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Climate change is an existential crisis that impacts every 
aspect of life and presents challenges for us and future 
generations. As human systems affect the Earth’s oceans, 
the oceans in turn affect life on land. Australia has become 
a society with almost eighty-five per cent of the population 
now living in the coastal regions.

These coastal zones are already experiencing widespread 
effects from climate change. Sea-level rise impacts ecosystems 
through loss of habitat, and salinisation of soils causes changes 
to the distribution of plants and animals, as well as having real 
and measurable impacts on cities and towns.

The ocean’s role in climate change—and specifically its 
impact on coastlines—is explored in the exhibition Ways 
to Water, currently on show at Wollongong Art Gallery. The 
exhibition draws artworks from the Wollongong Art Gallery 
and University of Wollongong collections and also includes 
new artwork created specifically for the show. Ways to Water 
communicates the urgency of these environmental issues in an 

accessible visual manner, synthesising art, science, technology, 
and a growing cultural and community awareness and concern.

Exhibition Curators Agnieszka Golda and Jo Stirling 
interrogate the systemic and political frameworks impacting 
our relationships to the environment, and use the exhibition as 
a platform to raise awareness and imagine a more sustainable 
future. Using diverse curatorial devices including original 
artworks and interactive augmented reality, Ways to Water 
is an exhibition that asks questions of the viewer, making us 
active participants in the conversation.

We would like to thank Agnieszka, Jo and their team 
for bringing this exhibition to WAG and provoking us to 
contemplate urgent questions about the environment and the 
role we play in its future.

John Monteleone
Gallery Program Director

Agnieszka Golda, Traces I, 2021, acrylic on found wood, 26 x 80 x 32cm
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I GREW UP IN INLAND NSW, DURING DROUGHT. Our creek was a 
trickle of sludge and gravel. The air was thick with dust. Little wonder, 
then, that our summers were all about getting to “the water”. On 
the first day of the holidays, well before dawn, we’d cram into the 
family car, between pillows and boxes of food. The headlights would 
guide us over the mountain and pull us towards the coast. We were 
being lured by the ocean. There was always a moment on the crest 
of the escarpment: the sunrise would hit the windscreen and we’d 
be dazzled by the expansive water. In the book 100 Atmospheres, 
Ann Collett describes it as “a moment of revelation with heightened 
anticipation every time I travel this road. I breathe – deeply” (MECO 

2019, p27). Jade Kennedy tells me that the glimpse of ocean makes 
him think “Ahhh…I’m home” (MECO 2019, p27). Now, living here, I still 
feel that anticipation as I make my way to the Continental Pool. Every 
morning at dawn I’m dragged along Bourke Street; I’m pulled down 
the steps on Cliff Road. I breathe in the ocean; when I plunge into 
the icy water, I think “Ahh…I’m home.”

Ways to Water is part of a larger project, 
Blue Futures, funded by UOW’s Global 
Challenges program. The project brings 
together a diverse range of researchers 
and thinkers: together, we’re considering 
how we might use the ‘lure’ of the ocean 
to realise a future that is sustainable 
for industries, communities and 
ecosystems. Some of us are reshaping 
government policy so it foregrounds 
community wellbeing and values. Some 
of us are working with agri-businesses 
to support sustainable ways to farm 
oysters, fish and seaweed. Some of us 
are talking (and walking and swimming) 
with communities and hearing their 
watery stories. All of us have been 
working (and walking and swimming) 

with the Illawarra Local Aboriginal Land 
Council to learn how we can understand 
this ‘lure’ as a connection to place: 
both Land Country and Sea Country. 
Our belonging to place comes from 
the connections we make with it, and 
it makes with us. Cultural Studies writer 
Paul Gilroy proposes that researchers 
need to move away from “high-altitude 
theorising” and move towards “a lowly 
watery orientation” (2018, p10): this is 
what I think Blue Futures does. We’ve 
all tried to immerse ourselves in place; 
to explore how our valuing of this place 
—between the escarpment and the 
glittery horizon—can lead us towards a 
sustainable future. 

Golda and Stirling’s curation of the 
WAG collection shows how connection 
with place is central to artistic practice. 
In the exhibition, we see artists sharing 
their deep love for the coastal places 
of the Illawarra: Tom Roberts, Margaret 
Olley and Max Dupain offer views from 
Otford, Stanwell Tops and Clifton—the 
deep blue swells, the froth of waves 
on beaches. Jodi Stewart (Boota) and 
Rosemary Laing take us to a “watery 
orientation”: the ripples formed by 
marine life; the reflection of clouds. 
There are deeper experiences here, too, 
reminding us of Elspeth Probyn’s belief 
that the sea is “filled with memories and 
material shards of history” (2020, p27). 
Phyllis Stewart’s pair of thongs, created 
from the white shells of Dharawal 
Country, make a (not always comfortable) 
link between twentieth-century beach 
culture and cultural practices that have 
been here for millennia. 

