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Abstract

This studio-based project asks: how might embodied textile processes offer a 
spiritual counterpoint to a fragmented, anxious and inattentive state of being? 
How can a textile-based studio practice develop an ethos of care and attention 
towards the self, others, and the environment?

My research responds to the experience of living in a digital ‘attention economy’, 
in which we are largely disconnected from spiritual frameworks and from the 
natural world. In seeking to rekindle an ethos of care, attention and intercon-
nectedness, I investigate the material and spiritual possibilities of ancient hand-
processes such as weaving, fibre and dye. Through these repetitive and labour-
intensive practices, I examine the way that attention can be redirected and re-
constituted as a form of prayer and devotion. I draw on the writing of eminent 
Bauhaus weaver Anni Albers, which advocates for a return to materiality, as well 
as Indigenous epistemologies of interconnection articulated by botanist and 
Potawatomi writer Robin Wall Kimmerer.

The studio project encompasses several related bodies of work: an installation 
of knotted, braided and beaded fibres, a small-scale embroidery, two series of 
small tapestry weavings, and a site-specific installation produced in Kansas City, 
Missouri. Through these artworks I explore ways of acknowledging both anxiety 
and the sacred through textile practices that enact forms of wordless prayer, ac-
knowledge history, record time and labour, are portable and thus present every-
where, and focus attention and care on the natural world. In creating and writing 
about these works, I seek to answer my research questions, and promote nur-
turing and healing new ways of being and making in the world.

My research engages with a number of artists whose work intersects with repeti-
tion, craft, ecology and prayer. These include Chilean-born Cecilia Vicuña, 
whose thread-based installations intertwine prayer, language and the notion of 
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the precarious; Polish-born, Chicago-based artist kg (Karolina Gnatowski), 
whose small-scale formal tapestries hold memory, identity and narrative; Perth-
based Teelah George, who works with a laborious and prayer-like process of 
embroidery; American artist Liza Lou’s meticulous and transcendent bead-weav-
ings; and the practice of Yindjibarndi Australian artist Katie West, whose work 
with plant-dyeing functions as a form of meditation, and a means of re-connect-
ing, de-colonising, and Indigenising place. Woven through the thesis, these 
works articulate a range of approaches to materiality and process in response to 
uncertainties and the sacred.
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Introduction

My research project responds to experiences of anxiety, fragmentation and 
disconnection within contemporary Western society. In an attempt to deepen 
connections with spirituality, with others, and with the natural world, I turn to the 
material rituals of textiles to develop a methodology of prayer through craft 
practice.

My interest in spirituality stems from an upbringing within the Anglican church. As 
a child and teenager, it was clear to me that material and spiritual worlds were 
inextricably interwoven. However, as a young adult, my emerging queerness 
seemed at odds with Christian thought—invisible at best, abominable at worst—
resulting in a painful break with religion and spirituality. Through my earlier works, 
I sought to address this rift by creating new embodied rituals that embraced both 
the spiritual and the queer.

In my Masters project, I have sought to develop a language of prayer around the 
tactile processes of craft such as embroidery, knotting, weaving and dyeing. 
Building on my previous work that focused on healing the self, I wanted these 
rituals to articulate—and help to re-integrate—the disconnections between self/
community and self/environment that are endemic to our way of living. My project 
is led by two key research questions: how might embodied textile processes offer 
a spiritual counterpoint to a fragmented, anxious and inattentive state of being? 
How can a textile-based studio practice develop an integrated ethos of care and 
attention towards the self, others, and the environment?

My research builds on the notable resurgence of textiles within contemporary art. 
While this has been growing for the past decade, the last few years have seen a 
rush of exhibitions and publications recognising major figures and movements 
within textile practice. A 2018 Anni Albers retrospective at the Tate Modern  was 1

described, tellingly, as ‘the first major UK exhibition'  of the seminal Bauhaus 2

artist, who died in 1994. Also in 2018, Sheila Hicks: Life Lines  opened at Centre 3

 Anni Albers, Anni Albers, exhibition, Tate Modern, London, curated by Ann Coxon and Briony Fer, 11 October 1

2018 – 27 January 2019.
 “Anni Albers – Exhibition at Tate Modern,” Tate, accessed October 2, 2019, https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/2

tate-modern/exhibition/anni-albers.
 Sheila Hicks, Sheila Hicks: Life Lines, exhibition, Centre Pompidou, Paris, 7 February – 23 April 2018.3
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Pompidou, Paris; this survey of her seventy-year career is also significant in 
marking American-born Hicks’s first ever Parisian retrospective, despite calling 
the city home since 1964. In 2019, Phaidon published Vitamin T: Threads and 
Textiles in Contemporary Art,  the most recent in their series surveying artistic 4

developments by medium, a strong indication that textile practice is flourishing 
worldwide and an affirmation of its value as an art form.

In Australia, as elsewhere, with an absence in daily life of 'slow' time, 
contemplation, and the immediacy of the hand, numerous younger contemporary 
artists have turned to textile processes to address this gap. Victorian artist Paul 
Yore expresses a sense of technological overload through his massive quilts 
such as What a Horrid Fucking Mess, 2016 (figure 1), a deluge of sequins, 
buttons, embroidery and appliqué that mashes together imagery from pop 
culture, gay porn and religious iconography. Yore has described his laborious 
process of hand-making as ‘a survival mechanism’ —a means of focusing 5

attention on all the weirdest, nastiest, most uncomfortable parts of contemporary 
life and synthesising them into a soft tactile whole.

On the opposite end of the aesthetic spectrum is the quiet contemplative work of 
Katie West, a Yindjibarndi artist based in Melbourne. West’s textile practice is a 
direct link with the natural world, offering attentive connection to place through 
looking, listening, gathering and botanical dyeing. Her solo exhibition Clearing, 
2019 (figures 2–3), at TarraWarra Museum of Art, created a space for viewers to 
rest and contemplate, with hangings and cushions delicately dyed with the 
colours of Country. While West’s work is visually worlds away from Yore’s garish 
banners, both stem from experiences of fracture, overload, disconnection, and 
desire for slowness and tangibility.

For Sydney artist Raquel Ormella, craft practice is interlinked with activism and 
political discourse. Using methods of both accrual and deconstruction, Ormella 
often works with loaded materials such as Australian flags and the high-vis 
workwear associated with the mining industry. A series of textile banners 
composed of reworked Australian flags, such as Return to the beginning, 2013 

 Vitamin T: Threads and Textiles in Contemporary Art (London, New York: Phaidon, 2019).4

 Anna Dunnill, “Paul Yore on the radical slowness of craft,” Art Guide Australia, November 8, 2018, https://5

artguide.com.au/paul-yore-on-the-radical-slowness-of-craft.
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Figure 1
Paul Yore, What a Horrid Fucking Mess, 2016
textile wall hanging; mixed media, 210 x 342 cm (irreg)
Ararat Gallery TAMA
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Figure 2
Katie West, Clearing, 2018–19
installation view at TarraWarra Museum of Art
suspended fabric: silk dyed with eucalyptus and wattles collected from area around 
Maroondah Dam; cushions: silk dyed with eucalyptus leaves and bark; muslin dyed with 
puff ball fungus; calico dyed with eucalyptus leaves and bark and puff ball fungus; all filled 
with wool and cotton wadding; sound: composed by Simon Charles with spoken score by 
Katie West, duration 00:13:00; texts: Kerry Arabena, Aunty Joy Murphy Wandin, Bruce 
Pascoe and Uncle David Wandin in partnership with Yarra Ranges Council, Dixon’s 
Creek Primary School, Ralph Hume, Victor Steffensen and Brett Ellis.  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Figure 3
Katie West, Clearing, 2018–19
installation view at TarraWarra Museum of Art
suspended fabric: silk dyed with eucalyptus and wattles collected from area around 
Maroondah Dam; cushions: silk dyed with eucalyptus leaves and bark; muslin dyed with 
puff ball fungus; calico dyed with eucalyptus leaves and bark and puff ball fungus; all filled 
with wool and cotton wadding; sound: composed by Simon Charles with spoken score by 
Katie West, duration 00:13:00; texts: Kerry Arabena, Aunty Joy Murphy Wandin, Bruce 
Pascoe and Uncle David Wandin in partnership with Yarra Ranges Council, Dixon’s 
Creek Primary School, Ralph Hume, Victor Steffensen and Brett Ellis.
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Figure 4
Raquel Ormella, Return to the Beginning, 2013
nylon, 369 x 250 cm, Milani Gallery

Figure 5
Raquel Ormella, Return to the Beginning, 2013 (detail)
nylon, 369 x 250 cm, Milani Gallery
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(figures 4–5), and Poetic Possibilities #1, 2012, see the cheap nylon flags 
reduced nearly to shreds. Their surfaces inscribed with slogans and incised with 
intricately patterned holes, stars left dangling, these textiles are held together by 
the slenderest of threads. By painstakingly deconstructing the flag, a contentious 
and often deliberately divisive object in the contemporary Australian imaginary, 
Ormella—like Yore—destroys a troubled (and troubling) symbol with poetic 
attention and care. The laborious process of shredding its nylon surface into lace 
is imbued with a prayer-like hope for the future.

The uptick in contemporary art’s engagement with textiles is matched by 
numerous books and blogs focusing on crafts such as knitting, weaving and 
dyeing, often with a slant towards ‘natural’ products, sustainability, reuse, 
upcycling, and eco-consciousness.  In Western society, this growing interest in 6

material process has been framed partly as a response to increased digitisation, 
the rise of smartphones, and our subsequent disconnection from the world of the 
tactile. According to a study by Global Web Index , social media users in 2018-19 7

spent, on average, 2 hours 23 minutes of each day scrolling and clicking. Textile 
artist and writer Rebecca Shanahan argues that when ‘much of our somatic 
experience occurs via fingers on slippery glass screens, and an ecologically-
sound circular economy currently remains beyond our grasp, textile art can give 
us some purchase on meaning through materials.’  Similarly, Frieze writer Kirsty 8

Bell suggests that the tactile processes and objects of hand-making may provide 
a ‘haptic antidote to our screen-based lives.’  9

As we swipe our way through a barrage of content that literally never ends—
thanks to algorithmic feeds, a 24-hour news cycle, and the innovation of the 
‘endless scroll’—our attention is being harnessed and monetised beyond our 

 For example: India Flint's seminal book Eco Colour: Botanical Dyes for Beautiful Textiles, first published in 6
1999 and now in its 3rd edition (Millers Point, NSW: Murdoch, 2008); UK-based Rebecca Desnos's popular self-
named eco-craft blog (accessed April 22, 2020, http://www.rebeccadesnos.com); Tom of Holland's sustainable 
textiles blog The Visible Mending Programme (accessed May 13, 2020, http://www.tomofholland.com); Ani Lee’s 
podcast Close Knit, which frequently showcases slow fashion practitioners (accessed May 13, 2020, http://
www.closeknit.com.au/; and the Facebook group Nettles For Textiles (https://www.facebook.com/groups/
1648679398499874/), which focuses on processing wild nettle into yarn for spinning and weaving, and has over 
14,000 members as of May 13, 2020.
 Jason Mander and Duncan Kavanagh, “Social: Global Web Index’s Flagship Report on the Latest Trends in 7

Social Media,” Global Web Index, 2019, https://www.globalwebindex.com/hubfs/Downloads/
2019%20Q1%20Social%20Flagship%20Report.pdf.
 Rebecca Shanahan, “Blake Griffiths: Finding Balance,” Art Guide Australia, September 25, 2019, https://8

artguide.com.au/blake-griffiths-finding-balance.
 Kirsty Bell, “Textiles,” Frieze, accessed October 2, 2019, http://frieze.com/article/textiles.9
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control.  A textile practice, in contrast, demands attention. Textiles demand time. 10

They demand a slow pace. They call out to our skin.

