahon, 2013). Unlike the other animals represented in Weaving and Watching, the pelican hangs alone, representing the 

importance of working together to respect and preserve our natural habitats .  

 

Figure 4-16 Mr Percival’s Ghost, Aly de Groot, 2015. Photograph by Fiona Morrison 
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Another bird representation in the exhibition is Little Angry’s, a heron-like form woven from fishing line and plastic bags (Figure 

4-17). A feature of the bird is the head, which is made from a plastic spoon I found on the beach near my home. The bird’s legs are 

made from spent firecrackers. In 2015, on the dawn of the day after firecracker night, I was saddened by the abundance of rubbish left 

behind. I found the two used firecracker shells that became the artworks legs. I don’t want to be the fun police, but I’m hoping that 

the story held within this artwork may encourage people that live in my home town of Darwin, and beyond, to think more about the 

rubbish they leave behind after their celebrations and the impact it has on the people and creatures with whom they share 

recreational spaces with. The birds and I, we are the Little Angry’s. My concerns were presented to the public when Little Angry’s was 

included in the exhibition, Our feathered friends: The Art of Birds exhibition at the CDU Gallery in 2016/17. The exhibition profiled 

creative versions of bird species, by both Indigenous and non-Indigenous artists, illustrating the significant relationship between 

people and birds in the Northern Territory. Essentially, the exhibition reflected the regions’ abundant  birdlife. To reinforce with 

visitors the vulnerability of endangered bird species in the Top End, Darwin artist Chips Mackinolty created a rendition of the 

endangered Yellow Chat sub-species, (Epthianura crocea tunneyi) whose habitat in the Northern Territory includes the East Alligator 

River and Adelaide River floodplains. A current PhD candidate at CDU seeks to investigate the habitat management plans that may 

foster improved conditions to assist the survival of this creature.   
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Figure 4-17 Little Angry’s, Aly de Groot, 2015, Fishing line, plastic spoon, fire cracker, wire, plastic bags. Photograph by Fiona Morrison 



 

144 Chapter 4: Making Meaning - Creative Methodologies Used to Process and Express Ecological Concerns 

 

Figure 4-18 Magpie Goose, Aly de Groot, 2016, Fishing line, Fish hook. Photograph by Fiona Morrison 
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Figure 4-19 Wild Geese, A poem by Mary Oliver, 1999 

My suspended bird figure, Magpie Goose, also appeared in the exhibition at CDU. Magpie Geese are my favourite birds found in 

the Northern Territory. I always feel happy when I see them. Mary Oliver’s poem, Wild Geese (Figure 4-19) beautifully exemplifies the 

feelings of connection I get when I see them.  

Art meets science 

Melbourne-based artist, Sarah Crowest (2012, 2016), shares my sentiment of serendipitous developments dictating the direction 

of artistic research by engaging ‘intuitive, open-ended, non-masterful, materials-led processes that bring about the unforeseen’ 

Wild Geese 
You do not have to be good.   

You do not have to walk on your knees  
For a hundred miles through the desert, repenting.  

You only have to let the soft animal of your body love what it loves.  
Tell me about your despair, yours, and I will tell you mine.  

Meanwhile the world goes on.  
Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain are moving across the landscapes, 

over the prairies and the deep trees, the mountains and the rivers.  
Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clean blue air, are heading home again. 

 Whoever you are, no matter how lonely, the world offers itself to your imagination,  
calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting…over and over  

announcing your place in the family of things. 
 (Mary Oliver, 1993) 
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(Crowest, 2012:55). Humour and slapstick can provide a platform to alleviate and therefore support an unsettling stance. Within my 

methodology, I have tried to keep a playful light-heartedness and humour imbued within the objects I make, as well as the way they 

are presented.  

As well as humour, there is a need for science and art to align and work together, so that the emotion that drives us to want to 

explore and preserve the wonders of the natural world are activated. Many environmental issues facing society demand considerable 

public investment to reverse current trends. However, this investment will only arise if the general community is supportive, and 

community support is only likely if the issues are widely understood. Scientists often find it difficult to communicate with the public. 

The role of the visual arts is often overlooked in this regard, yet the arts have often communicated social issues, influenced and 

educated people, and challenged dominant paradigms. (Curtis et el., 2014) The recent success of ghost net art amongst Indigenous 

communities in northern Australia exemplifies the potential of creativity as an educative scientific tool. 

Australian Comedian, Dr Tim Minchin, who was awarded an Honorary Degree of Doctor of Letters from the University of 

Western Australia (UWA) for his contribution to the arts, gave an Occasional Address for a graduation ceremony at University of 

Western Australia: 

By the way, while I have science and arts grads in front of me: please don’t make the mistake of thinking the arts and sciences are 

at odds with one another. Science is not a body of knowledge, nor a system of belief; it is just a term which describes humankind’s 
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incremental acquisition of understanding through observation. Science is awesome. The arts and sciences need to work together 

to improve how knowledge is communicated. (Minchin, 2013). 

I endeavour to find a balance between the scientific, humorous and political to invite my audience to listen and act. Two 

playful works that embrace science and humour are Catch of the Day (Figure 4-20) and Sea Horses (Figure 4-21). Made from 

children’s toys, the whimsical creatures carry a serious message about the plastic polluted planet we are leaving for our 

children. 
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Figure 4-20 Catch of the Day, Aly de Groot, 2016, Fishing line, Barbie Dolls, Jars. Photograph by Fiona Morrison 
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Figure 4-21 Sea Horses, Aly de Groot, Fishing line, Doll heads, Photograph by Fiona Morrison 
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From mangroves to maples 

Whilst I used the cyanotype process to make sense of the unfamiliar landscape in the Netherlands, as discussed in Chapter 3, I 

continued to use this technique to transform my woven jellyfish to create two-dimensional images. These images were formed by 

placing jellyfish woven from fishing line directly onto paper, canvas and silk pieces that were treated with the cyanotype chemistry and 

then exposed to direct sunlight. The first work resulting from these experimentations were titled Jellyfish Study 1 (Figure 4-22) and 

Jellyfish Study 2 (Figure 4-23). 

American photographer, Robert Renfrow, was a mentor and inspiration when I participated in a cyanotype workshop with him at 

a TAFTA conference in 2008. Renfrow uses cyanotype as a medium and methodology to comment on environmental issues, such as his 

work, Uprooted (Figure 4-24), which is a direct photographic print of an Agave Cactus from the Arizona Desert. These ancient cactii are 

becoming increasingly threatened due to development. They are sensitive to being removed and transplanted, often into city 

environments where they quickly die. His work comments on the clumsy, insensitive way that human’s approach and manipulate the 

natural environment without thought or thanks. 

There is a world-wide phenomenon of international corporate culture, urban sprawl and global homogenization inundating and 

annihilating ancient places, people and traditions. The subtle yet persistent struggle against this flood by traditional cultures 

informs and inspires my work. (Renfrow 2006) 
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Like Renfrow, I use alternative photographic techniques, to address environmental issues. I wish to create awareness of these 

issues because, just like the box jellyfish that lurk in our tropical waters during the wet season, the issues they raise are often below 

the surface and remain unseen and hidden from view (Gershwin, 2005:86). Since 1903, photography has been utilised as an 

environmental platform by activists such as Beattie and Truchanas as discussed previously (Martin 2011). By utilising photographic 

processes, I am continuing traditions in Australia of the use of photography to express environment concerns. This use of photography 

exemplifies how artistic mediums can bring to our attention unseen and hidden ecological issues. I embrace the use of alternative 

photographic processes to add another dimension to the narrative embedded within my objects, bringing issues to the surface that 

are hiding below the surface, like a box jellyfish. 