The sea 
brought 
us here Rosemary Laing, groundspeed #1, 2001, C Type photograph, 108 x 222cm,  

Wollongong Art Gallery collection
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What excites me most about the 
exhibition is the way it shows the 
interconnections that emerge: across 
cultures, and across spaces. As we 
travel from cabinet to cabinet, Golda 
and Stirling remind us that the ocean 
is intimately connected to the water 
which runs into it: From the Mountain, 
Towards the Lake, To the Sand, Out to 
Sea. As Jennifer Hamilton puts it: “when 
thinking about how to sustain the seas, 
we need to interrogate what happens 
on land” (2020, p211). The exhibition, 
I hope, will provide opportunities for 
conversations to continue between 
places and communities.

These conversations, I believe, are 
crucial for a Blue Future. Deborah 
Cramer writes: “the sea brought us 
here…now, toying with our atmosphere, 
we break the rhythms of the sea, nudging 
the climate, ignorant of whether we can 
adapt” (2002, p133). The marine life in 
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Max Dupain, Stanwell Park Beach, tree in foreground, 1957, silver gelatin print,  
32 x 30cm, Wollongong Art Gallery collection

Tom Roberts, At Clifton, 1898,  
oil on wood panel, 12.3 x 19.2cm,
Wollongong Art Gallery collection

Bushrangers Bay is still abundant and the 
Blue Mile is not yet submerged, but the 
coast is changing. One of my enduring 
memories of the 2019 –2020 bushfires 
was when a bloke in the Conti climbed 
out of the pool into the smoky air and 
complained that “The water tastes like 
bacon!”. By learning the connections 
between land and sea—across history, 
across cultures—we can also discover 
our ways to water, and our ways into the 
future. Jade says: “the sky’s unwell…
the water’s unwell…how do we create a 
space where all our insecurities are valid 
and validated?...for me…what it is…is a 
conversation between place and space” 
(MECO 2019, p238). 

Dr Joshua Lobb
Stream Leader: Anticipating  
and Imagining, Blue Futures  
Keystone Project
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Agnieszka Golda, Traces II (detail), 2021,  
casuarina dye and cotton on silk, 220 x 200cm

How did you both,  
as an artist and a designer,  
approach the curation  
of this exhibition?

We were thinking, what does it mean to curate an 
exhibition of artworks that draw on coastal places at 
this current political juncture? Global call for social 
justice does reveal that another world is possible. The 
Blue Futures project focuses on new strategies for 
sustainable development of NSW South Coast ocean and 
coastal resources. This offered an opportunity to bring 
together artworks that engage with coastal landscapes 
and Country as ways towards a sustainable future. The 
selected artworks don’t operate in isolation, as just a  
painting or a sculpture. Images of landscapes evoke the 
histories and politics of the events that occurred in a 
place. We visited almost every location captured in the 
artworks from the WAG collection. 

It’s not possible to curate a show about coastal 
change without thinking about the colonial history and 
occupation, the waves of changing migration, marine 
urbanisation, ecological crisis, economic sustainability, 
and non-human creatures inhabiting the place. We were 
interested in the complex sets of interconnections that 
emerge when artworks made over the last 170 years are 
brought together. In an exhibition, artworks form networks 
in ways that lend meaning to other artworks in the gallery 
space. From this perspective, Ways to Water reveals 
how the coast impresses us and how coastal changes 
are impressed upon us. We hope that the different 
themes, the groupings of old and new works, as well as 
the physical and digital design modes of engaging with 
art open a space for asking: from what perspective am I 
viewing the South Coast? Everyone responds to artworks 
differently. However, one of the great potentials of art is 
to offer an opportunity for reflection and self-evaluation.