Pre-industrial processes of textile production—such as hand-spinning, hand-
weaving, and plant-based dyes—date back thousands of years. These 
techniques have only disappeared from our daily lives in the past two hundred 
years or so, a relative blip in the scale of human history.  By engaging with 111213

traditional methods from (literally) the ground upwards, it is possible to gain a 
deeper understanding of textile construction; more than that, textile practice 
allows us to re-engage with the time, labour, place, and materiality inherent in the 
medium. Textile artist and writer Anni Albers describes tangible, tactile material as 
‘the most real thing there is,’  a means of accessing deep truths about the world 14

and our place within it. The writer Rhik Samadder also suggests that craft 
practice offers us a rare opportunity to see ourselves as more than data and 
advertising dollars. ‘Making connects us to our species’ essence: we are Team 
Thumb.’15

This project puts forward an engagement with textiles as an antidote not only to 
the digital but to a fragmented, disconnected way of living that has become the 
norm. Throughout the paper, I articulate the ways in which materiality and haptic 
tasks can come to constitute a language of prayer: for self, for others, and for the 
world. Textile processes such as knotting, braiding, embroidery, weaving and 
dyeing each offer different possibilities for contemplative ritual, experience of 
temporal continuity, and spiritual connection with place.

In framing textile processes—especially those involving plants—as a means of 
engaging with the spiritual, I acknowledge Indigenous epistemologies: ‘the theory 

 Hilary Andersson, “Social Media Is ‘deliberately’ Addictive,” BBC News, July 4, 2018, sec. Technology, https://10

www.bbc.com/news/technology-44640959.
 Elizabeth Wayland Barber, Women’s Work: The First 20,000 Years (New York, London: Norton, 1994), 30–33.11

 Kassia St Clair, The Golden Thread: How fabric changed history  (London: John Murray, 2018), 169–70.12

 Stana Nenadic and Sally Tuckett, “The Rise of Synthetic Dyes,” in Colouring the Nation: Dyeing and printing 13

techniques, National Museums Scotland, accessed May 10, 2020, https://www.nms.ac.uk/collections-research/
our-research/highlights-of-previous-projects/colouring-the-nation/research/dyeing-and-printing-techniques/the-
rise-of-synthetic-dyes/.

 Anni Albers, “Work with Material,” Black Mountain Bulletin no. 5 (1937), reprinted in Selected Writings: Anni 14

Albers, Josef and Anni Albers Foundation, accessed August 10, 2019, https://albersfoundation.org/artists/
selected-writings/anni-albers/.

 Rhik Samadder, “Craft Has the Power to Save Us All—a Wooden Spoon at a Time,” The Guardian, 15

September 3, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/sep/02/craft-mindfulness-welldoing-
creative-industry.
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of knowledge that is based on Indigenous perspectives, such as relationality, the 
interconnection of sacred and secular, and holism’.  In particular, I refer to the 16

work of Robin Wall Kimmerer, a botanist and Potawatomi woman (from what is 
now the United States of America). In her book Braiding Sweetgrass,  Kimmerer 17

works to decolonise the scientific methods of her university training, interweaving 
them with traditional knowledge learned through centuries of close observation. 
Kimmerer’s discussion of the Potawatomi worldview, in particular the importance 
of ceremony and ritual that is reciprocal with what she calls the ‘more-than-
human’  world, has been key to my craft-based development of a spiritual and 18

material framework of interconnectedness.

This written exegesis sets out the ideas and methodologies of the research 
project and reflects on my findings through the development of work in the studio.

In Chapter One, ‘The fractured world’, I outline the conceptual framework for my 
project, linking the societal problems of technological overload and material 
disconnection with an associated resurgence in textile practice. I also consider 
the relationship between attention and prayer, defining prayer as a means of 
repairing a fractured world. Placing textile practice into this circle of thinking 
through the work of Liza Lou, I explore how the repetitive, ritualistic actions of 
craft can soothe anxiety, redirect attention through material process, and 
ultimately come to constitute a form of prayer that holds together the self and the 
world.

The following chapters discuss my successive bodies of work in chronological 
order. In Chapter Two, ‘Knots, braids and beads’, I discuss my work A kind of 
collective breathing, 2018, and its relationship to tactile repetitive traditions of 
prayer. Using the practice of Chilean artist Cecilia Vicuña as an example, I 
explore how knotting and braiding might operate as a material language of 
connection, and consider how my own work can function as a physical 
expression of prayer. I also contrast A kind of collective breathing with Janine 

 Asma-na-hi Antoine et al., “Glossary of Terms,” in Pulling Together: A Guide for Curriculum Developers 16

(Victoria, British Columbia: BCcampus, 2018), https://opentextbc.ca/indigenizationcurriculumdevelopers/back-
matter/glossary/#Indigenous_knowledge.

 Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of 17

Plants (Minneapolis: Milkweed Editions, 2013).
 Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, 250.18
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Antoni’s work Moor, 2001, elucidating the different ways these works materially 
represent ties of family and community.

Chapter Three, ‘Hold it in your hands (the portable world)’, considers how the 
miniature can enable the holistic contemplation of self and world within a single 
small-scale surface. I draw on the labour-intensive and prayer-like embroideries 
of Teelah George to illustrate the ways in which embroidery can compress a 
sense of the inexpressible into a bodily scale. Through analysing the portable 
studio practices of kg and Raquel Ormella, I discuss the ways in which craft 
produced in transit accumulates fragments of time, space and narrative, 
coagulating into a single plane. Finally, I reveal the potential of small-scale textile, 
carried on the body, to operate as both transitional object (entangled with the 
parent) and devotional object (entangled with the divine), becoming a source of 
private prayer.

In Chapter Four, ‘All things are delicately interconnected’, I investigate the 
relationship between textile and environment. Engaging with processes of plant-
dyeing, both in Melbourne and while on residency in Kansas City, I explore a 
deepened understanding of place learned from paying deliberate attention to the 
natural world. Referring to the work of artist Katie West and botanist and writer 
Robin Wall Kimmerer, I consider what it might mean if my practices of weaving 
and dyeing—necessitating a careful engagement with place—are framed through 
a lens of Indigenisation as reciprocal ceremonies with the land.

Responding to contemporary disconnection from materials and from broader 
spiritual frameworks, my studio works seek to develop an embodied language of 
prayer that can re-weave connections within the fragmented self, with family and 
community, and with the environment. This thesis articulates the potential for 
slow, repetitive textile practices to enact healing from anxiety, and to operate as 
rituals that re-integrate the pieces of a fractured world. Framing processes of 
knotting, braiding, embroidery, weaving, gathering and dyeing as forms of prayer, 
my project argues for the importance of hand-making and for an interwoven 
relationship between material and spiritual worlds.

10



Chapter 1: The fractured world

My research project investigates the use of textile processes including weaving, 
knotting and embroidery to address issues of anxiety and disconnection. Through 
artworks involving repetitive actions and a slow accrual of labour, I explore the 
possibilities of craft practice as a tactile salve for contemporary problems such as 
over-reliance on technology, fragmented attention span, lack of a clear spiritual 
framework, and loss of connection with others and with the natural world.

In this chapter, I consider the resurgence of textile art in Western culture in 
relation to a societal anxiety and disconnection from materials. Questioning 
whether craft's repetitive, ritualistic actions can operate as a possible salve for 
fractured attention, I consider the relationship between attention and prayer. 
Finally, I propose a framing of textile practice as a spiritual engagement with 
material, a form of prayer that speaks to connection.

Due to mass production and urban living, contemporary Western society is 
largely separated from the basic stuff of the world. Separation between people 
and their commodities is a feature of capitalism —a strategic invisibility of 19

process and labour—resulting in a society that rarely interacts with the animals, 
vegetables and minerals we rely on for subsistence before they are processed, 
packaged and shipped as food, clothing, tools and smartphones. As 
archaeologist and medieval historian Alexander Langlands states: ‘Against a 
rising tide of automation and increasing digital complexity, we are becoming 
further divorced from the very thing that defines us: we are makers, crafters of 
things.’  Eighty years earlier, in a 1937 essay, textile artist Anni Albers observes 20

growing levels of bewilderment and confusion amongst a society disconnected 
from the basis of its subsistence. ‘We must come down to earth from the clouds 
where we live in vagueness,’ she writes, ‘and experience the most real thing 
there is: material.’21

 Asher Horowitz, “Marx’s Theory of Alienation,” York University, accessed April 22, 2020, http://www.yorku.ca/19

horowitz/courses/lectures/35_marx_alienation.html.
 Alexander Langlands, Cræft: An Inquiry into the Origins and True Meaning of Traditional Crafts (New York: W. 20

W. Norton, 2018), 22.
 Albers, “Work with Material.”21
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In 1937 we might have lived ‘in the clouds’; in 2019 we live in the Cloud, and 
Albers’s call to action takes on a new level of urgency. A 2018 Nielsen Company 
report  found that US adults spent 3 hours 48 minutes per day on computers, 22

tablets and laptops, and a total of 11 hours a day interacting with media. We are 
more ‘overgrown with information’  than ever before, receiving it constantly: 23

updates about global politics, work crises and family dramas are transmitted 
directly into our pockets, a buzzing Morse code of notifications, SOS, SOS, SOS. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, there is evidence that our levels of anxiety are on the 
rise,  with studies finding strong associations between ‘problematic’  and ‘multi-24 25

platform’  social media use and symptoms of depression and/or anxiety.26

However, recent research into the grounding properties of craft considers the 
ways we might bring it into our lives to take back a sense of focus, calm and 
purpose. Textile practice has long been recognised as a means of improving 
mental wellbeing; during World War I, ‘embroidery therapy’ was widely offered to 
soldiers recuperating from both physical and psychological trauma.  In the 18th 27

century, female diarists (for whom needlework was a daily necessity as well as a 
leisure activity) describe a range of positive emotional responses to their work: it 
‘calms the spirits by fixing the attention’, wrote Anna Larpent in 1797, citing 
embroidery’s ‘monotony & mechanism like the returning sound of water or any 
other sensation that marks time’.28

In recent years, craft has often been coupled with ‘mindfulness’. Based on a 
Buddhist practice, mindfulness entered the field of psychology in the 1980s as a 

 Quentin Fottrell, “People Spend Most of Their Waking Hours Staring at Screens,” MarketWatch, August 4, 22

2018, https://www.marketwatch.com/story/people-are-spending-most-of-their-waking-hours-staring-at-
screens-2018-08-01.

 Anni Albers, “Work with Material.”23

 Jacek Debiec, “Americans Are More Anxious than Before,” The Conversation, May 11, 2018, http://24

theconversation.com/americans-are-more-anxious-than-before-96318.
 Ariel Shensa et al., “Problematic Social Media Use and Depressive Symptoms among U.S. Young Adults: A 25

Nationally-Representative Study,” Social Science & Medicine 182 (June 1, 2017): 150–57, https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.socscimed.2017.03.061.

 Brian A. Primack et al., “Use of Multiple Social Media Platforms and Symptoms of Depression and Anxiety: A 26

Nationally-Representative Study among U.S. Young Adults,” Computers in Human Behavior 69 (April 2017): 1–
9, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.11.013.