From Mangroves to Maples (Figures 4-25, 4-26 and 4-27) represent the land and sea and how these worlds correlate with each 

other. The prints are made from a combination of the cyanotype and plant prints of Dutch Australian plants representing my cultural 

heritage and coming from two worlds. The blue background also gives the impression of leaves floating on water, like leaves that have 

drifted to shore from faraway lands. In Beneath the Surface (Figure 4-28), I bring these two worlds together; the place where my 

ancestors are from, and the place where I belong, representing the importance of ongoing exchange and respect. 
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Figure 4-22 Jellyfish Study 1,  cyanotype print on canvas and silk, wooden tapestry ring,Aly de Groot, 2016. Photograph by Fiona Morrison. 
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Figure 4-23 Jellyfish Study 2, Aly de Groot, 2015. Photograph by Fiona Morrison 
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Figure 4-24 Robert Renfrow, Uprooted (detail), 2011, Photograph by Robert Renfrow 
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Figure 4-25 From Mangroves to Maples Silk Study 1 and 2, Aly de Groot, 2017, Cyanotype and leaf prints on silk and canvas. Photograph by Fiona Morrison 
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Figure 4-26 From Mangroves to Maples Paper Studies, Aly de Groot, Cyanotype Print and Leaf Print on paper, red cotton, 2017. Photograph by Fiona Morrison 
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Figure 4-27 From Mangroves to Maples , work in progress, cyanotype print on recycled cotton rag paper, Aly de Groot, 2017. Photograph by Fiona Morrison 
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Figure 4-28 Beneath The Surface, Aly de Groot, cyanotype prints, mixed media. Photograph by Fiona Morrison 
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Off the box and out of the gallery  

Keller discussed her experiences in the Central Desert with the Tjanpi Desert Weavers researching her film, Runkani Runkani: 

Going Round and Round: Multisensory Experiences of the Tjanpi Desert Weavers, at the Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern 

Territory (MAGNT) in April 2012. She explained the parallels between fibre art and the senses and how these are engaged through 

smell, touch colour, visual, audio and purpose. The Tjanpi Desert weaver’s baskets and sculptures exemplify how basketry can be an 

engaged inquiry, embracing the senses through touch and smell, whilst simultaneously embodying the elements of design, making 

their sculptures and baskets unified and sophisticated pieces of contemporary art (Keller, 2012).  

I consider this embracing of the senses as an inadvertent political tool, enchanting and seducing the audience in a way that lulls 

them enough to comfortably pay attention to the subliminal message embedded in an object. Keller convincingly argues the need to 

consistently push boundaries regarding the possibility of displaying fibre objects. Because of the sensory nature of the artwork, she 

believes there is the potential to engage the audience in different ways, rather than just presenting objects on plinths. A major 

component of my studio-based research involved an exploration into different ways to exhibit my woven objects and forms. This lead 

to considering installation practice as a means of exploring abstract concepts related to environmental issues in a way that would 

engage a broad and diverse audience.  

My research into installation draws upon the writing of John Coleman who suggested:   
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The specificity of a sight/ location is, I believe, a woven container of associations…a fluid mix of the physical, emotional, personal, 

social and political. This fabric is non-linear: extending inwards, and out. The present is written upon by its inhabitants: all of us 

containers ourselves (Coleman, 2000:28).  

Installation devices can effectively channel an artist’s experiences with places on many levels, whether it is with a particular site 

or experience. My practical research led to move away from gallery settings, resulting in an exploration of different ways to install the 

artworks in different platforms and venues.   

Installation at the  Territory Wildlife Park  as a Darwin festival event in 2014 

I negotiated with the Darwin Festival to have an installation in the Territory Wildlife Park(TWP). Therefore, in August 2014, I 

transformed the underwater aquarium into a make-shift gallery (Figure 4-31). The exhibition was attended by thousands of people, 

many of whom would not have experienced the works if they were in a gallery setting. 

In this installation, as well as in Weaving and Watching, a series of turtles made from plastic bags, fishing line and ghost nets are 

‘swimming’ below the jellyfish (Figure 4-32). Turtles are the main predator of jellyfish and they eat the plastic bags thinking they are 

jellyfish. Also, of all marine animals, turtles are most affected by ghost nets and marine pollution in general, as they swim and feed in 

the currents that carry the nets. The Gulf of Carpentaria is a hotspot for both ghost nets and marine turtles as this region is prime 
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habitat for five of the seven global species of marine turtle. It is also a very fertile fishing ground attracting a huge range of fisheries, 

from small scale to large industrial enterprises (Ghost Nets Australia, 2016). 

 

Figure 4-29 Installation View of Underwater Basket Weaving installation by Aly de Groot at Darwin Festival, 2014. Photograph by Aly de Groot 



 

162 Chapter 4: Making Meaning - Creative Methodologies Used to Process and Express Ecological Concerns 

 

Figure 4-30 Installation View of Underwater Basket Weaving installation by Aly de Groot at Darwin Festival, 2014. Photograph by Aly de Groot 
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Ghost Net Bommie Project and Queensland Museum 

An installation of my large jellyfish woven from multi-coloured fishing line, featured suspended above a reef bommie made by 

Ghost Net artists in a project coordinated by Sue Ryan at Queensland Museum in Brisbane in 2013. Together, the two artworks tell the 

story about the impact that marine detritus has upon remote coastal communities and the marine habitat. The reef bommie (Figure 4-

31) project was conceived by artists Karen Hethey and Sue Ryan, then made with the assistance of artists Gina Allain, Kat McLean and 

Zoe de Jersey along with members of the general community. It was constructed from materials gathered during a beach clean-up in 

June 2013 at Mapoon on Cape York, under the collective auspices of Ghost Nets Australia, Tangaroa Blue, Australian Conservation 

Volunteers and Mapoon Aboriginal Community Land and Sea Rangers. Over 7000 thongs and 3 1/2 tonnes of plastic were removed 

from the 11-km beach during the clean-up. The future health of the Great Barrier Reef has recently been under great speculation, with 

recent approval granted to allow the dumping of millions of tonnes of dredging sludge into the World Heritage Site’s waters. Art 

projects such as this contribute to a transformation in attitudes towards viewing the ‘non-human’ world and our impact upon it. 

Although weaving is often used as an ecological metaphor, the physical act of adopting contemporary basket making techniques, along 

with recycled detritus, weaves the tragic story of the human condition, highlighting the urgent need for attention to the extreme 

‘rubbishing’ of the ocean. The woven installation also holds evidence of a creative dialogue that is progressing in Australia where 
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Indigenous and non-Indigenous people share a love and compassion for the natural world, working together to manifest creative 

avenues for promoting preservation and ecological awareness.   

 

Figure 4-31 Jellyfish and Ghost Net Reef Bommie Installation at Queensland Museum, 2014, Photograph by Aly de Groot 
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Installation at Ningaloo 

In 2016, I was approached by Freeman Ryan Design to put in a proposal for an oceanic themed artwork for a large exhibition 

centre they were designing for Exmouth Shire in Western Australia. Exmouth, which is 500 kilometres away from Wickham, the mining 

town where I was born, is a small historical town on the tip of the North-West Cape in Western Australia. The town is located 1,270 

kilometres north of the state capital Perth and 3,366 kilometres southwest of Darwin. 

The Ningaloo Centre is for scientific research in the region as well as providing a centralised resource for education and 

community engagement. My Installation at the Ningaloo centre was comprised of seven giant jellyfish approximately 100cm in 

diameter each (Figure 4-32). They were suspended from the roof of the centre and hung from stainless steel rods, like a giant mobile, 

rotating gently and slowly. The artworks acted as a warning about the jellyfish that can be increasingly found in the area due to rises in 

ocean temperatures (Gerswin, 2013).  
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Figure 4-32 Jellyfish, A kinetic Installation at Ningaloo Exhibition Centre, Exmouth, Western Australia, Photograph by Aly de Groot 
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Jellyfish wars 

Jellyfish Wars-Man versus Nature (Figure 4-33) were the last objects made before I progressed onto larger scale works. Jellyfish 

Wars-Man versus Nature is made from Japanese World War 2 helmets that I covered in ghost nets, representing the intercontinental 

marine menace, and a big problem in Northern Australia, washing up on remote beaches, indiscriminately catching and killing marine 

life such as dugongs, turtle, crocodiles and sea birds. The artwork also references Australia’s first military attack from the air when 

Darwin was bombed by Japanese aircraft in 1942. 