Dr Agnieszka Golda and Jo Stirling
Curators: Ways to Water Exhibition
Anticipating and Imagining, Blue Futures  
Keystone Project

A.Golda, J.Stirling field trip images: 
Top: Era Beach, Royal National Park 
Centre left: Mt Coolangatta, from Crookhaven Heads
Centre right: Bald Hill Lookout, Stanwell Park
Bottom left: Coast Track, Royal National Park
Bottom right: Picnic Island, Lake Illawarra
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TWO THINGS HAPPENED. First, a copy of Spencer Wilkie Tinker’s 
Pacific Sea Shells: A handbook of common marine molluscs of 

Hawaii and the South Seas (revised edition) fell off a shelf as I explored 
a second-hand bookshop in Wellington, New Zealand. Second, a 
shell I had picked up on the beach at Thirroul, on the Illawarra coast 
of New South Wales, Australia, fell out from in between some books 
while I was looking for something else. Despite the best efforts of 
quarantine, customs, and the sniffer dogs of the Ministry of Primary 
Industries, the shell had inadvertently travelled with me to Aotearoa. 
Both shell and book were out of place. The book, a twelfth printing in 
1971, from the first edition of 1952, published in Hawaii and printed 
in Japan, was written to “serve as a handbook for amateur shell 
collectors who are interested in Pacific Ocean shells”. The book had 
once been in a library, but those precise markings had worn away, 
and all that remained from that time was a  83/4-inch brittle plastic 
dust jacket covering with sticky yellow glue binding. I knew from 
previous experience this glue and cover were impossible to remove, 
but bought the book anyway. 

The shell is small and creamy-white with 
eight raised rib-like fingers that radiate 
out from an off-centred middle. It is an 
irregular star about 1.3 centimetres in 
circumference. The closest I can find 
to it in Tinker’s book is the Siphonaria 
normalis A. Gould,1846. But even that 
name does not feel quite right. Tinker’s 
black and white photograph shows a 
shell with more shades than my shell. He 
was writing from the other side of the 
Pacific Ocean. He does remark, however, 
that “the siphon shells are a puzzling 
group and the naming of them is 
accompanied by considerable difficulty 
and uncertainty. … they are often called 
false limpets” (p220). Later I visit Des 
Beechey’s seashellsofnsw.org.au where 
my shell is clearly identified as Patellidae 
Scutellastra chapmani. No longer false, 
it is now a true limpet, where it is noted 
“the limpet shape is one of the most 
successful of shell forms”. A measure  
of success.

I had picked the shell up not long 
after arriving in the Illawarra. I had 
been learning about the South Coast 
shellwork of Bidjigal artist Esme Timbery 
from La Perouse and Dharawal and Yuin 
artists Phyllis, Kristine and Suzanne 
Stewart (among many others), and 
was surprised to find a tiny midden of 
‘starries’ on the beach. I had learnt that 
the shells only appeared at certain times 
of the year, and that the Spring pull of 
the tide made this appearance unusual. 
I fancied that spending time with the 
shell could help me make sense of being 
here, of histories I did not yet know how 
to see or feel. But then I had forgotten 
about the shell in the flurry of moving 
from one coast to another, of departing 
at a time when departures were fraught, 
and coastal boundaries were suddenly 
rendered firm. Here on the other side 
of the Tasman, the shell began to spin a 
new coastal itinerary. 

South Coast shellwork often takes 
everyday objects—Thongs, Slippers, 
Shoes, the Sydney Harbour Bridge—and 
shifts not just their scale but also their 
function. No longer pieced together for 
the tourist trade, these miniature objects 
tell stories of economy, value, and 
material connection to Country. They 
tell stories of generations of children, 
generations of living on the coast, and 
generations of knowledge. In a discussion 
of Esme Timbery’s Shellworked Slippers 

Pacific sea shells

Margaret Olley, Era Landscape,1946, oil on canvas, 71.5 x 96.8cm,  
Wollongong Art Gallery collection
 

Phyllis Stewart, Thongs,  
2002, shell, fabric,  

cardboard, 12 x 6 x 4cm,
Wollongong Art  

Gallery collection
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Djon Mundine (2008) notes that the 
empty slippers are memento mori: “in 
this case remembering the ‘disappeared’ 
Aboriginal children forcibly removed 
from their families”. In Sydney, Timbery 
and Mundine installed a grid of not-
quite 200 pairs of slippers in 2008 
and again in 2018. Vertigo rather than 
nostalgia. In continuing to pick up shells 
and piece them into a material litany 
of presence and loss, and by refusing 
to commercialise their work, the artists 
mark an ongoing and unambiguous 
economy of resistance.