 Emily Brayshaw, “Stitching Lives Back Together: Men’s Rehabilitation Embroidery in WWI,” The Conversation, 27

accessed August 10, 2018, http://theconversation.com/stitching-lives-back-together-mens-rehabilitation-
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 A. M. Larpent, Journals 1790–1830, HM 31201, CA: Huntington Library. Microfilm of the journals M1016/1-7, 28

British Library. Quoted in Bridget Long, “‘Regular Progressive Work Occupies My Mind Best’: Needlework as a 
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doi.org/10.1080/14759756.2016.1139385.
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mode of centring attention to a present, embodied experience.  ‘Mindful’ crafting 29

tends to encourage paying attention via the tactile, repetitive actions inherent to 
craft—its ‘monotony and mechanism’—which can soothe the practitioner into a 
meditative state. Historian Joanne Turney has discussed the early craft and 
mindfulness trend, citing a number of books published in the late 1990s and 
early-mid 2000s with titles like Mindful Knitting and The Knitting Sutra.  Fifteen 30

years on, mindfulness as a concept has settled firmly in the mainstream, used 
within corporate training and the ‘wellbeing’ industry, and often linked to a 
repetitive haptic task. This project picks up, and builds on, this thread of 
investigation to consider how material process may offer a holistic means of re-
focusing our attention and addressing feelings of anxiety through a deliberate 
language of prayer.

My project also seeks to investigate the ways that craft practice can help develop 
a sense of being embedded within landscape and time. In his book Cræft, 
Langlands articulates what he refers to as the ‘deep time signatures’  of craft. 31

These encompass not only the extended amount of time taken to, say, knit a 
jumper or weave a piece of cloth, but a complete cycle embedded in the 
environment—beginning with tending the landscape in order to sustainably 
produce materials, and ending with materials returned to the earth after years of 
careful use, repair, and re-use in different forms. This deep awareness of time, 
process and landscape over months and years, even decades, has largely fallen 
away from Western society post-industrialisation.

However, it is critical to acknowledge the continuity of craft practice within 
Indigenous cultures when discussing the ‘resurgence’ of craft practice in Western 
society. For many Indigenous peoples, notably Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders, cultural foundations are embedded within Country, including craft 
practices engendering spiritual connection to clan, country, landscape and time. 
In Australia, this continuity has been deliberately ruptured by the colonial 
genocide, laws and policies that prevented Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 
from maintaining family connections and practicing culture, resulting in a 
widespread and catastrophic level of forced disconnection from language, 

 Alexander L. Chapman, “Acceptance and Mindfulness in Behavior Therapy: A Comparison of Dialectical 29

Behavior Therapy and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy.,” International Journal of Behavioral Consultation 
and Therapy 2, no. 3 (2006): 308–13, https://doi.org/10.1037/h0100785.

 Joanne Turney, The Culture of Knitting (Oxford: Berg, 2009), 152.30

 Langlands, Cræft, 341.31
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Country and selfhood. In spite of this, many traditions and practices have 
survived through generations: for example, the techniques for weaving eel-traps 
central to Gunditjmara life were held and passed down by a single female elder, 
who learned them as a child.  Other customs have been rekindled through 32

painstaking research—such as the culturally significant tradition of making 
possum-skin cloaks that has been revived by First Peoples artists in south-
eastern Australia, led by Vicki Couzens (Keerray Woorroong/Gunditjmara) and 
Lee Darroch (Yorta Yorta).  As Couzens and Darroch have said, the revitalisation 33

of these tangible practices has proven to be a critical link in re-establishing 
individual and broader community connection to Country and identity.34

The notion of crafting as a necessary spiritual and cultural practice is something 
my project also seeks to evaluate. How might craft processes and objects 
operate as material prayer? In Christian beliefs, including the Anglican tradition in 
which I was raised, prayer is conversational, an interaction between a person and 
God. Prayer can involve an entreaty, thanks or simple devotion. It can be silent, 
spoken spontaneously, or pre-written and recited aloud by a congregation of 
people. Prayer can also incorporate elements of ritualised physical action: 
kneeling, for example; walking a labyrinth in silent contemplation; or using an 
object such as prayer beads or a prayer rope as a tangible memory aid, to keep 
track of repetitions in a proscribed series of phrases.

In my project, I define prayer as the communication, hope, or request carried by 
the actions of a craft ritual such as weaving, knotting or embroidery. Prayer 
constitutes the aspect of ritual that is conscious or attentive—the part that 
reaches outwards, beyond the body and the self. Prayer can also be held in an 
object produced by ritual, specifically the art works discussed in the following 
chapters. The physical actions of craft—knotting, weaving, stitching, dyeing—all 
demand a simple repeated action and lead to an almost trance-like mental space 
that, as I discuss further in later chapters, can be likened to bodies swaying in 
collective chant, or feet walking a labyrinth. In framing these ritualised actions as 
prayer, I imbue them with a purpose deeper than personal meditation and ascribe 

 “The Timeless and Living Art of Possum Skin Cloaks,” Museums Victoria, July 10, 2019, https://32

museumsvictoria.com.au/article/the-timeless-and-living-art-of-possum-skin-cloaks/.
 Helen Gibbins, “Possum Skins Cloaks: Tradition, Continuity and Change,” La Trobe Journal, no. No 85 33

(2010): 125.
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to them the metaphorical function—albeit an impossible one—of holding a 
fractured world together.

This definition of ritual’s underlying spiritual purpose draws from the collaborative 
work of scholars Adam B. Seligman, Robert P. Weller, Michael J. Puett and 
Bennett Simon. In their book Ritual and its Consequences,  the authors propose 35

an understanding of ritual ‘as a subjunctive—the creation of an order as if it were 
truly the case.'  Cultures that emphasise ritual, they argue, ‘understand the world 36

as fundamentally fractured and discontinuous, with ritual allowing us to live in it 
by creating temporary order through the creation of a performative subjunctive 
world. Each ritual rebuilds the world “as if” it were so, as one of many possible 
worlds.’37

The ritual, then, is an act of collective imagination: a conjuring of the world as 
whole, good, unbroken. ‘The endless work of ritual is necessary precisely 
because the ordered world of ritual is inevitably only temporary,’ Seligman et al 
write. ‘The world always returns to its broken state, constantly requiring the 
repairs of ritual.’38

An important aspect of my project is the notion of paying attention, something I 
also conceive of in this project as a form of prayer. 20th century philosopher and 
Christian mystic Simone Weil argues that the two things are inseparable: 
‘Attention, taken to its highest degree, is the same thing as prayer. It presupposes 
faith and love. Absolutely unmixed attention is prayer.’  Similarly, in perhaps her 39

best-known poem, ‘The Summer Day,’  Mary Oliver follows a tender, detailed 40

description of a grasshopper eating sugar out of her hand with the lines:
I don’t know exactly what a prayer is. 
I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down 
into the grass, how to kneel in the grass, 
how to be idle and blessed…

 Adam B. Seligman et al., Ritual and its Consequences: An Essay on the Limits of Sincerity (Oxford University 35

Press, 2008)
 Seligman et al., Ritual and its Consequences, 20.36

 Ibid, 11.37

 Ibid, 30.38

 Simone Weil, Simone Weil: An Anthology, ed. Sian Miles (New York: Grove Press, 1986), 212. 39

 Mary Oliver, “The Summer Day,” in Wild Geese: Selected Poems (Northumberland: Bloodaxe Books, 2004), 40

54.
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In contrast to Weil’s cerebral concept of attention, Oliver constructs paying 
attention as an embodied way of living and being, one intimately connected to the 
natural world. Throughout her writing, Oliver privileges attention balanced with 
emotional intelligence and a knowledge of the interconnectedness of things: 
‘Attention without feeling…is only a report.’  In an essay about the work of 41

American artist Liza Lou, writer Francine Prose invokes the ideas of both Weil 
and Oliver, linking them to Lou’s practice of bead-weaving.  Lou’s work 42

incorporates hundreds of identical flat, square panels composed of white seed 
beads, sewn together individually with a needle and thread. In 2018 work The 
Clouds (figure 6), Lou has applied oil paint to the beaded surfaces, conveying 
abstracted jewel-like impressions of clouds observed in Los Angeles and Durban. 
In many of the panels she has also taken a hammer to the substrate, smashing 
sections of beads to reveal the interconnected threads of the making process.

In addition to the ‘prodigious amounts of pure concentration’ present in Lou’s 
work, Prose notes ‘the anti-concentration of losing one's self, of letting the brain 
slip out of focus’.  The Clouds is non-figurative, certainly non-scientific in its 43

approach, but conveys a sense of drifting natural formations. The beaded panels 
sit materially between cloth and glass, flowing and solid; their forms are 
dependent on interconnection. Lou’s work, Prose suggests, approaches a state 
of transcendence; the intensive making of them becomes an act of prayer.

The thing about the kind of ‘attention’ one gives to handwork, however, is that it is 
frequently not complete attention; I don’t know any textile workers who truly 
engage in their work with the kind of attention Weil describes as being ‘akin to 
prayer’. The attention of textile practice is what Prose describes as ‘the anti-
concentration of losing one's self, of letting the brain slip out of focus’; she likens 
this to a small child colouring in with her face nearly touching the page.  44

When I am passenger in a car, I weave for hours, while carrying on a 
conversation with my travelling companions. I embroider on the tram while 
listening to a true crime podcast. I knot and loop threads on the couch while 

 Mary Oliver and Molly Malone Cook, Our World (Boston: Beacon Press, 2005), 71.41

 Francine Prose, “Realms of Glory,” in Liza Lou: Classification and Nomenclature of Clouds, Exhibition 42

catalogue (New York, Hong Kong and Seoul: Lehmann Maupin, 2018), 6–7.
 Ibid.43

 Ibid.44
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watching TV. If I place myself in these situations, without my craft activity, I often 
succumb to a bodily anxiety; I become fidgety, twitchy, or distracted. I scratch at 
my face, pick at my skin, chew my lip, joggle my foot. I need to hold something, to 
work at something with my hands.

Despite not holding ‘complete’ attention, however, the mechanical nature of the 
work is a kind of chant, the equivalent of feet walking a labyrinth while the mind is 
elsewhere. The feet follow the path automatically, around and back and forth, in 
and out, to the centre and turn around and back again. The back and forth of 
weaving keeps me in my body; somehow, moving my hands allows me to be 
emotionally still. Holding the world together in the midst of anxiety, these craft 
processes transform into actions of prayer. 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Figure 6
Liza Lou, The Clouds, 2015-18
Site-specific installation of oil paint on woven glass beads and thread on canvas
600 parts, each: 35 x 35 cm
558.8 x 1336 x 7.6 cm (approximately overall)
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Chapter 2. Knots, braids, beads
A kind of collective breathing, 2018

In this section, I consider the ways in which processes of knotting, braiding and 
beading can operate as an embodied language and a form of haptic prayer. I also 
explore the ways that knotted and intertwined threads can be a metaphorical 
means of connecting fractured parts of the world together, as well as holding and 
strengthening connections between the self and the community. Throughout this 
section, I look to the work of Chilean-born artist Cecilia Vicuña, whose thread-
based practice reflects language, prayer and interconnection, as well as the 
material languages of textile artists Anni Albers and Sheila Hicks.

A kind of collective breathing (figures 7–10) was first exhibited at FELTspace, 
Adelaide, in July 2018. The installation is composed of dozens of strings, each 
made up of numerous sub-parts that are plaited, twisted, knotted, beaded and 
adorned. The materials used include embroidery floss, metallic thread, wool, 
linen, human hair, glass beads, freshwater pearls, and handmade stoneware 
beads decorated with glazes or coloured pencil.

This work began with off-cuts of embroidery thread and yarn, leftovers from 
another project. I knotted their ends together into long strings and finger-
crocheted all the way down the line, making the lengths stronger, more structural. 
As the work grew, I added beads, and thicker yarn, and human hair; I braided 
and twined threads into new sections. These latter parts happened mostly in the 
studio, but the structural work of the piece—the joining and crocheting of smaller 
threads—occurred everywhere: in lectures, on the tram, during quiet moments at 
my job as a gallery attendant.