As with Cyclone Tracey, early warnings about the attack were ignored and many of the casualties from the bombing died at sea, 

lost forever in saltwater graves. The exhibition drew parallels with this unexpected attack and our complacency towards increasing 

signs of ecological balance, including the burgeoning of jellyfish populations and masses of birds dying due to the digestion of, and 

entanglement in, marine debris. Aboriginal and missionary spotters from Bathurst Island and beyond radioed warnings about Japanese 

aircraft flying overhead well before any alarm was sounded (Lea, 2014:2) and this has similarities to the ignored warnings about 

environmental degradation. These were the central works in an installation at the Northern Centre for Contemporary Art (Figure 4-35) 

along with my film: A ghost story, the art of Aly de Groot (2014). 
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Figure 4-33 The Jellyfish Wars, Aly de Groot, 2016, ghost net, World War Two Helmets, Fishing line. Photograph by Fiona Morrison 
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Figure 4-34 Installation view of the Installation, The Jellyfish Wars at the Northern Centre for Contemporary Art, Darwin, 2015. Photograph by Fiona Morrison 
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Figure 4-35 Film Still from A Ghost Story- The Art of Aly de Groot, Directed by Tim Parish, 2014 

I am consistently pushed to explore new technologies; such as the use of the film, which was yet another opportunity to share 

my story with a large audience in another medium. Directed by Darwin Film maker, Tim Parish, and featured on ABC’s I-view in May 

2014, the short film Ghost Story: The Art of Aly De Groot (can be viewed in full at https://vimeo.com/134807828, (Figure 4-35) is an 

evocative and haunting documentary that creatively depicts my multi-disciplinary practice with animation and visual metaphors. As 

well as giving insight into the motivations behind my practice, which I have explained in depth in this exegesis, the last part of the 

narrative poetically and pointedly summarises my creative ethos: 

Some say, ghosts are spirits caught between worlds; in order to release them, we have to unthread the knots that bind them here, 

only then can we set the ghost free, let it transform into its next incarnation, weaving something destructive into a thing of beauty, 
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we clear the ghosts from the ocean, but they’re still with us, reminding people of the unseen world. I believe that the objects we 

create are like our children, they don’t belong to us, we are just vessels that channel them, letting them go, to share their story 

with the world. (Aly de Groot, 2014) 

The film along with a series of my Ghost Net baskets were selected to appear in Earth Matters, an exhibition at the Textile 

Museum in Tilburg, the Netherlands, which is about half an hour drive from Kinderdike, where my father was born. Curator, Liedwij 

Edelkoort discussed the environmental theme embedded within the exhibition and how ‘this century has brought about a moment of 

reflection and radical change, making up for a century of ecological abuse, consumption, greed and violence. At this point, we feel the 

urge to explore alternatives and use natural ingredients, which gives us hope for the future’. (Edelkoort, 2017:33) 

I was thrilled to be the only other Australian Artist, besides India Flint, to be included amongst forty international makers who 

use a diversity of mediums, sharing my creative ethos of making meaning to encourage a shift in the way people consume and view 

our natural world and resources. 

Conclusion 

Witnessing firsthand the impact of marine debris, such as ghost nets, upon the coastal communities that I work within in 

northern Australia has had a profound impact upon me as an artist. Alongside my exploration of identity in place, and ways to 
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represent this, as described in the previous chapters, my studio-based research involved a considered move toward a deeper 

exploration of the use of contemporary craft techniques to make a literal response to oceanic problems. My intention of doing this 

was to enhance widespread awareness of these issues through woven narratives as well as offering a creative solution to the problem. 

As described above, this has been approached in two ways; the first engaging a broad cross section of the community through 

workshops, including young people in schools, the general community at festivals, and academics and art practitioners at conferences 

through facilitating marine debris workshops. The second has been by making artwork from marine debris to tell the story of the 

havoc it creates for marine habitats and animals and presenting these to the public in exhibitions and site-specific installations. Beyond 

the data presented in Tables 1 and 2, representing the quantity and diversity of audiences engaged as well as the amount of net 

creatively repurposed, there is a need to recognize the humanity necessary to support the data. The audience reached will hopefully 

have as much, or even more of an impact and effect than the amount of marine debris removed from the ocean. Hopefully, the story 

will be carried by the viewer so that they may reflect upon and share what they have learnt about the consequence of their actions or 

inaction. 

Overall the collection of works in the final examination exhibition, Weaving and Watching, at Charles Darwin University, will 

embody several years of exchange and experimentation to create multi-layered narratives that resonate with my past and on-going 

experiences with people, animals and places. These works are visual metaphors resulting from interdisciplinary creative 
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experimentation using recycled materials and basket-making techniques along with alternative photographic processes. The 

exhibition, comprised of woven objects and accompanied by two-dimensional leaf and cyanotype prints and the film, A Ghost Story, 

the Art of Aly de Groot, is the result of research into ways to communicate my environmental concerns as well as process my 

experiences and connections between people and place. In so doing, I hope that it will stimulate a platform for discussion and debate.  

These works can be viewed online as high resolution images through this link 

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1LDofdW2yno7MpLaip8rRZW-gy_VgPr0V?usp=sharing . 

The experience of seeing how people respond and react to my work outside of a normal gallery setting has led to my desire to 

want to explore more permanent and public works. It became increasingly evident to me that works in public spaces engage a broader 

and more diverse audience than work that exists purely within a gallery setting. These works created a sense of inquisitiveness 

amongst young and old, inspiring me to explore new techniques and methodologies to embrace this inquisitiveness further. I decided 

the best way to do this was through more conventional and permanent contrivances, such as public art. This step is recorded in 

Chapter 5 , Making Shift – Public Sculpture, which gives an in-depth explanation behind the motivations and meanings of the large 

scale permanent works that are situated upon several coastal sites in the Darwin area.  
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Chapter 5:  Making Shift - Public Sculpture as a Creative and Ecological Contrivance 

 

Figure 5-1 Detail of Public Sculpture Series, Interconnected-Migratory Shore Birds, Aly de Groot, 2016. Photograph by Aly de Groot 
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Introduction 

Share the Story, because from knowing comes caring and from caring comes change. (Plastic Ocean, 2016) 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Making Meaning, I was increasingly presenting my works in public places. My woven 

jellyfish forms were progressively becoming bigger, due to this and I appreciated the visual impact this had, as well as the increased 

attention these larger works seemed to receive. Although the smaller objects discussed in detail in Chapter 4 serve a purpose of 

recycling materials and carrying the story about what the pollutants they are made from and can do to the animals that they 

represent; making large-scale works that encapsulate the message of my work appeared to be more effective for making a shift in 

perceptions of the environment. Although these large-scale works are made with new materials, I found satisfaction with the power, 

presence and permanence that can be embedded within the large-scale objects. I was inspired by Sea Shepherd’s feature-length film 

on marine debris, A Plastic Ocean (2017), which emphasises the importance of sharing ideas and stories to communicate an invitation 

to change. A consideration of using other methodologies and materials followed, so that I could exhibit works outside and on a 

grander scale to reach a broader audience. To do this I needed to consider durability, permanence and safety. This led to 

experimentation and research into ways to translate my fishing line woven forms. Bronze seemed like a natural progression 

considering that metal is often used as a medium for presenting outside large scale works in Australia and throughout the world.  
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Therefore, a major component of my studio-based research and works produced for this project became a series of large-scale 

public works that now reside permanently in three idyllic seaside locations in my hometown of Darwin in Northern Australia. This 

series of large-scale major public works bring marine life that is usually hidden in the sea or in the air, onto the surface, to draw 

attention to human activity that is impacting upon these hidden creatures. This chapter will explain the story behind the production of 

these large-scale public art works.   