-
My mother emigrated from London 
to New Zealand in the mid-1960s. 
She was one of a group of very young 
women travelling alone for eight weeks 
across the Mediterranean, through 
the Suez canal, the Indian Ocean, and 
then across the Pacific. In Te Ara Jock 
Phillips (2005) describes it as “the 
longest journey of migration in human 
history”. Somewhere, there is a photo 
of her arriving in Wellington. She was 
seventeen, following my father across 
the planet. She has never told me much 
about the journey, except that at some 
point someone stole all her jewellery. 
What remains is a wooden shell box 
edged with poker work and the word 
MILLPORT carefully inked in capitals 
across the front. I have no idea where 
Millport is, although the shells arranged 
in concentric fans across the top look 
different from those in Tinker’s book. 
I realise there is so much more to this 
story than I know. I don’t know the name 
of the ship she travelled on, whether 
she had to share a room, the route they 
took. I don’t know what it felt like to 
leave home for good.

-
The coast is more than a site: it is a 
pause that makes demands. For Rachel 
Carson the edge of the sea contains 
wonder. And at the edge of wonder, 
Carson believed, is the moment where 
people begin to take action; we strive to 
protect what we see. Thinking carefully 
about the coast means confronting 
the messiness of ecological and 
environmental discourse as “a rallying 
cry both for those who [seek] radical 
social change and those now more 
easily identified with liberal tactics like 
lobbying, litigation, and boycotts.” 

(LeMenager, 2014, p26).  When thinking 
about how to tell stories of living on 
the coast, Stephanie LeMenager coins 
the idea of “working aesthetics”: “This 
term implies the sensory knowledge 
of ordinary people who utilise oceans 
and coasts, for work and pleasure, and 
who at times have marshalled their 
everyday coastal aesthetic against 
pollution, industrial fishing, and oil”. 
(p48). A working aesthetic is also one 
that twists together the ordinary lives 
of a community with forces that arrive 
from across the sea. Waves that once 
carried tall boats now bring new kinds 
of planetary energies, and the animals, 
shells and plants that have always been 
present are rendered vulnerable. Even 
the water itself has transformed: “Thirty 
per cent more acidic—faster than any 
known change in ocean chemistry in 
the last fifty million years” (Ocean Portal 
Team, 2018).

-
There is a zone just at the edge of the 
sea where these ideas ripple. It is a tide 
line formed by the lapping of the shells, 
the rustling of calcium carbonate against 
the quartz, granite and feldspar of the 
sand, where after thousands of years 
the scale of everything has changed. It 
is a site where millions of species have 
trembled with memory. And where new 
swarms bear witness. In her extraordinary 
book Atlas of Emotion (2003) Guiliana 
Bruno describes how “the sea and the 
sea shore have functioned as lures…
their coastal borders have embraced 
the stream of emotions and exerted 
the pull of an embracing ‘transport’” 
(p356). The works in this exhibition 
remind us how we are lured by the coast 
and transported by our imagination, 
by the future that is always just off the 
horizon, by new economies of form, 
place, understanding and memory. By 
new forms of resistance. By survival.  
By arrivals and departures.

Associate Professor Susan Ballard 
Art History, Te Herenga Waka  
Victoria University of Wellington  
(MECO 2012–2020, UOW Blue Futures 
Keystone Project 2019–2020)

Heather Carey, Brooch, 1995, acrylic  
on wood, printed handcoloured card,  
16 x 11cm, Wollongong Art Gallery  
collection



8

open Tues-Fri 10am-5pm  
weekends 12-4pm
corner Kembla & Burelli  
streets Wollongong  
phone 02 4227 8500   
www.wollongongartgallery.com 
www.facebook/wollongongartgallery 

Wollongong Art Gallery is a service of Wollongong City Council, 
and is a member of Regional and Public Galleries of NSW.
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URBAN EDGES

AUGMENTED 
REALITY  
EXPERIENCE

TO THE SAND

BY THE RIVERSIDE

OCEAN TALES WATER TRAVELS

WALKING THE 
SOUTH COAST

WATER BODIES

TRACES

FROM THE  
MOUNTAIN

INTO THE WATER

OUT TO SEA

TOWARDS  
THE LAKE

Ways to Water is supported  
by an augmented reality  
experience for you to explore 
with your smart device.  
You can continue to explore  
the exhibition by using this  
catalogue at any time.

To enter the AR scan 
the QR code above or visit: 
waystowaterbluefutures.com

Then, follow the prompts and  
scan each of the themed 
icons to the right, to discover 
more about each cabinet and 
artworks in the exhibition.

Ways to Water is funded by  
University of Wollongong’s  
Global Challenges program.

Cover image: Jo Stirling, Water Bodies: 
above Lake Illawarra (detail), 2021,  
digital print on plywood 183 x 122cm
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