Aside from a desire to use up scraps, this process of knotting and looping 
emerged because of a need to fill space, to occupy my hands. In my job I had to 
keep watch over a vast concrete-floored gallery. Hours plodded by with only a 
few visitors wandering through; the empty space ballooned out in front of me, 
filling with anxious thoughts, which followed me onto public transport and hovered 
while I watched TV. I was worrying a lot about my father, on the other side of the 
country. The medication he took for arthritis was silting up his lungs. When we 
spoke on the phone his breathing was laboured, raspy, and he broke into fits of 
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coughing. I worried and knotted threads together, looped them with my fingers, 
working down the line, condensing and strengthening the fibres. It was a way of 
not only filling time but of measuring it, and of turning anxiety into something 
tangible.

Our lives are measured through breath. The first gasp and cry after the shock of 
birth, the last exhale before death, and everything in the middle, in and out. Our 
bodies synthesise chemicals into other chemicals, sophisticated machines 
regulated by a pump and a bellows, sometimes faulty, sometimes strong. In and 
out. Making this work regulated my own breath, helped slow it down, as I thought 
about my father’s breath, worked the thread with my fingers. Held his breath in 
my mind, in and out, as I twisted and knotted strands together, as I slipped beads 
over a needle, plink plink plink. This work became a ritual, became—no doubt 
about it—a prayer.

Knotting language into prayer

String represents one of the earliest examples of human object-making. The 
moment at which early humans discovered how to twine relatively short, weak 
fibres into longer, stronger strands is considered to be a turning point in human 
development—prehistoric textiles expert Elizabeth Wayland Barber calls it the 
‘String Revolution.’   String, Barber suggests, kickstarted a whole new way of 45 46

living. With innumerable applications in joining one thing to another, string 
unfurled the way for knotting, netting, handled tools, jewellery and garments. It is 
arguably at the core of our development into modern humans.

The foundational nature of textile to human identity is exemplified in the way that 
thread and language are conceptually linked across numerous cultures. In 
English, the Latin root word texere gives us text, textile and texture. We describe 
ideas as ‘threads’; we interweave narratives and spin yarns; we even type strings 
of code. Just as a piece of string connects objects together, and itself is made up  

 Barber, Women’s Work, 42.45

 Accurately dating this moment is admittedly hindered by the natural decomposition of fibre evidence. Barber 46

puts the ‘String Revolution’ at 20,000-30,000 BCE (see above). However, perforated shell beads from North 
Africa that bear evidence of being strung together or sewn to a garment, a process presumably requiring some 
kind of thread, have been dated to 80,000 BCE—potentially pushing the String Revolution back by 
50,000-60,000 years. 
Source: A. Bouzouggar et al., “82,000-Year-Old Shell Beads from North Africa and Implications for the Origins of 
Modern Human Behavior,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 104, no. 24 (June 12, 2007): 
9964–69, doi: 10.1073/pnas.0703877104.
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Figure 7
Anna Dunnill, A kind of collective 
breathing, 2019 (detail)
Cotton, linen, metallic thread, wool, 
acrylic, human hair, handmade 
stoneware beads, seed beads, 
wooden beads, freshwater pearls, 
recycled glass beads, coloured pencil. 

Figure 8
Anna Dunnill, A kind of collective 
breathing, 2019 (detail)
Cotton, linen, metallic thread, wool, 
acrylic, human hair, handmade 
stoneware beads, seed beads, 
wooden beads, freshwater pearls, 
recycled glass beads, coloured pencil. 
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Figure 9 
Anna Dunnill, A kind of collective breathing, 2019
Cotton, linen, metallic thread, wool, acrylic, human hair, handmade stoneware beads, 
seed beads, wooden beads, freshwater pearls, recycled glass beads, coloured pencil.


Figure 10 
Anna Dunnill, A kind of collective breathing, 2019
Cotton, linen, metallic thread, wool, acrylic, human hair, handmade stoneware beads, 
seed beads, wooden beads, freshwater pearls, recycled glass beads, coloured pencil.
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of shorter twined fibres, language enables simple ideas to be combined into 
increasing levels of complexity.

String can also convey information non-metaphorically. The pre-colonial Inca kept 
records through knotted strings called quipus, now indecipherable (figures 11–
12). Outlawed by the Spanish in 1583, thousands of quipus were deliberately 
destroyed, the keys to their knotted code erased from cultural memory. However, 
it is thought that through combining different knots, colours and placement of 
strings, a quipu could hold sophisticated information, from accounting and census 
records to personal narratives,  and possibly even a phonetic writing system.  47 48

Quipus therefore represent an example of a wholly tactile language, one made 
and understood through the hands.

Both spoken language and textile language originate with bodily expression, as 
British textile academic Victoria Mitchell points out: ‘Making and speaking, 
beginning with gesture and utterance, are both primarily tactile and sensory, of 
the body.’  In my research, the language of thread conveys notions of haptic 49

prayer through repeated gesture. While making the work, repetitively knotting, 
braiding and beading enabled my mind to enter a kind of ‘trance’ state akin to 
meditation or prayer. These actions also resulted in a gradual accrual of texture, 
a growing intensity of matter as more pieces are added together. In this work, the 
nature of the prayer was a specific but unarticulated hope around my father’s 
illness, the kind of magical thinking that often turns anxiety into ritual: If I do this, 
then this; if I keep looping these threads my father will be able to breathe again. 
In a recounting of the story of Sadako Sasaki and the 1000 paper cranes, 
Sadako is said to fold each successively smaller crane ‘as if it were a prayer’—
another example of ritual brought about by illness.50

The tangible repetition of this work reflects the rhythms of breathing, in what 
might be read as an attempt to materialise breath: to call into existence long 

 Penny Dransart, "A Short History of Rosaries in the Andes,” in Beads and Bead Makers: Gender, Material 47

Culture and Meaning, eds. Lidia D. Sciama and Joanne B. Eicher, 129–146, Cross-Cultural Perspectives on 
Women (Berg Publishers, 1999), https://doi.org/10.2752/9780857854025.

 Sabine Hyland, “Unraveling an Ancient Code Written In Strings,” SAPIENS, November 7, 2017, https://48

www.sapiens.org/language/khipu-andean-writing/.
 Victoria Mitchell, “Textiles, Text and Techne,” in The Textile Reader, ed. Jessica Hemmings (London, New 49

York: Berg, 2012), 7.
 June Hill, “Sense and Sensibility,” in The Textile Reader, ed. Jessica Hemmings (London, New York: Berg, 50

2012), 39.
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strings of air, chains of silvery bubbles, through the materials I worked with. 
(While making this work, I dreamed of my own breath as a length of pearls and 
sequins dripping from my mouth.) There is also an opposite reading. My father’s 
shortness of breath was caused by a disease called pulmonary fibrosis, which 
involves the scarring of lung tissue. ‘Fibrosis’ literally means thickening fibres, 
‘the accumulation of excess fibrous connective tissue’ —a parallel that struck 51

me only after many hours spent looping, braiding and knotting thread into shorter, 
tougher lines. In unconsciously mimicking these physical symptoms, each string 
can thus be seen as an articulation of breath and of the scars preventing breath.

Both in terms of materiality and the repetitive actions of its process, A kind of 
collective breathing recalls the beads and knotted ropes used in many religious 
traditions as memory aids for reciting prayers and devotional texts. Catholicism 
has the rosary, Islam the tasbih, Eastern Orthodoxy the prayer rope;  Hinduism, 52

Buddhism and B’ahai traditions have their own forms with different numbers and 
arrangements of beads. The word ‘bead’ itself comes from the Old English word 
bede, meaning ‘prayer’.  These objects free the devotee from consciously 53

counting repetitions, instead moving the beads or knots rhythmically through the 
fingers until the recitation is complete, and allowing the mind to focus on prayer. 
The repeated gestures of braiding and knotting function in a similar way, allowing 
the hands to move automatically until the thread is complete. In this way, the 
repetition of gesture forms its own prayer language through the slow 
accumulation of material, the embodied and time-based processes of hand-
making. The line held in these fibres is knotted with unspeakable, unreadable 
information, linked intimately to the hands and the body.

Connecting threads

My partner tells me that as an anxious small child, age four or five, she would 
perform a ritual to connect precious people and objects to her body, even in their 
absence. Touching a finger to the beloved object, and then to her body, she  

 Thomas A Wynn and Thirumalai R Ramalingam, “Mechanisms of Fibrosis: Therapeutic Translation for Fibrotic 51

Disease,” Nature Medicine 18, no. 7 (July 6, 2012): 1028–40, doi: 10.1038/nm.2807.
 “Using a Prayer Rope in Prayer,” Orthodox Prayer, accessed October 30, 2019, https://52

www.orthodoxprayer.org/Prayer%20Rope.html.
 Merriam-Webster s.v., “Bead”, accessed October 30, 2019, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/53

bead.
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Figure 11
Cecilia Vicuña, Skyscraper Quipu (Incan quipu performance, New York), 2006 
Rephotographed 2018. Cotton. Collection of the artist.

Figure 12
Inca (attrib by Nobuko Kajatani and Anne Rowe, 1993). Quipu, 1400-1532.
Cotton, 15 3/8 x 30 5/16 in. (39 x 77 cm). Brooklyn Museum.
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Figure 13
Cecilia Vicuña, Quipu desaparecido 
(Disappeared Quipu), 2018
Installation view at Brooklyn Museum, 
New York City.

Figure 14
Cecilia Vicuña, Semiya / Frø Quipu, 2015
installation view in DUMP! Multispecies making and unmaking, Kunsthal Aarhus 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manifested an imaginary silver thread that ran between them. Threads holding 
more ordinary items—special bits of found ‘rubbish’, for example, scraps of 
plastic or shiny paper that she wasn’t allowed to take home—were connected to 
her leg or hand.  But the people and objects most closely entwined with her 
sense of self—her mother, or her beloved teddy bear Kimmy—were touched to 
her chest. Connected to her by a silver thread.

A kind of collective breathing is composed of dozens of connected threads, which 
expand the work’s underlying prayer into a desire for collectivity and community. 
This stems from the physical distance between myself (in Melbourne) and my 
family (in Perth) during a time of familial illness, and the resulting feeling of 
fracture; as well as a broader sense of physical disconnection from others that 
underlies our technologically over-connected world.

In investigating the material expression of these ideas, I consider the work of 
Chilean-born artist and poet Cecilia Vicuña, whose practice constitutes a 
decades-long exploration into precariousness, interconnectivity, and paying 
attention. The quipu and its connective possibilities recur throughout Vicuña’s 
work, abstracted into single threads that link stones across a river, or expanded 
into huge lengths of un-spun wool hanging from ceiling to floor. In Vicuña’s 2016 
collective performance work for documenta 14, Beach Ritual (Near Athens) 
(figures 15–16), participants were invited to use massive batts of blood-red wool 
to ‘weave a connection between their bodies and the sea’—working together to 
drag the wool into a huge 'living net’ along the shore.  These ideas are deeply 54

entwined with Vicuña’s own culture and history. From the curatorial wall text of 
Cecilia Vicuña: Disappeared Quipu (figure 13): ‘Textiles are integral to the daily 
activities and the spirituality of Andean cultures, conveying—through systems of 
weaving and the knot-making language of their quipus—an understanding of the 
sacred threads that interconnected all beings in the cosmos.’55

In Vicuña’s practice, threads and knots are language, and assemblages become 
prayers. Begun in 1966, her ongoing series of sculptures, the Precarios (figure 
14), gather rubbish, scraps, twigs and feathers and assemble them into delicate 

 Cecilia Vicuña, “Beach Ritual (near Athens),” Cecilia Vicuña, accessed November 2, 2019, http://54

www.ceciliavicuna.com/interior-installations/gz13cqaxja1axfpcflspp6nxu6kjhe.
 “Cecilia Vicuna: Quipu Desaparecido (Disappeared Quipu),” Brooklyn Museum, accessed September 27, 55

2019, https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/exhibitions/3359/.
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clusters. These are held together with thread or seemingly just balanced; 
displayed on the floor or suspended in the air; or constructed in public space from 
nearby materials and left to naturally disintegrate. Here, discarded or overlooked 
objects become precious, almost revered, their materiality honoured as part of a 
greater interconnected body. Explaining the series’ title, the artist says: 
‘Precarious is what is obtained by prayer. Uncertain, exposed to hazards, 
insecure. From the Latin precarius, from precis, prayer.’  56

The precarious and prayer-like threads of my installation are not only linked at 
each end but also often intertwined through twisting and braiding. String, as 
discussed above, is made up of short fibres twined together to make a longer 
one. Braids are made of three or more pieces of string or thread intricately 
interwoven: ‘a linear and planar form of woven knot that replaces the closure of 
the knot with the potential infinity of weave.’  Symbolically, they represent 57

interconnection of ideas or relationships. My installation also features sections of 
embroidery thread knotted into flat strips, using a sequence of patterns to make 
chevrons or stripes—materials and techniques that evoke the playground craft of 
‘friendship bracelets’.  Often made by children, learned peer-to-peer, and gifted 
between friends, these sections link two people through the repetitive, 
accumulative gesture of craft.