From Monuments to Maidens  

A progression into public sculpture was a surprise development in this research project, and there are many complexities and 

issues surrounding the public art arena that would warrant another complete exegesis. However, one thing that became apparent to 

me is that public sculpture is a voice that gives echo to the political and social climates of a place. In the past, the predominant voice 

was the masculine, often the founding forefather of a place (Foushee, 2016). This is echoed across Australia and the world, and is no 

less apparent in my hometown of Darwin where there are countless sculptures depicting bombing and male achievements from early 

settler history.  

An example of societal rejection of these histories and demand for change is no more evident than the interesting developments 

in South Africa where Rhodes Must Fall (#RhodesMustFall) became a protest movement in 2015, originally directed against a statue at 

the University of Cape Town (UCT) that commemorates the notorious and overtly racist, Cecil Rhodes. Following large scale protests, a 
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UCT Council vote decided to have the statue removed. The Rhodes Must Fall protests inspired the emergence of allied student 

movements at other universities, both within South Africa and elsewhere (Chaudhuri, 2016). South African feminist and artist, 

Sethembile Msezane, demonstrated through performance art how the process of commemorative practice informs constructions of 

history (Msezane, 2016). She addressed the absence of the black female body in public monuments and spaces, performing at the 

removal of the John Cecil Rhodes statue by inserting the black female form into history as seen in Figure 5-2. The Rhodes sculpture 

must fall movement demonstrates the complexities and changes in public art and exemplifies the notion that public art is a living 

history, an ongoing conversation, and suggests that voices are changing towards the feminine and moving towards stories that aren’t 

just white, male and colonial. While the Australian context is different to South Africa, I was aware of this change in attitudes towards 

public art when considering the concept and process for my first major public sculpture, Intertwined.  
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Figure 5-2 Sethembile Msezane, Performance at Rhodes sculpture removal, Photograph by Sethembile Msezane, 2015 
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I must further position this change in my practice alongside a brief background about the material and the purposes it has been 

used for in the past. Alongside memorials to male colonists, such as Rhodes, bronze is a medium used traditionally in sculpture for 

hundreds of years throughout the world. An example of classic bronze sculpture by French sculptor, Francois-Joseph Bosio in 1824, 

depicts a life-sized figure titled Hercules Grappling Achelous Transformed into a Snake (Figure 5-3). I took this photo at the Louvre 

Museum in Paris, where I was overwhelmed by the large collection of bronze sculpture depicting men battling with animals. My 

adoption of bronze as a medium to depict animals that are an important component in the biosphere where I live, is an attempt to 

recreate meaning and relationships with, and for, the animals and their habitats that we share with them. Through the works 

described below, I wish to celebrate the hidden creatures that are suffering from these long existing attitudes that undermine the 

worth of nature.  
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Figure 5-3 Francois-Joseph Bosio, Hercules Grappling Achelous, Transformed into a Snake, The Louvre Museum, Paris. Photograph by Aly de Groot 2017 
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Intertwined 

Intertwined (Figure 5-5), is comprised of a pair of large-scale bronze jellyfish that were installed at East Point Nature Reserve in 

Darwin in 2014. The large woven jellyfish forms were created using basket making techniques along with reclaimed rope collected 

whilst working on the Ghost Nets Australia weaving projects in Arnhem Land that were discussed in Chapter 4. After a process of 

design and communication with stakeholders, including Traditional Owners, the City of Darwin and public representatives, the woven 

rope forms were then fabricated into bronze, working with metal worker, Phillip Piperides in his Brisbane foundry. In developing the 

work, I was joined by Larrakia Elder, Bilawara Lee, who is a respected Elder and teacher with extensive experience in cultural 

consultancy and part of a very large, vibrant, Aboriginal family in Darwin. I first met Bilawara Lee more than a decade earlier when she 

approached me and requested that I teach her and her family the traditional ways of collecting pandanas and weaving it into baskets. I 

refused monetary exchange, as I explained that I believed that knowledge belongs to her and her family and was honoured to have the 

opportunity to return it her. We spent the day at Rapid Creek, near our homes in Darwin, collecting pandanas and preparing it, and 

Bilawara Lee told me her family stories about the area. She spoke to the ancestors of those lands and introduced me, explaining to 

them who I am, giving me permission to harvest and collect basket-making materials on Larrakia lands.  

This exchange was important to me, as I believe strongly that it is imperative to adhere to these protocols respectfully, consider 

the both ways philosophy of learning, and living together. I was privileged to be formally introduced to Bilawara’s ancestral lands. This 
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was when I felt I had arrived and properly belong, continuing a tradition of exchange between my ancestors and hers. We continue to 

be close friends, and Bilawara has been a cultural informant and collaborator on all of my large scale public works in the Darwin area. 

In the making of Intertwined, Bilawara worked with me to provide cultural support, providing information about any cultural protocols 

or prerequisites for working respectfully on Larrakia land. This helped further my aim to depict important animals using both ways 

perspectives. She also joined me in the bronze foundry to work with me to weave the animals. Before work commenced, Bilawara 

ceremoniously prepared and smoked the creative space with cockatoo feathers and burnt sage, to set a beautiful and focused start to 

the project. The following day, we wove the jellyfish bells together. Harbouring cross-cultural exchange whilst marrying the old with 

the new and the traditional with the contemporary, the many woven strands coming together represent numerous reasons why East 

Point is a significant and important place to many people and creatures. Interwoven and entwined together, like the ropey jellyfish 

tentacles.   

Intertwined was installed and officially launched at East Point Nature Reserve, Fannie Bay, Darwin, in September 2014. The 

ceremony was a joyous occasion where more than one hundred people gathered. There were pedal-powered smoothies and a 

barbecue to be enjoyed, and Lord Mayor Katrina Fong Lim cut an ochre-coloured ribbon (Figure 5-4). Bilawara Lee enveloped the 

artworks in healing smoke to cleanse and welcome the giant creatures, whilst explaining the significance of the artwork: 
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Jellyfish totem speaks to us of simplifying our life - that we should go with the flow of the currents and allow things to take their 

course. She shows how to rest in the earthly realm and not to rush. We are encouraged to take a walk; get close to nature so you 

can see the world in a better light. How apt is this wisdom – it fits perfectly with where Aly’s wonderful jellyfish children are 

located. It encourages us to slow down and take life easier – not to be dominated by stress and worries (Opening speech of 

Intertwined, Bilawara Lee, 2014).   

Over the two years that it took Intertwined to come to fruition, I also conceived, gestated and birthed a child. I affectionately 

refer to the two figures as my jelly babies, and the sculptures are dedicated to my two children—my teenage son, Zion, and my baby 

girl, Stella. While public sculpture can divide communities—some embrace it wholeheartedly whilst others bleat despairingly about 

seemingly wasted public spending—I see Intertwined as my gift to the City of Darwin and her many visitors. I harbour hope that the 

artwork will have personal significance for the many people who ride, run, skate, skip and drive past the sculptures. Hopefully many a 

glorious sunset will be viewed from the strategically placed rocks that play an integral role in the overall ambience of the artwork, 

creating a space where people may linger longer and enjoy the place, ponder the art, and perhaps even fall in love. I have already 

witnessed signs of this occurring while picnicking by the sculptures with my family when a girl rode past and said to her friends, ‘The 

big one, that’s my mum, the little one is my brother.’ This creative adventure into public works has cemented the belief d iscussed in 

Chapter 4, which was poetically explained in Parish’s film (2014); that artwork, especially public works, are like our children, not 
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belonging to the maker. We are the vessels that channel them, gifting them to the world to find their own position on the earth and in 

people’s hearts. 

 

Figure 5-4 Opening Ceremony of Intertwined with Bilawara Lee. Photograph by City of Darwin 2014 
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Figure 5-5 Intertwined, Aly de Groot, Bronze, East Point, Darwin. Photograph by William Caroll, 2014 
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Interconnect 

My second and third bronze sculptures are titled Interconnect and are comprised of a mother and baby dugong at Dripstone 

cliffs and a series of migratory shore birds at Lee Point, which are both seaside areas and part of the Casuarina Coastal Reserve on the 

north of Darwin city. The works carry a conservation message about the animals found in the areas where the sculptures reside. They 

act as tools for educating people about the animals as well as issues surrounding them, such as safety and preservation. Research for 

Interconnect involved consulting and working with Bilawara Lee once again, as well as a leading researcher and expert on migratory 

seabirds at Charles Darwin University, Amanda Lilleyman (2014). Lee informed the work culturally as well as making sure I worked 

within Larrakia custom and belief. The importance of working with Bilawara Lee in this way is most apparent when she informed me 

that one of the birds I originally chose to depict in the Lee Point Migratory Shore Bird sculpture cluster, was inappropriate, because if 

these birds were depicted, it would cause unease and upset and repel some people from wanting to visit that site. That, of course, is 

the opposite of what I want to achieve. Amanda Lilleyman gave me an informative list of the migratory shore birds that she had 

collected as data for her research and I then chose two birds from that list. Taking into consideration cultural issues, after gaining 

approval from Bilawara, I chose to represent the sandpiper and the common green shank, as I like their form and character.  
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To provide some explanation of the concept and the placement of these sculptures, some orientation is provided. Lee Point is 

refuge to many (some rare) migratory shore birds that travel from afar to nest. Thirty-seven species of migratory shorebird visit 

Australia each year. These species carry out some of the most incredible migrations in the natural world. Each year, they journey many 

thousands of kilometres along the East Asian-Australasian flyway between Australia and breeding grounds in the northern 

hemisphere. Shorebird habitats are being subjected to a broad range of threats including destruction and degradation from industrial 

and residential developments, disturbance from recreational activities such as off-road driving, fishing, jet boats, and off- leash dogs. 

Excessive disturbance can reduce the birds’ feeding time, or force them to move to less suitable habitat. Climate change—expected 

sea level rise, increased temperatures, and more frequent extreme weather events—will further decline coastal habitats for 

shorebirds. Australia’s coastal and freshwater wetlands, such as the habitat at Lee Point, provide vital habitat for these birds during 

their non-breeding season. During high tide, they rest nearby at suitable roosting sites, such as on ocean beaches or in salt marshes 

bordering coastal wetlands (Lilleyman 2014).  

To orientate the second sculpture along the Casuarina Coastal reserve, some detail is provided of the site and the animal 

depicted. Australia is home to the largest population of dugongs in the world. Large numbers of dugongs live to the north of the 

Northern Territory, with a population of over 20,000 in the Gulf of Carpentaria alone. Dugongs are subject to a range of human threats 

throughout their global distribution, including entanglement in shark nets for bather protection, entanglement in fishing nets (e.g. 
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mesh and gill nets), entanglement in marine debris, loss and degradation of important habitat such as sea-grass meadows, 

unsustainable traditional use and collisions with boats (National Dugong and Turtle Protection Plan 2017).  

Making Shift 

The creatures depicted in my sculpture series form a dialogue, which explores the fragile dependency that humans have upon 

the earth and the paradox of human dependency upon that which may ultimately destroy us. The creatures in the artworks are silent 

witnesses from the past and present, reminding us to make responsible decisions for our future. The artworks are accompanied by 

educative signage (Figures 5-8 and 5-9), which explains the processes involved in making the work as well the themes embedded 

within them. It is my hope that these works will engage a broad and diverse audience, many of whom would not usually consider or 

consume art. The works embrace feminist and ecofeminist principles as outlined by authors such as Merchant (1983), Miles (1993), 

Cuomo (2002) and Mohanty (2003). Through adopting the feminine methodology of basketry in what was in the past a masculine 

domain of public bronze works to draw attention to ecological issues. Both ways principles are adhered to, through consultation and 

collaboration. 
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Figure 4.7 Interconnect- Migratory Shore Birds, Aly de Groot, 2016, Situated at Lee Point, Casuarina Coastal Reserve, Darwin, Photograph by William Caroll 
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Figure 5-6 Interconnect- Migratory Shore Birds, (detail) Aly de Groot, 2016, Situated at Lee Point, Casuarina Coastal Reserve, Darwin. Photograph by William 
Caroll 
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Figure 5-7 Interconnect – Mother and Baby Dugong, Aly de Groot, 2016, Situated at Dripstone Cliffs, Casuarina Coastal Reserve, Darwin.  
Photograph by William Caroll 
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Figure 5-8 Signage accompanying the Interconnect public artworks. Photograph by Northern Territory Parks and Wildlife 
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Figure 5-9 Signage accompanying the Interconnect public artworks, Photograph by Northern Territory Parks and Wildlife 
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Conclusion 

Through this sculptural work, I have sought to encourage a possible shift in the way people view their surrounding environment. 

Perhaps the work will help viewers consider the impact they have upon the marine environment and inhabitants, and upon people 

who depend on the health of the ocean for their health, happiness and livelihood. Public sculpture is often received with scrutiny, as it 

is just that, public. However, the acceptance of these works signifies that the public are ready for different works that aren’t only 

monuments to war and man. Perhaps audiences are more open to natural phenomena and her stories, the histories of harvesting 

from and with the land. I hope the woven large scale public works hold evidence of a creative dialogue that is progressing in Australia 

where Indigenous and non-Indigenous people share a love and compassion for the natural world, working together to manifest 

creative avenues for promoting preservation and ecological awareness.  
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Chapter 6:  Conclusions 
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What was researched and how the research was conducted 

Fibre is important in positioning female Aboriginal artists as creators of significant artwork expressed from a female perspective, 

carrying Aboriginal women’s art-work into a contemporary context, as valid cultivators of culture, and custodians and keepers of the 

natural world, maintaining a link between the two, even after the detrimental impact of colonisation. Until recently, fibre work and 

women’s work in general, has been marginalized as craft and deemed as less significant in comparison with other art forms. There 

have been many developments, which see fibre artists exchanging and sharing skills, resulting in a dynamic fibre art movement 

existing in Australia today.  

My findings, discussed in Chapter 2, demonstrate that basketry can bring people together, where traditional weaving styles are 

naturally adapted and reinterpreted. Non-Indigenous fibre artists, such as West Australian fibre artist Nalda Searles and researchers 

and curators such as Margie West, Louise Hamby and Kevin Murray, were shown to be at the forefront of encouraging these 

developments. Fibre art is inadvertently political in the sense that fibre artists, such as Wilma Walker and Lena Yarinkura, often against 

amazing odds, not only maintained an integral aspect of their material culture but also developed the art form with flamboyant 

innovativeness and relevance to contemporary issues. My practical findings also demonstrated the effectiveness of basketry as a 

medium for exchange and sharing. The multi-disciplinary collaboration between Ghost Nets Australia and the Ghost Net Art Project 

participants offers a model that may exert pressure on politicians to enable national and international governments and industry 
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policy changes to tackle the problem of ghost nets comprehensively in the future.  The Ghost Net Art Project has resulted in a new, 

now recognised, art form, which is playing a significant role in raising awareness of the growing problem of marine debris.   