Another influence on A kind of collective breathing was Janine Antoni’s work 
Moor, 2001, a many-stranded rope twined by the artist over a period of several 
years (figures 17–18). Eventually reaching 99.6 metres in length, the rope was 
constructed from items given to Antoni by friends and relatives. In video footage  58

of the artist and her mother working together on this piece, Antoni explains that 
each element—clothing torn into strips, Christmas lights, hair, garlands, rosary 
beads, hammocks—‘connects intimately to a person’s life’, weaving the artist’s 
disparate personal community together into a strong sinuous ‘life-line’ or 
‘umbilical cord’.   59

 Cecila Vicuña cited in Catherine de Zegher, “Ouvrage: Knot a Not, Notes as Knots,” in The Textile Reader, ed. 56

Jessica Hemmings (London, New York: Berg, 2012), 137.
 Claire Pajaczkowska, “Making Known: The Textiles Toolbox—Psychoanalysis of Nine Types of Textile 57

Thinking,” in The Handbook of Textile Culture, ed. Janis Jefferies, Diana Wood Conroy, and Hazel Clark 
(London, New York: Bloomsbury, 2016), 87.

 Janine Antoni in Loss and Desire, Art in the Twenty-First Century, Season 2 (Art21, 2003), https://art21.org/58

watch/art-in-the-twenty-first-century/s2/janine-antoni-in-loss-desire-segment/.
 Antoni, Loss and Desire.59
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Figure 15
Cecilia Vicuña, Beach Ritual (near Athens), 2017, performance, documenta 14
Photograph: Natalia Figueroa

Figure 16
Cecilia Vicuña, Beach Ritual (near Athens), 2017, performance, documenta 14
Photograph: Mathias Voelzke 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Figure 17
Janine Antoni, Moor, 2001
Installation, material provided by family and friends. Photograph: Magasin 3.

Figure 18
Janine Antoni, Moor, 
2001 (detail)
Installation, material 
provided by family and 
friends. Photograph: 
Magasin 3. 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Like Antoni, I had family assistance for A kind of collective breathing: my partner 
Danni helped me with the time-consuming task of crocheting the fine threads into 
slightly thicker strands. As we sat and worked together, the project opened up 
from being enmeshed in my own anxiety to being something gentle and shared, a 
point of connection between us. The piece also incorporates hair from a number 
of different people in my life—my partner, my housemate, close friends in Perth 
and Sydney, a uni lecturer who enthusiastically volunteered her hair-brushings. 
Different colours, different textures, curly and straight, thick and fine. I twined this 
hair into string and threaded it with seed beads, pulling together a group of 
people who are connected to each other only through my hands. Unlike Moor, 
however, the ‘ropes’ of my installation are delicate, fragile. They remain 
unattached to each other, suspended individually on the wall rather than twisted 
into a single strong life-line. This work expresses connection but also 
fragmentation; the threads spaced apart with room for a body to slip between.

In an artist statement that accompanied the 2018 exhibition Cecilia Vicuña: 
Disappeared Quipu at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston , Vicuña wrote: ‘Quipus 60

are a metaphor for the union of all. / They were forbidden in 1583, yet they went 
on / undercover, still weaving our breath.’  Knotted, braided, beaded and twined, 61

A kind of collective breathing materialises breath into an accumulated prayer for 
interconnectedness. 

 “Cecilia Vicuña: Quipu Desaparecido (Disappeared Quipu),” Brooklyn Museum.60

 Cecilia Vicuña cited in: Libby Langsner, “‘Cecilia Vicuña: Disappeared Quipu’ Reclaims Ancient Culture of the 61

Andes,” The Tufts Daily (blog), October 29, 2018, https://tuftsdaily.com/arts/2018/10/29/cecilia-vicuna-
disappeared-quipu-reclaims-ancient-culture-andes/.
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Chapter 3. Hold it in your hands (the portable world)

This section investigates how miniature textiles might respond to feelings of 
fracture and destabilisation, due to geographic distance during a familial illness, 
as a means of containing the self and world within a holistic space of 
contemplation. Discussing Teelah George’s embroidered textiles and Karolina 
Gnatowski (kg)’s narrative weavings, I reveal the record of time and devotional 
labour inherent in building up dense textile surfaces.  Through the discussion of 
the art works of kg and Raquel Ormella, I also propose that the portability of 
textile practice promotes the possibility of condensing fragmentary experiences of 
the world into surfaces that hold a temporal continuity. By exploring the 
connections between ‘transitional objects’ and objects of religious devotion, I 
further align the idea of a portable art practice with private devotional prayer.

While A kind of collective breathing contains a multiplicity of small elements, it 
operates best within a large space, allowing for the elements to ‘breathe’. My 
subsequent works, in contrast, began to compress their surfaces into ever 
smaller, denser areas.

The first of these, Pocket devotional, 2019 (figure 19), is a single embroidery the 
size of a postcard: approximately 15 cm (w) x 10.5 cm (h). Stitched on a piece of 
lightweight linen without the aid of a stretcher or hoop, the surface is dense and 
rippled where stitches have pulled the fabric into an almost sculptural shape. 
Irregular segments of many colours are evoked in seed-stitch and satin-stitch, the 
forms flowing and organic.

Pocket Devotional was made during a period of several months in which I 
travelled back and forth between Perth and Melbourne, while my father waited for 
a lung transplant, and as he recovered. I took my work on the plane, back and 
forth, back and forth: home for a few weeks, then away again, and repeat. I 
hardly unpacked my suitcase.

Like Anna Larpent, who I mentioned in Chapter 1, I craved ‘regular progressive 
work’ to calm my spirits and fix my attention  during this time of emotional and 62

geographic unsettling. The wispy threads and beads in A kind of collective  

 Long, “‘Regular Progressive Work Occupies My Mind Best’.”62
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breathing had fulfilled this need at one point, but from a practical point of view 
they required a certain amount of stability: tubes of beads can (and do) spill, 
ropes of thread need a fixed point from which to twist. I had begun embroidering 
a dense area on a large banner, but it was impractical to transport or to work on 
in temporary living spaces. I also felt that I no longer wanted to make a banner: 
banners project outwards, speak to crowds, whereas I wanted something that 
would speak only to me. I wanted something to zip into a pencil case, something 
to carry in my hand luggage; I wanted a discrete surface to immerse myself in, to 
hold myself inside when the edges of my body seemed blurry. Textile artist 
Raquel Ormella expresses a similar sentiment when discussing her first series of 
small embroideries, All these small intensities, 2017–18: ‘Most of my work faces 
outwards, asking questions of the artist and the world; this work is focused 
inwards.’63

Starting at one corner and building up the surface with tiny accumulative marks, I 
lost myself in this laborious vigil, the stitches following one another intuitively. The 
small textile became a map of segments, fragments of time compressed into 
colour and integrated into a continuous whole. I worked on trams, planes, in 
hospital rooms. The textile’s dense plane built up a record of time, labour, affect: 
a self-contained landscape of feeling. This is the devotion expressed through 
craft; the vigil of repetitive labour ‘like the returning sound of water’.

Devotion and transition

The sense that textiles carry our time, labour, love and spiritual practice is also 
borne out in the work of Teelah George, though at a larger scale. In George's 
painterly abstract textiles, irregular scraps of heavy painters’ linen are blanket-
stitched together in a kind of wonky patchwork, then laboriously worked over with 
long-stitch in doubled strands of cotton. These are often monochromatic, with 
small intrusions of other colours. From a distance the surfaces appear somewhat 
homogenous, but George creates depth and texture through the variation of 
stitch length and direction, the trailing ends of cotton caught in the surface, the 
ripples of unstretched fabric pulled by stitching. There is an organic-ness to these 

 Anna Dunnill, “A Stitch in Time,” Art Guide Australia no 113, May/June 2018, 80. Reprinted in Art Guide 63

Australia (online), accessed May 4, 2020, https://artguide.com.au/a-stitch-in-time.
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works; the truly monumental Wall Piece, 2018–19, comprising nearly 13 square 
metres of solid stitching, has been likened to ‘a vast suspended animal pelt’.64

George’s textiles speak to the effort of labour as a form of devotion, something 
articulated in the title of a recent series, Prayer Lesson #1–#5, 2018–19 (figures 
22–23). Unlike previous monochrome textiles which have responded to the 
sublime in nature, or Wall Piece which operates as the ghost of previous 
architecture, these works are more circumspect and inward looking. Their shades 
of red and ‘cross’  symbology strongly evoke altar hangings; George has said that 
the works draw conceptually on both Christian church kneelers and Islamic 
prayer rugs.  Here, the process of stitching is described as a ‘lesson’; the 65

devotional labour of production and attention are directly correlated to prayer.

In Pocket devotional, this relationship to prayer is similarly articulated through the 
title. The term ‘pocket devotional’ traditionally refers to a miniature book of 
prayers, hymns, or other religious texts, which could be taken out and consulted 
in private moments, offering consolation and uplift. Among the well-to-do of 
medieval Europe, devotions were aided through the use of minutely carved 
objects such as diptychs or triptychs of ivory, with hinges that open to reveal 
minuscule Biblical scenes.  Even more astonishing are the Netherlandish 66

boxwood prayer beads made between 1500-1530 (figures 20–21), possibly by a 
single artist or workshop, and which were ‘designed to be carried, perhaps 
suspended from a belt at the end of a rosary, and to be handled during prayer.’  67

My small embroidery—able to be folded, carried on the body—came to fulfil a 
similar function. To open it up and sink my anxious, fractured attention into its soft 
surface, stitch by stitch, provided a sense of comfort and consistent devotion.

In helping to soothe the intense feelings of anxiety around my father’s illness, and 
my geographical separation from my parents during this time, Pocket devotional 
also became akin to a ‘transitional object’—the blankets or toys that, according to 
D.W. Winnicott, play a crucial role in the development of childrens'  

 Annette Pedersen, “Past and Present,” Art Monthly Australia; Acton, no. 313 (Summer 2018/2019): 62.64

 Teelah George, in conversation with the author, July 12, 2019.65

 Sarah M. Guérin, “Ivory Carving in the Gothic Era, Thirteenth–Fifteenth Centuries,” in Heilbrunn Timeline of 66

Art History, New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000–, http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/goiv/
hd_goiv.htm (May 2010), accessed 30 September 2019.