Chapter 3 discussed links created with my Dutch ancestry by taking my creative practice to the Netherlands as an artist in 

residence in the city of Arnhem municipality. I described how this experience fulfilled a missing link within my studio-based practice. 

Working with my Dutch ancestry helped identify my place in this research as well as creating a personal, and subsequently creative, 

link to my predecessors who first visited these shores more than 400 years ago. Artists such as Pamela Croft and Nalda Searles, who 

have both had a deep influence upon my creative exploration, source their materials and subject matter from the direct environment 

to create artwork that reminds us of our complex dependency on the health of the natural world for our survival. I continue this 

extended understanding of cross-cultural exchange through learning and sharing traditional and contemporary fibre art skills. Fibre art 

remains a gentle, non-environmentally damaging but strong, popular medium, and artists are using it to create their own relationship 

with the Australian landscape and its traditional owners. One could suggest that every fibre artist possesses a story to be created with 

their hands from the land and these stories together are weaving a tale of women working together to celebrate the biosphere and 

each other.  

Chapter 4 consolidated my research by putting into action the theory linking deep ecology, ecofeminism and both ways 

education along with links to the exhibition for examiners to view. I worked with the notion that many Australian women are using 
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basket making and craft processes to make contemporary visual art that stimulates feminist and environmental dialogue. I considered 

that, while our individual experiences and responses may often differ, this work contributes to a dynamic and ever-changing fibre art 

movement in Australia. Although in the past, emotion and science were kept separated, I argue the need for the two to be united to 

truly affect change. I demonstrated how I share my concerns and hopes about plastic pollution in our oceans and on our beaches 

through Ghost Net weaving workshops. Secondly, I explored many different basket making techniques, along with ghost nets, fishing 

line and found items to make sculpture, objects and installations that express my environmental concerns. Many of these works were 

presented in many platforms including local, national and international exhibitions, art prizes and installations, fulfilling my desire to 

engage as broad and wide an audience as possible. This was an important element of the research process, to demonstrate the 

effective of fibre art to carry an environmental message. The final examination exhibition at Charles Darwin University, Weaving and 

Watching, was the culmination of my personal responses to my surrounding environment manifested as a body of artwork that 

attempts to address environmental issues surrounding the ocean’s ecology.   

In Chapter 5, I extended upon ideas introduced in Chapter 4, relating to the potential of creative works to influence the way the 

viewer sees the natural world as well as laying down platforms for discussion, helping us to know the ocean’s beauty and ecological 

issues. I share the concerns and sentiments of Martiniello and Keller, that fibre objects deserve to transcend the limitations of gallery 
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settings and museums, hence the exploration of presenting the objects I produced in other settings. A surprising development in these 

explorations was public sculpture, and at the end of the exegesis, this was a new beginning for my practice. 

Contribution to Research 

My aim was to take contemporary basketry to strange and new places through an exploration of different mediums, techniques 

and technologies. Through this exegesis, the exhibition and the public works, I have demonstrated that through an exploration of man-

made materials, found objects and basket making techniques, non-Indigenous fibre artists can redefine the attitude towards the land 

that was forged by our predecessors. Many of the environmental issues discussed are complicated and life-threatening, sometimes 

creating divides within communities.  Artists discussed above choose to work together for positive change in government through 

legislation and attitudes. Fibre arts practice in Australia demonstrates how this change can be initiated through the chosen subject 

matter and materials used such as animals woven from ghost nets to demonstrate the struggle of these creatures due to human 

reckless behaviour. 

By making informed responses to environmental and political issues through an exploration of ecofeminist and both ways 

philosophies and methodologies, my research aims to contribute original and significant knowledge to influence the way that people 

consume and view the natural world. Whilst I hesitate to presume that making art from leaves and rubbish will offer solutions to major 
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environmental catastrophes, the aim of my research and object making is to contribute to a transformation in attitudes towards the 

‘non-human’ world and women’s work. 

Through working with, teaching and learning from others, I am continuing a tradition where people have exchanged knowledge 

using basketry processes as a universal language of communication, resulting in dynamic responses and developments in fibre art. I 

passionately believe that this is the nature of the art form to be shared and transformed, with each fibre artist developing his or her 

own narrative and approach. I argue that, for environmental issues to be properly addressed, there needs to be an entire shift in the 

way humans relate to the planet and its beings. Like many, I believe that for this true shift in attitudes towards the natural world to 

occur, eco- feminist principles need to be recognized and maintained. Australian women use basket making and craft processes to 

make contemporary visual art that creates feminist and post-colonial commentary. However, our individual experiences and 

responses differ and contribute to a dynamic fibre art movement in Australia. 

I have arrived at this new understanding through a vital combination of materials and changing art practice linked to practice-led 

theory. Overall, the collection of works arising from my practical research create multi-layered narratives and visual metaphors 

resulting from interdisciplinary creative experimentation using natural man-made and recycled materials and basket-making 

techniques along with alternative photographic processes. These processes remain current in my work and have informed my move to 

large public sculptures. I have sought to build greater respect for women’s work, but ironically this has meant using the form of bronze 
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in public art, which has historically been a masculine medium and domain. Nevertheless, I continue to draw strength from women’s 

work in history, such as that of Anna Atkins and Indigenous fibre artists Wilma Walker, who demonstrate the resilience and survival of 

a message and how that message can be received when people are ready.  

Each element in this exegesis, and subsequently the final exhibition, has a separate message. Together they form a narrative that 

encompasses the past and the present to address issues that need to be considered in regard to the environment and our future 

actions. At the beginning of the candidature I set out to make a body of work, which I have done, but due to the nature of the change 

in my practice, partly due to my findings and serendipitous events, the end of candidature exhibition quickly became the least 

important aspect of my research. Although these large-scale works are made with new materials, I found satisfaction with the power, 

presence and permanence that can be embedded within the large-scale objects.  

Because of the sensory nature of the artwork, there is the potential to engage the audience in different ways, rather than just 

objects on plinths. I have endeavoured to explore different ways to exhibit my woven objects and forms as well as reach as broad an 

audience as possible, not just in galleries and on plinths. As evidenced in this exegesis, I have also increasingly been inclined to move 

away from gallery settings, exploring opportunities to exhibit and install my artwork elsewhere. By doing this, I have provided 

evidence for my argument that contemporary fibre art is an unassuming but powerful medium, which can contribute to a change of 
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perceptions in the way we treat the natural world by laying down platforms for discussion whilst bringing important issues to the 

public eye.   

Future Directions 

The research herein has steered me in several new international and domestic directions as an artist and eco-feminist interested in 

communicating her work to a broad audience. As a contemporary non-Indigenous fibre artist, I will continue to explore basket-making 

techniques along with man-made materials to reflect my continuing relationship with this land and the people from the many 

Aboriginal language groups and lands that make up Australia. I have an ongoing commitment to the serious and exacerbating issue of 

marine debris, and will continue to explore creative ways to address this issue. This includes reaching a diverse audience through 

workshops, making objects and public art that weave stories to sing for marine life and coastal communities that are drowning from 

the discarded excess of our addiction to plastics, highlighting the need for immediate attention to the extreme ‘rubbishing’ of the 

ocean. This is a global issue, and I will endeavour to reach a global audience, with an aim to exhibit, facilitate workshops and pursue 

public art opportunities for international audiences. I also aim to continue and develop the creative relationship with my ancestral 

lands in the Netherlands that I initiated at the start of the candidature. 
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Supplement 1 

Supplement to Exegesis relating to examiner’s comments 

 

This rebuttal is in response to the comments from one examiner. Herein I consider their commentary but have, in the main, rejected their 
suggestions for change. I appreciate the time and effort taken to make these comments but I believe they have misunderstood my work and my 
intent. I hope my response explains the questions they had about my work more clearly. Each comment is addressed below. 

1. Inadequate research design of the research questions. The current research questions cannot be answered by the selected 
methods. 

The questions are thoroughly answered and considered in depth in each chapter.  Please find my justification listed below each question and 
examples and page numbers where this is demonstrated. The conclusion chapter brings the four questions and methods used together. Given the 
research is practice-led these questions remain valid. 

How are contemporary basket weaving practices in Northern Australia used as an environmental contrivance? 
Method used applying theory and research of other’s work.   

Ecofeminism- An example of ecofeminist principles used as an environmental contrivance is epitomised in the multiple practical workshops I 
facilitated with diverse audiences, effectively embracing ecological focused inclusivity of women.  

Other examples where I cover the methods used to address this question are demonstrated on page 8, 58-72 

Both ways - Exhibiting together is a way for Australian artist groups to perpetuate cultural exchange and raise awareness amongst a global 
audience regarding the protection of the oceans. The many Ghost Net Art Projects I discuss and am involved in demonstrates the compelling 
power of projects that weave art, cultural heritage, community participation and storytelling into tools that raise environmental awareness 
in both the community and at a political level. 50, 58-72  

 How can my Dutch cultural heritage inform my art practice?   

Demonstrated thoroughly in chapter 3- From Arnhem to Arnhem, pages 73-104 

Method used applying theory 

Eco feminism -Primarily learning basket making from Indigenous women, I gained tools and skills that allowed an on-going relationship with 
this land and its traditional owners, the many people of the many lands that make up Indigenous Australia. My respect and concern for the 
environment has been strengthened by these experiences. This is the nature of the art form, to be shared and transformed, with each fibre-
artist developing his or her own narrative and approach, drawing on their personal experiences to tackle complex issues from the personal 
to the political. 
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 Other examples where I cover the methods used to address this question are demonstrated on  page 101 

Deep ecology- “Like Keppel, I also find connectedness, and try to form a relationship with wherever I may be through the use of repetitive 
craft processes and found materials sourced from the land. I too felt a longing to return to my ‘ancestral’ lands to find connection and 
address a feeling of something missing in regard to my connection with Australia and it’s First Nation People” page 83.  

 

Other examples where I cover the methods used to address this question are demonstrated on page  on page 91  

Both Ways- “I believe that many Australians are forging ways to create meaningful relationships with Australia’s first peoples. Many artists, 
including myself, are creatively researching ways to achieve this through reflection and imagination that goes beyond the superficiality she 
described” page76 

 

“Stan Grant’s (2016) metaphorical language above reflects my personal experiences of learning from and working with people using 
basketry methodologies as a language for communication and connection. My creative endeavours have been profoundly inspired and 
informed by my friendships with fellow fibre artists such as Wilma Walker, as well as by cross-cultural collaborative art projects discussed in 
Chapter 1. Working with different people from the many different lands and language groups that make up Aboriginal Australia, it became 
increasingly apparent to me that to do this properly, I needed to cultivate an understanding of my own cultural heritage. Conversations and 
experiences with friends and colleagues made the importance of establishing a connection with my Dutch ancestry obvious. Hence the 
decision to commence this research project in the Netherlands” page 74 

“As an Australian born artist with Dutch ancestry, I recognise the importance of cross-cultural exchange through learning and sharing 
traditional and contemporary basket art skills with a broad cross section of the community, including as a guest artist invited to work with 
women on remote Indigenous communities. Working within these communities, I am consistently aware of the both ways philosophy, 
where teaching and learning occur simultaneously” Page 11 

Other examples where I cover the methods used to address this question are demonstrated on page  77, 78 80, 84,91, 127 
How can an artist integrate the concepts of both ways and ecofeminism into their work? 

Method used – 

Both ways-“I have personally reflected on questions about the practice of solidarity since first learning traditional basketry”.  page15 

 “The work is a memorial but also acknowledges that both Tasmanian kelp and people have, despite adversity, survived and still exist. 
Existence and preservation are an ongoing theme in West’s work. The artwork portrays the unspeakable acts of genocide committed against 
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her people and simultaneously depicts the issue of environmental exploitation and degradation” page 50. Other examples found on page 40, 
119, 131 

The long history of exchange of cross-cultural exchange epitomises the historical influence of the both ways philosophy which impacts upon 
contemporary fibre arts today. This is demonstrated on page 30. 

Ecofeminism “ I have consistently sought to explore ways in which to translate basketry techniques along with a variety of mediums to 
develop my personal relationship with the natural environment and maintain a respectful relationship with the traditional owners of 
this country, as well as the land itself” Page 14, 119, 126 

 “My personal experiences of weaving with Wilma Walker demonstrate how basketry can be a language of common purpose”. Page 30 
Other people’s significant contributions towards fibre art developments in Australia in regards to the both ways methodology are also 
discussed in depth. 
“Searles’ passion for fibre along with her endless curiosity and playfulness cemented my suspicions of the boundless possibilities for fibre as 
a medium and as a means for creating a relationship with the land and the original peoples of this country… An example of Searles’ recent 
works show that she continues to freely experiment with plant and recycled materials to create woven baskets and forms that express her 
environmental concerns along with her love and respect for Indigenous people and culture.” page 38 
 

What is the best way to develop art practice so it communicates with a broad audience? 

Method Used- Deep ecology 
 “Both ways and ecofeminism can come together seamlessly. For example, Australian feminist writer and environmental philosopher, Val 
Plumwood found inspiration through her association with Indigenous people and places. She emphasised the enrichment of challenging 
experiences in remote Northern Australia, stressing the fact that ‘love is not limited by species’ (Plumwood, 2007:28). She validated the idea 
that relationships are not limited to human interaction, and women can form meaningful relationships with places that nourish us and 
inform our lives and motivations. Basketry is an effective medium for accomplishing this synergy”. Oher examples found on page 106, 
108,109 

Ecofeminism-“Fibre plays an integral role in positioning female Indigenous artists as important creators of significant artwork expressed 
from a female perspective, depicting cultural stories, as well as contemporary issues that affect them today” page 46.  
 
Other examples found on page 107, 151 
Both ways- “Through the exploration of plant materials, recycled and found objects along with technical knowledge gathered from 
mentors—including basket-maker, Wendy Golden; West Australian fibre artist, Nalda Searles; American basket maker, Jackie Abrams; and 
South Australian textile artist, India Flint—I have developed ways to make environmental commentary through fibre interpretations. This is 
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achieved through a cross-disciplinary art practice that celebrates the woven object and the land from where the materials are collected” 
Page 17 
“Artists such as Wilma Walker constantly emphasise ‘both ways’ philosophy as a fact of contemporary existence, and their baskets are a 
celebration of survival and respond to a historical situation of oppression.” Page 30 
Other examples demonstrated on pages 40, 42, 45, 46, 48, 52, 56,115, 116,120 

2) Inadequate research in the literature review. Some information such as Deep Ecology and Ecofeminism is superficial and lack currency. 
Ecofeminism could be removed. 

While I do concede there may be some limitations in my literature review, I have demonstrated all the influences on my work thoroughly, 
including relevant philosophical influences such as deep ecology and ecofeminism. I therefore strongly contend that ecofeminism is 
imperative in forming the background to my research and has had and continues to have extreme importance in informing my practice, with 
many of the practice led artistic outcomes informed by the theory.  
 

3) The use of critical auto-ethnography in the literature review and subsequent chapters has produced a non-academic quality in the 
exegesis. The exegesis tells your life story in the arts as opposed to describing how your research has interacted with extant social and 
political theories to provokle thought reflection, action and reflexivity. 