 Pete Ellis and Lisa Dandridge, “Fabricating Sixteenth-Century Netherlandish Boxwood Miniatures,” in 67

Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History, New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000–, http://
www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/bxwd/hd_bxwd.htm (April 2017), accessed 30 September 2019.
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Figure 19
Anna Dunnill, Pocket devotional, 2018
Embroidery thread, linen. Photograph: Patricia Bordallo Dibildox
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Figure 20
Prayer Bead with 
the Adoration of 
the Magi and the 
Crucifixion
boxwood, early 
16th century, 
Netherlandish
Open: 11.2 × 8.1 × 
2.7 cm; Closed: 5.8 
× 5.5 × 5.6 cm
Metropolitan 
Museum of Art

Figure 21
As above. 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understandings of themselves as separate beings from their parents.  Often soft 68

and tactile, these objects do not simply ‘represent' the body of the parent, but are 
psychologically indistinguishable from them. Begun in my father's hospital room, 
in some way the embroidery came to represent his fragile body immediately prior 
to his lung transplant, an incomplete and fragmented surface that needed to be 
made whole. The level of emotional enmeshment became clear when, a year or 
so after completing Pocket devotional, someone inquired about buying it—and I 
experienced an internal jolt of revulsion and panic, as though being asked to part 
with (and put a cash value on) an aspect of my father.

Importantly for my project, theologian Stewart Gabel has likened devotional 
religious objects (such as icons and images) to children’s transitional objects. 
Gabel theorises that, in the same way a blanket stands in for (or, psychologically, 
‘is’) the parent, devotional objects operate as concrete materialisations of 
abstract notions of the divine. He argues that ‘the materialization of cognitive 
belief systems’ allows individuals ‘to sustain these belief systems, maintain an 
inner sense of satisfaction, and relieve anxiety.’  In Pocket devotional, the 69

(unconscious) entanglement of the textile with my father's body expands into a 
direct entanglement of the object with a sense of the divine.

The miniature

While this embroidery is very simple from a technical point of view, it does evoke 
some echo of the wonder that must, as historians Pete Ellis and Lisa Dandridge 
suggest, have struck the medieval recipient of a prayer bead upon opening its 
hinges.  Something of this is due simply to the miniature size, which draws the 70

viewer inside its borders, pulling attention into the surface. In our productivity-
driven society, there is also something vaguely astonishing about a small, 
somewhat insignificant object that nevertheless holds hundreds of hours of 
embedded time and labour. To sink so much precious time (which, after all, is 
money) into anything means it must be worth something—yet here it is, a 
rectangle, the size of a postcard, the labour massively overshadowing the result.

 Stewart Gabel, “D. W. Winnicott, Transitional Objects, and the Importance of Materialization for Religious 68

Belief,” Journal of Spirituality in Mental Health 21, no. 3 (July 3, 2019): 178–93, doi: 
10.1080/19349637.2018.1467813.
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During a time of uncertainty and unsettled location, it’s no accident that I was 
drawn to a miniature scale. Aside from the practicalities of travel, the miniature is 
a means of containment. As Gaston Bachelard wrote in The Poetics of Space: 
‘The cleverer I am at miniaturising the world, the better I possess it.’  Shrunk 71

down, condensed, the world becomes manageable. All its composite parts are 
visible. You can hold it in your hands.

Teelah George's Sky Piece series, 2016-19, reflects the artist’s Sisyphean 
attempt to embroider the sky. Curator and artist Gemma Weston writes: ‘[T]his 
grand gesture – squeezing the heavens into a wall-bound, or pocketable field – 
speaks of a desire that, like the sky, transcends particularities of location.’  72

Weston points out that George’s works ‘describ[e] the vast, elemental and 
indescribable with accumulated smallness’,  each stitch articulating a tiny portion 73

of sky or sun. While George’s objects are certainly not miniature, their process of 
making requires narrowing the field of perception down to the length of a single 
stitch, each one following the other.

After completing Pocket devotional, my use of the miniature continued with Soft 
Hold, 2018-19, which saw a shift to weaving as the primary mode of making. 
These initial weavings were constructed on a very small tapestry loom—roughly 
15 x 15 cm—that I made from mat board and masking tape; and were made 
using single strands of cotton for both warp and weft. I learned to weave in 2016 
at the Australian Tapestry Workshop, adhering to the high professional standards 
employed there both in terms of materials (specialist warp thread and high-quality 
wool weft to ensure longevity) and technique (ensuring an even, consistent 
surface and straight sides). For these small-scale weavings, however, I shrank 
my materials down to a single strand of cotton for both warp and weft, and freed 
myself from the requirement to produce a perfectly straight rectangle, focusing 
instead on manipulating the material into what Anni Albers calls a ‘pliable 
plane’.74

 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (Boston: Beacon Press, 1994), 150.71
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In an essay that aligns the allure of the miniature with the desire for control, 
Australia poet and essayist Fiona Wright suggests: ‘Perhaps what miniature 
objects offer us, most overtly and entirely, are borders.’  Many of the pieces in 75

my series Soft Hold echo the size of a smartphone screen. But unlike the limitless 
unfolding of the smartphone—with its infinite scroll and rhizomatic network of 
links, apps and updates—these surfaces are contained. The only way to 
experience more of them is by looking more closely, or perhaps by touching 
them. ‘In looking at a miniature,’ says Bachelard, ‘unflagging attention is required 
to integrate all the detail.’76

As a response to anxiety, then, the miniature object makes sense: it provides a 
discrete space to inhabit. As a portal to access prayer or a sense of the divine, it 
condenses the vast and unknowable into a small, manageable, haptic space.

Portable practice

In a fragmented world, a transitional object provides a sense of continuity. In a 
similar way, a portable art practice can synthesise fractured moments of time and 
place into a temporal whole through the creation of surface. Textile processes, 
repetitive and portable, are ideally suited to a practice that responds to 
fragmentation and lack of connection with a particular place.

Pocket devotional and Soft Hold, 2019, were both produced outside of the 
‘studio,’ if the studio is defined as a specific site dedicated to art-making. The only 
condition required to produce these works is a decent light and the ability to sit 
down. Spare threads and sewing snips can be held in the lap; the work itself is 
held in the hand. It can be packed away quickly—slipped into a bag—and taken 
up again at the next opportunity.

The Soft Hold series (figures 27–28) was made on a postcard-sized loom, cut 
from a scrap of mounting board, which fits precisely, perfectly, into a slim paper 
bag that once held thread. This in turn slips into a drawstring calico bag along 
with a zipped purse of silk and cotton threads, scissors, a couple of needles. My 
studio fits in a handbag.

 Fiona Wright, “In Miniature,” Meanjin, May 31, 2015, https://meanjin.com.au/essays/in-miniature/.75
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The portability of this work echoes some of the key elements that define the types 
of labor traditionally practiced by women, as identified by anthropologist Judith K. 
Brown: in particular, tasks that are repetitive and don't require ‘rapt 
concentration’, are not dangerous, don't require being far from home, and can be 
put down and picked up easily when interrupted. Historically, this has been 
dictated by women’s obligations in child-rearing, which is not conducive either to 
long stretches of uninterrupted attention in a secluded place or to chasing wild 
game across unpredictable terrain: as such, in subsistence economies, womens’ 
contributions aside from child rearing frequently included the various elements of 
cloth production such as fibre preparation, spinning and weaving.  Spinning, in 77

particular, took up enormous swathes of time prior to mechanisation, and so 
women often carried their spindles with them and worked throughout the day. 
Prehistoric textiles expert Elizabeth Wayland Barber cites examples of village 
women in Greece who as late as the 1930s were spinning wool on drop spindles, 
requiring them to spin near-constantly, including while riding between villages.78

For Chicago-based textile artist Karolina Gnatowski (kg), portable practice is a 
response to a certain sense of domestic instability. After moving to the USA from 
Poland in the 1980s, kg’s extended family lived in a cramped home with very little 
personal space. As a small child with no designated play area, kg was given a 
brown paper grocery bag in which to keep their craft supplies—a revelatory 
moment that provided them with, as they describe it, their ‘first studio’. ‘This 
framed the way I thought about studios and occupying space,’ kg says. ‘I realised 
you [could] make art anywhere if you packed it right.’79

Textiles, if you pack them right, are ideal for travel. They’re clean, they fold down 
small; they don’t break or require power outlets. The simplicity of ancient textile 
techniques is also their strength. While they graduated from paper bags to plastic 
tubs and eventually dedicated rooms, kg’s work is still informed by the need or 
desire for portability; they have described Chicago's Blue Line train as their most 
productive working space.  (Perhaps not coincidentally, the train is a mode of  80

 Judith K. Brown, “A Note on the Division of Labor by Sex,” American Anthropologist 72, no. 5 (October 1970): 77
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Figure 22
Teelah George, Prayer Lesson 1-5, 2018-19
thread and bronze on linen, each 69 x 56 cm. Photograph: Thomas Rowe.

Figure 23
Teelah George, Prayer 
Lesson 2, 2018-19
thread and bronze on linen, 
each 69 x 56 cm. Photograph: 
Thomas Rowe.
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Figure 24
Karolina Gnatowski (kg), An American Dream, 2018

Ariels dark tide snaking through 
silks blended with mouse grey cotton around 
two moths in moon lit Caran d’ache and a 
big 
foamy 
bud

12 x 13 inches 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Figure 25
Raquel Ormella, L: Blockade in my studio for the Pilliga Forest #2, 2018, R: 
Blockade in my studio for the Pilliga Forest #1 2018 
cloth-backed embroidery, 150 x 90 cm 

Figure 26
Raquel Ormella, process image, 2018
Instagram post
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Figure 27
Anna Dunnill, Soft Hold, 2018-19 (detail)
Woven cotton thread. Photograph: Eric Jong.

Figure 28
Anna Dunnill, Soft Hold, 2018-19 (detail)
Woven cotton thread. Photograph: Eric Jong.  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transport that mimics the movement of weaving, travelling back and forth across 
the city, across the loom.) I met kg in June 2019, while visiting the USA as part of 
my studio research. In their Chicago studio, kg showed me a set of custom-made 
hand looms, the largest perhaps A4, that fit inside one another like nesting dolls: 
a complete set of equipment ready to be packed into a tote bag. Their weavings 
explore complex and tangled narratives of self, with objects that contain 
embedded personal histories enmeshed in (or becoming) warp and weft—
cigarette butts, flowers, guitar plectrums, shirt collars (figure 24). Disparate ideas 
of identity are combined across fragments of time, through weavings carried on 
the body, synthesised into a single plane.

A methodology of portable craft practice is also found in the work of Sydney-
based artist Raquel Ormella. Known for a varied practice with a political and 
environmental focus, including large textile banners, Ormella has recently begun 
producing miniature embroidery works, documenting their production on her 
Instagram account with the hashtag #theviewwhereistitch. In Blockade in my 
studio for the Pilliga Forest #1 and #2, 2018 (figure 25), Ormella condenses and 
miniaturises the act of needlework as personal protest. These pieces respond to 
the Santos Narrabri Gas Project, a controversial fracking proposal that threatens 
a large area of inland forest in New South Wales.  Co-opting slogans from 81

protests against the fracking project, such as “KAMILAROI LAND / SAVE THE 
PILLIGA FOREST” and “DEATH CULT,” Ormella laboriously embroiders them 
onto small scraps of fabric. These in turn are stitched onto scraps cut from 
tradies’ workwear—a frequent material in Ormella’s work that stands in for the fly-
in fly-out culture of mining developments. 

Although ‘Blockade in my studio’ conveys a stationery—in fact, immovable—
physical presence, Ormella's Instagram documents the works being stitched on 
trains and while sick in bed, true to her mobile form of practice (figure 26). As 
such, the studio is arguably Ormella’s own body; the ‘blockade’ is not material but 
temporal, conveyed through the act of spending a long time in close physical and 
mental engagement with each embroidered slogan—an act that might be called 
devotion. The separated locations and time periods of each work's making are 
highlighted by a material language of fragmentation and displacement (conveyed 

 Anthony Sharwood, “Pilliga Protest: The Moment 200 Farmers And Nannas Tell Santos To ‘Frack Off,’” 81

HuffPost Australia, June 8, 2017, https://www.huffingtonpost.com.au/2017/08/03/pilliga-protest-the-moment-200-
farmers-and-nannas-tell-santos-t_a_23062445/.
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through fabric scraps and FIFO workwear). Through embroidery, however, time 
and place accrue onto a single compressed surface, coagulating into a visual 
whole that compresses the energy of a mass protest into dense, palm-sized 
embroidery.

In my project, the production of Pocket devotional and Soft Hold in transit 
conveys a sense of movement, but not a moving forward. It is more like travelling 
from one end of a train line to the other, and back again, moving along and 
around a small place of quiet stillness. This is how weaving becomes praying. 
Slowly building, one thread at a time, a ‘pliable plane’: a small still space that can 
fold you up in its quiet surface, and ultimately bring you back to the world. 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Chapter 4.  All things are delicately interconnected82

New prayers for old feelings, 2019
A record of time and attention (Kansas City), 2019

Responding to the climate crisis as an outcome of a drastically unbalanced way 
of life, this chapter explores the ways in which acts of plant-gathering, dyeing and 
weaving might act as prayers that offer reconnection to and a deeper sense of 
care for the natural world. Through work made in Melbourne and on residency in 
Kansas City, Missouri, I reveal the potential of these processes as ways of 
learning different urban places.

Throughout the decades of her writing, Anni Albers emphasises a lack of 
connection with materials and tactility as a problem that needs to be addressed. 
In 1965, she bemoans: ‘Our materials come to us already ground and chipped 
and crushed and powdered and mixed and sliced, so that only the finale in the 
long sequence of operations from matter to product is left to us: we merely toast 
the bread. No need to get our hands into the dough.’83

Almost halfway through my Masters project—coinciding with the release of the 
UN report on the climate crisis in September 2018 —I began to seriously 84

reconsider the materials I was working with. On an emotive level, textiles are 
tactile and bodily, soft and reassuring; they speak of repair and healing and care 
and transformation. They connect us to history, religion, ancestral knowledge, 
birth and death. But contemporary textile production is toxic. The apparel and 
footwear industries contribute to 8.1% of fossil fuel emissions globally; as a 2018 
article points out, this is more than the entire European Union.  The cotton 85

industry, for example, is bloated by huge amounts of water—over 2000L of 
irrigation per litre of non-organic cotton lint—and pumped full of pesticides.  86

Microfibres of polyester—essentially plastic—clog the ocean and soil. The 
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biggest problems occur at the stage in which fibre is dyed and finished, 
accounting for 36% of emissions and involving toxic synthetic dyes. The waste 
from this process can often enter water sources, turning entire rivers the colour of 
the next season’s fashion lines.87

This is not new information, but it has reached a critical peak. Everything is 
interconnected; every possible action triggers a chain of global reactions. It had 
never before occurred to me that my comforting cotton embroidery threads could 
be wreaking such havoc. Once I realised this, it was clear that a practice about 
care, attention and hope for the future must address the problems implicit in its 
materials.

I began to source un-dyed threads in natural fibres, produced as ethically as I 
could find, although it is nearly impossible to trace the convoluted journeys of 
textile growth, harvesting and processing. I dyed these threads and fabrics with 
plants: I saved kitchen waste like onion skins and avocado pits, picked mint and 
rosemary from the tangles overtaking my garden, eucalyptus leaves and bark 
from trees on my street. I planted native indigo seedlings so that one day I can 
make blue-green dye from the leaves.  To make an iron solution, I collected 88

handfuls of rusty nails from the ground around the art school.89

I made up jars of water and plant matter and metal and fibre, sealed them, and 
left them in the sun. The calm, focused thrill I got from this reminded me of 
making magic potions in the garden as a child, mixing up mud and leaves and 
truly believing that something amazing will result. When I unscrewed the lid after 
a few days or weeks, the threads had turned orange, pink, green, yellow, grey; 
the magic had worked.

‘Modern industry saves us endless labour and drudgery,’ writes Albers in the 
essay quoted above, ‘but, Janus-faced, it also bars us from taking part in the 
forming of material and leaves idle our sense of touch and with it those formative 
faculties that are stimulated by it.’  In a return to the forming of material, the 90

 “The Price of Fast Fashion: Rivers Turn Blue and 500,000 Tonnes in Landfill,” ABC News, March 28, 2017, 87
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process of natural dyeing calls for patience, attention and slowness. Describing 
her own natural dyeing process, local artist and Yindjibarndi woman Katie West 
writes:

Through these repetitive actions I become absorbed in the meditative 
qualities of the tasks, the environment and seasonal changes. A state of 
flow follows where all senses become engaged. Knowledge of plants and 
place is gained through moments to watch, smell, touch, and listen.91

West’s work is grounded in her heritage as an Indigenous Australian and a 
descendant of Stolen Generations. Above all West’s practice puts forth paying 
attention—becoming engaged with all senses—as a means of connecting deeply 
to place. Her spoken scores bring together field recordings with observation and 
small ritual, and her dyed textile works gently gather and hold elements of the 
natural world. 

As a white person in Australia, born overseas, my relationship with land is both 
tentative and inextricably linked to the ongoing violence of colonisation. Through 
engaging more closely with my immediate environment—learning to understand 
its movements, changes and needs—I have begun to develop a deeper 
connection, respect and sense of responsibility to the places I inhabit. These 
processes of care and attention have helped me to understand more tangibly the 
Indigenous ideas of reciprocity between humans and the ‘more-than-human’ 
world, and also my social and ethical responsibility to learn about and 
acknowledge the histories that have occurred on these lands where I live and 
work, the unceded Country of Wurundjeri and Boonwurrung peoples from the 
Kulin Nation.

In Braiding Sweetgrass, Robin Wall Kimmerer powerfully and poetically brings 
together Western scientific thought, Indigenous botanical knowledge, and 
Kimmerer’s own perspective as a plant scientist whose ancestry lies with the 
Potawatomi Nation. The author describes her book as ‘a braid woven from three 
strands’,  intertwining these ideas like lengths of sacred sweetgrass to form a 92

prayer for new ways of living and being.

 Katie West, “Living Well,” Artlink Magazine, accessed March 9, 2019, https://www.artlink.com.au/articles/91
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Kimmerer’s writing is woven with gentleness and poetry, an invitation to engage 
in the ideas she puts forth. Her writing about the nature of ceremony 
demonstrates the difference between Western colonial ceremonies and those 
rooted in place:

Many indigenous traditions still recognize the place of ceremony and often 
focus their celebrations on other species and events in the cycle of the 
seasons. In a colonist society the ceremonies that endure are not about 
land; they're about family and culture, values that are transportable from 
the old country. Ceremonies for the land no doubt existed there, but it 
seems they did not survive emigration in any substantial way. I think there 
is wisdom in regenerating them here, as a means to form bonds with this 
land.93

 Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, 250.93
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Kimmerer advocates for ceremonies that are ‘reciprocal co-creations, organic in 
nature, in which the community creates ceremony and the ceremony creates 
communities.’ She emphasises that these ceremonies should have ‘an active, 
reciprocal relationship with the more-than-human world.’ In my project, the 
processes of dyeing enact just such a reciprocal ceremony. I gather plant 
material to use for dyes, making sure not to take too much and to return the 
scraps to the compost heap. And in return, I spend time noticing, weeding and 
planting, learning to better care for the earth.

Contemporary philosopher and mechanic Matthew Crawford suggests that, when 
engaging with a hands-on craft, the inherent material parameters and step-by-
step processes coalesce into what Crawford calls ‘ecologies of attention’—
environments, he asserts, that offer a tangible space for our attention to be 
focused and for embodied perception to flourish.  Engaging with a particular 94

‘ecology’—for example, that of weaving, or cooking, or building a bike—teaches a 
range of new things to observe, an expansion of understanding that extends to 
the wider world. In this way, through the rituals of working with natural dyes, my 
understanding of ‘paying attention’ shifts. This is a different kind of attention from 
the ‘anti-concentration’ of a craft practice, the single-minded trancelike focus of 
repetition. This is more like an awakening to the connections and possibilities of 
the world around me.

Figure 29
Anna Dunnill, New prayers for old feelings, 2019
Woven threads, plant dyes (avocado pits, mint, rosemary, eucalyptus leaves, red onion 
skins, brown onion skins, Australian indigo)  

 Matthew B. Crawford, The World Outside Your Head: On Becoming an Individual in an Age of Distraction 94

(New York: Farrars, Straus and Giroux, 2015), 23-24.
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Figure 30
Anna Dunnill, A record of time and attention, 2019
Installation at FRONT/space, Kansas City. Photo: Patricia Bordallo Dibildox.

Figure 31
Anna Dunnill, A record of time 
and attention, 2019
Installation at FRONT/space, 
Kansas City. Photo: Patricia 
Bordallo Dibildox.  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I begin to notice the things I eat, the plants that grow on verges and parks and 
hedgerows in my neighbourhood, the different types of leaves on the eucalypts 
growing along Merri Creek. I register their changing tones, the budding and 
withering of flowers from day to day, month to month. I am opened up to a whole 
new arena of knowledge, things that my European ancestors, and the ancestors 
of others who lived in this place, might have known as a matter of course: the 
difference between cellulose and protein fibres, for example, and what a rose-hip 
is, and when you might expect to find one on a rose-bush, and when the wattles 
bloom; and what the different processes are for different fibres to turn into thread. 
Even the most apparently irritating and noxious weeds have hidden qualities—the 
common stinging nettle, for example, has iron-rich edible leaves; it can produce a 
green dye; its growth enriches the soil; and the bast fibres in its stem can be 
scraped and spun into a thread of surprising strength and softness.

Through weaving these threads into new surfaces I extend my practice into 
holding memories of place, condensed into a feather-light object the size of my 
palm (figure 29). While the weaving process is much the same as in my work Soft 
Hold, these new works, titled New prayers for old feelings, were enriched by the 
delicacy, precariousness and chance of natural dye colours.

Kansas City (June 2019)
A record of time and attention, 2019

In Kansas City the light is white and piercing. I screw up my eyes against it the 
same way I used to in the Perth summer, walking along a shadeless highway or 
on the beach, white sand glaring. This light brings me back to my childhood 
growing up on Noongar Boodjar (Noongar Country), between the sparkling blues 
of the Indian Ocean and the Swan River; Melbourne light is softer, gentler. There 
is no sea here, though, and the river is brown; the light reflects off the concrete. I 
am staying at a gallery called Front/Space in Kansas City, Missouri, in a 
downtown district called the Crossroads known for its lively arts scene. Until 
recently, it was full of warehouses occupied by artists and galleries. Now the 
artists have mostly been priced out and the studios are being turned into fancy 
condos. (Front/Space itself will move out of its long-term space just two months 
after my stay. A big shared studio space in a former drugstore is being disbanded; 
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perhaps 30 young artists are losing affordable workspace.) Not many people live 
in the Crossroads yet, though, so it’s in flux: there’s no laundromat or 
convenience store within walking distance. Kansas City is, in general, not 
designed for walking.

Nevertheless, that’s what I do; that’s what I’m here for. After walking for ten 
minutes towards the freeway, I find a dead-end street separated from the rush of 
cars by a strip of green: a lush embankment with the remains of a campfire 
visible among the trees. I encountered the owner of the campfire a couple of 
times; he seemed to be living in this weird patch of natural space between the 
warehouses and the freeway. The only time we spoke, he thought I was lost, or 
had lost something; why else would I be scanning the ground, bending down to 
examine things? Was it my keys? He wanted to help. I had a hard time 
convincing him I was fine. On one side of the road is a scrubby woodland, on the 
other is a Denny’s chain restaurant; ahead is the freeway. At the end of the street 
a pile of mud seems to have been deposited by a dump truck. It is dried to white 
on the surface but slippery clay beneath, smooth fine particles, malleable. I break 
off two fist-sized chunks and carry them home.