 
My use of critical auto-ethnography is justified as an essential component of my research in the Introduction. As a way of conducting 
qualitative research, my art making has required consistent reflection and renewal. This is reflected in the writing about my work as well 
where I consider my role in sharing these ideas. 
I clearly explain this perspective early in the exegesis. “This style of writing aims to not only appeal to academic audiences but also reach 
beyond a scholastic viewer, as I want the message imbued within the work to appeal to as diverse an audience as possible. This appeal is 
manifested in the exegesis through referencing personal experiences. On a material level, the methodology of artistic workshops and public 
showcasing of my work is also embraced to engage diverse audiences” page 18 
 

4) The topics of interest are too numerous and are not investigated in depth, including basketry weaving, Indigenous basketry techniques, 
dying fibres, basket makers, fibre artists, Indigenous knowledge, woman’s work, ecofeminism, working Both-ways, collaboration, deep 
ecology, environmental concerns and Dutch heritage. A more consolidated focus might be Contemporary fibre art, Indigenous sculptural 
fibre and basketry (inspiration and sharing), the Anrthropocene and your insider story of being haunted by ghost nets. 

 
There are a broad range of topics that inform my work and these are interconnected and support one another. As this was a practice led 
research project I deemed it imperative to investigate all the topics listed in my introduction as they heavily impacted upon my research and 
in turn, my creative practice.  I recognise the examiners suggestion of other sub-titles but believe the ones I have chosen adequately support 
the research I have undertaken. 
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5) Relevant theories of art such as Danto’s embodied meaning and Collingwood’s description of the ‘psychic disturbance’ as an initiator of art 

making, need to be examined in the exegesis. 
 

The researchers recommended for reading are beyond the scope of this research and I question the relevance of ‘psychic disturbance’  to 
my research and practice.  
 

6) The referencing is inadequate and inconsistencies are present. There are many unsubstantiated claims. 
 
This is a very broad criticism. My referencing was thoroughly scrutinised by several supervisors and a professional editor. ‘Unsubstantiated 
claims’ is too broad a criticism to respond to without examples. If the examiner had provided examples of these claims to address I would 
have done so. 
 

7) While there is too much of your story of becoming an artist (first person) in the literature review section, the opposite is true in the section 
describing the creative work. You do not provide deep reflections about your aims and the decisions you made to communicate your 
concerns. You need to bring new knowledge about art to the table by describing your thoughts and decisions in making your strong 
examples of creative work. Tell us about the new knowledge you have generated through the process of working in the studio/foundry. 

 
I appreciate this commentary and I had an extensive visual diary which was on view in the exhibition. My considered contribution is also  
covered in in the conclusion pages 201,202. 
 

“My aim was to take contemporary basketry to strange and new places through an exploration of different mediums, techniques and 
technologies. Through this exegesis, the exhibition and the public works, I have demonstrated that through an exploration of man-
made materials, found objects and basket making techniques, non-Indigenous fibre artists can redefine the attitude towards the land 
that was forged by our predecessors. Many of the environmental issues discussed are complicated and life-threatening, sometimes 
creating divides within communities.  Artists discussed above choose to work together for positive change in government through 
legislation and attitudes. Fibre arts practice in Australia demonstrates how this change can be initiated through the chosen subject 
matter and materials used such as animals woven from ghost nets to demonstrate the struggle of these creatures due to human 
reckless behaviour. By making informed responses to environmental and political issues through an exploration of ecofeminist and 
both ways philosophies and methodologies, my research aims to contribute original and significant knowledge to influence the way 
that people consume and view the natural world. Whilst I hesitate to presume that making art from leaves and rubbish will offer 
solutions to major environmental catastrophes, the aim of my research and object making is to contribute to a transformation in 
attitudes towards the ‘non-human’ world and women’s work” 
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8) It is inappropriate to tell the reader about the success or failure of your work in competitions or when it was selected in exhibitions. This 

should be removed. Your creative work stands on its own. 
 
While I agree that one should not brag about achievements, this was not the purpose in the exegesis where I stipulate the importance of 
engaging as broad an audience as possible to support the theory and methodologies used, including entering several art prizes. “I recognised 
the importance of involving as large and as diverse an audience as possible. This was to not only inform my research, but to explore and 
share my ideas about action and education through making environmental art”. page 14 
 
“Many of these works were presented in many platforms including local, national and international exhibitions, art prizes and installations, 
fulfilling my desire to engage as broad and wide an audience as possible. This was an important element of the research process, to 
demonstrate the effectiveness of fibre art to carry an environmental message” page 22 
 
I have adjusted the language so as not to be misinterpreted as only sharing this information to ‘show off’. 
 

9) You mention collaboration in the piece Interwoven; however the extent of the collaboration is not adequately explained. Was the work 
designed in collaboration with another person? A detailed account of who did what must be made available as an examiner cannot accept 
a collaborative work for examination without this. 

Collaboration was only a small element, embodying both ways philosophy where possible. It was not the focus of this research.  The extent to 
which others were engaged in creating work was explained in Chapter 5. The focus of the entire project was not for collaboration. 

 
10) There is an uncomfortable and limited description of the shift between materials (textile to metal). Examiners are interested in the journey 

with its trials and complexities and this can contribute to the new knowledge you have developed. 
 

The shift from one material to the other was not easy and I have explained this in a number of places. The impetus for this shift was 
introduced in chapter 3 then given in greater detail in chapter 4. (See page 159). My transition from fibre to metal is explained thoroughly as 
an unexpected development and therefore ongoing development in my practice as outlined in the conclusion. 
 

11) The literature review chapter on the history of Indigenous basketry is related to your exhibition in terms of technique and caring for 
country but not in terms of the conceptual development of your work. It is dated and should be substantially distilled and updated with 
current information about environment and fibre sculpture. 
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I take on board the suggestion that I could have extended the description of how my work developed. I do think I have highlighted the 
relational linking to the technical when I describe my early connections with Indigenous basketry. I suggest that my research is current and 
placed in current information about environment and fibre sculpture. Note a few of my current references. Older references are relevant in 
supporting my exegetic development. 

Hamby L, 2005, Twined Together: Unmade Njalajalukun, Injalak Arts and Crafts 

Hamby L, 2006, ‘Arnhem Land Links’, Form Magazine,4, 27-28. 

Keller, C 2011, ‘From Baskets to Bodies: Innovation Within Aboriginal Fibre Practice’, Craft + Design Enquiry, vol. 2, Craft Australia. 

Kerr, T 2010, ‘Weaving of Country - Lost in Translation: The problem of exhibiting Environmental Art’, Art Monthly Australasia, 229, p30. 

McMahon, P 2013, Ngarrindjeri Laku-Ngarrindjeri Weaving, Ngarrindjeri Lands Progress Association, Meningie, South Australia 

Murray, K, 2005 ‘The Basket Economy’, Object Magazine, 47:14-20 

Sparke, P. 2012, ‘Basketry: Making Human Nature’, Journal of Design History, 25, 1, 88-92. 

Ryan, S 2012, ‘The Ghost Net art project,’ Artlink, 32, 2, p52 

 
12) The use of just one example to illustrate several different point in the exegesis, such as the removal of the Rhodes sculpture in South Africa 

to indicate changing public attitudes, make the document less than credible. While auto-ethnography situates a person in a social, 
theoretical and cultural context, limited contextual examples has resulted in making the exegesis too thin, spreading the research too far 
and rendering a document that lacks credibility. Practice-led research may serve you better as a method to delve into the intrigue and 
sophistication of your creative work. 
 

This thesis embodies practice led research where I have answered the research questions using practice methodologies outlined and 
demonstrated in question 2. 
 
Action-based research, as advocated by Campana (2011), has informed the methodologies engaged for this project. Other examples of this 
can be found on page 20, 21 and references include- Coutts and Jokela 2008; Inwood 2010. 

 
Whilst I agree that I have provided limited examples in reguards to changing attitudes and public sculpture, I recognised this, saying ‘ a 
progression into public sculpture was a surprise development in this research project, and there are many complexities and issues 
surrounding this arena that would warrant another whole exegesis’ page 177. 