The next day I spend hours just walking around, never more than a fifteen-minute 
walk from the gallery in any direction. I move slowly, dawdle and loiter, searching 
for promising flashes of colour. To the east is the city, but to the west there are 
houses, and plenty of green. Lawns are a big deal here. I pick dandelion heads 
off the grassy verge, sometimes dodging into gardens to retrieve the yellow 
flowers. I figure I’m doing people a favour. I wander down a secluded laneway 
and find myself stepping on a carpet of scattered mulberries; I fill a big jar with 
fallen red-purple fruit. I collect dandelion leaves, too, and rusty nails from the 
gutter, and fallen rose-petals from the ornamental bushes across the street. 
Outside another business there’s an ornamental bush called barberry (I googled 
it) with red thorny stems and leaves; I break off a few pieces when no-one’s 
looking.

I have never dyed with any of these plants and I am entirely prepared for 
everything to come out beige.
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I sit on a bench outside the gallery and spend an afternoon separating yellow 
dandelion petals from their green bases, using my thumbnail to split the base and 
peel away the petals. My thumbnail gets a brown stain down the centre from sap. 
I put the greens in one jar, the petals in another. It’s tedious work. People walking 
past throw me quizzical glances. Some of them ask what I’m doing. There’s a lot 
of construction going on in the next building, and the workers pass me several 
times. One guy comes up and wants to know what I’m doing. His kids are always 
coming in with them yellow flowers, he says, can they use them for something? I 
tell him they can.

I have a random assortment of small pots and strainers from Savers, and two 
massive cauldron-sized pots loaned by a fellow dyer. I set up in the kitchen 
attached to the gallery, which is also next to the room I’m sleeping in. I simmer 
mulberries (which smell like jam) and dandelions (which smell like earthy 
spinach), the latter separated into their petals and greens. I mordant skeins of 
thread and fabric with alum (the only thing I couldn’t find locally; I rush-ordered it 
from Amazon in desperation). I'm pushing it for time, rotating six pans on a four-
burner stove, trying to keep track of which processes have happened to which 
fibre. I let things sit overnight, turn the stove back on first thing in the morning. I 
run out of pans and decant the mulberry dye liquid into a metal bowl I find in a 
cupboard (you’re not supposed to mix dye vessels and eating vessels, but I figure 
they’re berries, so what’s the harm?). My fingers are purple and so is the fibre I’m 
soaking in the berry juice. I’m on the clock, but there is no way to speed this up. 
Every chair back is strung with drying skeins. The slow ideal of this practice is 
constrained by logistics and timelines. 

I make ornaments with the clay, flat pieces and bowls, beads and cups. I scratch 
patterns. I don’t fire these objects, they’re just dried dirt, but they hold up okay. I 
know I can’t take them with me when I go.

For three days the building smells like a combination of jam and spinach, with a 
metallic tang.

Mulberry turns different fibres a wide range of blueish-lavender and purple. 
Dandelion leaves produce a light yellowish-green, which darkens to the colour of 
pine trees with a dip in the iron solution; a longer dip turns it steel grey. Dandelion 
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petals achieve yellows, from pastel to deep butter. Rose petals produce pinkish 
beige. Barberry is a golden pink. When I lay out the spectrum of threads—beige 
yellow green grey purple pink—I feel something opening up inside me. Some 
kind of magic.

In accessing the paved landscape of Kansas City through its plants, I enact a 
methodology of care and reveal a sense of joy and wonder. The dandelions that 
are seen as blights on the lawn are shown to be repositories of colour; the 
mulberries that stain the pavement also dye silk thread a rich deep purple. 
Walking a place seemingly designed to be traversed by cars rather than at 
human scale, I slow down my senses and give attention to unnoticed corners of 
the city. For the final work, A record of time and attention, 2019, installed in the 
window of Front/Space (figure 30–31), I twine and twist strands of coloured 
thread together into a single long rope, strung with unfired clay beads in an echo 
of my earlier work A kind of collective breathing, discussed in Chapter One. 
Alongside the rope I place bundles of dyed thread, a handful of beads, a small 
pile of cloths—the potential for future making. In this work, the making process is 
seen to be ongoing, perhaps infinite; interconnected threads of discovery waiting 
to be followed.

New prayers, old feelings, emerging threads

This last body of work, and chapter of my project, has opened up my exploration 
of textile practice to become an investigation of matter itself. I have begun to 
delve more deeply into the ‘forming of material’, the ancient techniques still held 
in our bodies; and, significantly, to understand material as embedded within 
sacred land.

On returning to Melbourne in early July, my work with plant dyeing and weaving 
continued to develop. I wove threads dyed with Kansas City mulberries and 
dandelions into pliable planes alongside Melbourne eucalyptus leaf and soursob 
flower. I also took the first steps towards producing fibre from scratch, learning to 
spin wool and experimenting with processing nettle stems into thread and 
string.95

 Allan Brown and Dylan Howitt, Nettles for Textiles, 2017, https://vimeo.com/225183045.95
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By moving towards the origins of matter, I seek to to weave myself more closely 
into the natural world. I am learning through all my senses, looking to history and 
to the environment for instructions on how to live in the future. Each small 
weaving of New prayers for old feelings is a tiny window into a world that is rich 
with connection, dense with feeling and imbued with hope. 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Conclusion

Textiles are embedded within our language, bodies, and lands. With histories that 
stretch back to our earliest ancestors, there is no doubt that we will continue to 
return to the processes of hand-making that define us as humans.

In New prayers for old feelings: weaving the world back together, I sought to build 
on my previous research into embodied ritual, investigating how textile practice 
might further address issues of anxiety and disconnection. Through positioning 
craft as an antidote to technology, I questioned the potential of textiles to provide 
a holistic framework for being in the world, interweaving the secular and sacred 
through a material language of prayer.

I began this exegesis with a contextualisation of my project within the field of 
contemporary art. I discussed the recent resurgence of craft in Western culture, 
drawing on research that frames this as a response to increased technological 
engagement and a need for tactility. To illustrate this, I analysed the work of three 
Australian artists—Paul Yore, Katie West and Raquel Ormella—whose textile-
based practices respond to the fractures of contemporary life by employing the 
slow processes of hand-making. Each of these artists demonstrates a deep 
engagement with materials and privileges the act of paying attention as a 
methodology of making and being.

Giving examples from history that demonstrate the emotionally restorative effects 
of textile processes, I suggested that hand-making offers a means of addressing 
contemporary anxiety and, further, might operate on a spiritual level. Citing Anni 
Albers, Alexander Langlands and others, I proposed that material engagement 
through textiles can act as a link between the self and the world, revealing the 
rhizomatic network of connections between all things.

The works that emerged in the studio responded to a series of anxieties using 
different tactile processes. A desire for connection to family and community was 
articulated through knotting and braiding. A need for self-containment saw the 
use of dense embroidery and weaving, and a compression of surface and scale. 
Awareness of climate crisis resulted in a direct engagement with the environment 
through gathering and dyeing with plants. Each of these anxieties was carried 
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with me, held in my body, until it could be articulated and materialised through the 
physical gestures of making. In this way, I was able to give attention not only to 
the craft practice but to the anxiety itself—allowing myself to sit with it, work 
through it using the calming and strengthening processes of accumulative labour, 
and move forward with new understandings of being in the world.

Throughout my project I conceptualised ‘paying attention’ as akin to prayer. Here 
I looked to Simone Weil and Mary Oliver, and to Francine Prose, who linked the 
ideas of Weil and Oliver to the mentally and physically absorbing processes of 
craft. Applying this framework to my own practice, I was able to demonstrate the 
ways that attention through craft can become forms of prayer, with each body of 
work articulating a different approach. A kind of collective breathing linked 
processes of knotting and braiding to the material language of quipu, conveying a 
sense of three-dimensional sacred language that expressed a desire for 
connectedness. Pocket devotional saw prayer as an act of private devotion, 
through a miniature object that holds a compressed sense of the divine. Finally, 
New prayers for old feelings and A record of time and attention articulated the 
sacredness of the natural world, and framed textile practice as part of an 
interwoven and reciprocal way of engaging with the environment.

A significant thread of my research investigated the ways in which a practice that 
is produced in transit, or across numerous places, can re-integrate a fragmented 
sense of time and place into a whole. In A kind of collective breathing, the 
knotting and looping of threads provided a sense of continuity and comfort, 
ultimately becoming an activity shared with my partner. The use of weaving in 
Soft Hold enabled separate fragments of time to accumulate into a single pliable 
plane. This led to the process of materialising a connection with place, through 
the use of plant dyes in the final bodies of work, weaving together records of 
place.

Throughout the exegesis, I have pointed to the integral (and continuous) nature 
of craft practice within diverse Indigenous cultures, and have articulated the 
importance of centring Indigenous knowledge systems in discourse about the 
contemporary importance of craft. These ideas suggest expansive lines of future 
investigation, both for myself and for other researchers engaged in the ongoing 
process of de-colonising or Indigenising craft practice. My project could also 

59



contribute towards numerous other strands of research, particularly those 
focused on embodied material processes in relation to technology and anxiety.

During the course of this research, my project moved from responding to 
problems of anxiety and disconnectedness to ultimately reach an understanding 
of myself and my practice as embedded within an interconnected web of being. 
As I progressed through each body of work, I gently untangled anxieties and 
strengthened my ties to people, place and self. Ultimately, from seeing the world 
as a fractured space, precariously held together by ritual, I have begun to 
experience it as delicate but whole. A many-coloured cloth gently but firmly 
interwoven; a prayer stretching out to past and future. 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Appendix A:
Natural dye resources

During this project I gleaned information about plant dyes from numerous 
sources, as well as conducting my own experiments. Some key references 
on the subject are listed here, for the use of anyone wishing to work with 
botanical dye processes.

Behan, Babs. Botanical Inks: Plant-to-Print Dyes, Techniques and Projects. 
Quadrille, 2018.

Blake, Sally. “Eucalyptus Dye Database.” Sally Blake. Accessed April 26, 2020. 
https://sallyblake.com/eucalyptus-dyes-1.

Boutrup, Joy, and Catherine Ellis. The Art and Science of Natural Dyes. Atglen, 
United States: Schiffer, 2019.

Dean, Jenny. Wild Colour. Revised. New York: Potter Craft, 2010.
Desnos, Rebecca. “Articles + Tutorials.” Rebecca Desnos. Accessed April 22, 

2020. https://rebeccadesnos.com/blogs/journal.
———. Botanical Colour at Your Fingertips. Ebook. Rebecca Desnos, 2016.
Evans, Belinda. “Natural Dyeing Using Australian Native Plants.” Self-published, 

2015.
Flint, India. Eco Colour: Botanical Dyes for Beautiful Textiles. 3rd ed. Millers 

Point, New South Wales: Murdoch, 2008.
———. Second Skin: Choosing and Caring for Textiles and Clothing. Millers 

Point, New South Wales: Murdoch, 2011.
Handweavers and Spinners Guild of Victoria. Dyemaking with Australian Flora. 

Melbourne: Rigby, 1974.
Logan, Jason. Make Ink: A Forager’s Guide to Natural Inkmaking. USA: Abrams, 

2018.
Rice, Miriam. Mushrooms for Color. Eureka, California: Mad River Press, 1980.
Turkey Red Journal: A journal dedicated to natural dyes. Ed: Pamela Feldman. 

Online journal, 2007–2019. https://www.turkeyredjournal.com/.
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