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Foreword
The therapeutic benefits of art, its capacity to transform, heal, strengthen, and support good 
mental health and wellness outcomes have long been documented in medical literature.

The Healing Garden Illawarra by Hiromi Tango, with local artists and community members 
exhibited  at Wollongong Art Gallery, exemplifies arts capacity to transcend form and 
expectations and deliver something that resonates, and delivers multiple tangible benefits 
for the community.

Hiromi Tango is a contemporary multidisciplinary Japanese-Australian artist whose work 
spans installation, sculpture, performance, and photography. While Hiromi’s practice is diverse 
an important focus of her work is on communicating through new and accessible approaches. 
These innovative methods challenge problematic narratives surrounding mental health and 
generate healing conversations through a process of collaborative arts engagement.

The past two years of dealing with COVID and all the uncertainties associated with it; 
-isolation and distancing from loved ones and disconnection from our normal social 
networks, has increased the amount of anxiety and other mental health issues experienced 
by people in the community.

Hiromi uses extensive research to gather information so her work can truly echo the 
collective voice and concerns of the community.

Healing Garden is part of an ongoing series of community-engagement projects by the 
artist that focus on creating safe, nurturing spaces that encourage creative expression 
and emotional transformation.

Developed through a series of hands-on opportunities for community members the 
exhibition is underpinned by themes of positive mental health, identity, visibility, and 
personal and community connectivity.

Healing Garden is a transformative experience for the creator/s of the work and for the 
participant observers providing a salve, a comfort and relief that allows people to see they 
are not alone in the way they have been feeling and experiencing.

We thank the participants from the many community groups for their invaluable 
contribution to the creative art making process. We also thank artists Athena Cabot 
and Dushan Mrva-Montoya who, under the guidance of Hiromi Tango, led the community 
engaged workshops and brought their own passion and commitment to the project.

Finally, we thank artist Hiromi Tango for her unwavering dedication, working through some 
extremely disruptive and disconcerting COVID impacted years to bring her creative vision 
of a community Healing Garden to Wollongong. We hope you enjoy the exhibition.

John Monteleone 
Gallery Program Director
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Image: Healing Garden Illawarra  
installation, 2022. Photograph by  
Jennifer Leahy, Silversalt.



Hiromi Tango, a Japanese-Australian artist, 
has been invited by Wollongong Art Gallery to 
create a Healing Garden, a sensory installation 
inspired by themes in nature and community. 
Tango and her co-creators connect in a series 
of reflective workshops, weaving vines, flowers, 
and creatures from vibrant tissue, wool and 
fabrics. These textural elements are then 
transformed by the artist into a soft luscious 
forest which embodies the collective spirit and a 
goal to sustain the environment.

At the beginning of a project Tango attunes  
to the community in a series of meetings where 
she deeply engages with local people and their 
experiences. Through careful listening she initially 
documents the suggestions and directions 
for the exhibition from the gallery team.  

Health and the Science Gallery in Melbourne, 
Tango created a rainbow-striped mouse wheel 
proportionate to humans. The person running 
inside was inspired to chase their dreams or 
to slow down, be present and feel calm. This 
work explored how play, colour, and light can 
incentivize exercise and build brain resilience 
and boost mood. This art-science partnership 
is a motif for Tango who is sustained by the 
healing powers of energy and colour.

At Wollongong Art Gallery Tango worked 
very closely with the Exhibition Officer Louise 
Brand and Artist Educators Athena Cabot and 
Dushan Mrva-Montoya to cultivate a Healing 
Garden which was interactive and accessible. 
For Tango collaboration is at the heart of 
her way of being. She says, ‘the reason I do 

Healing Garden Illawarra

Subtly, in a mentoring role she nurtures the 
facilitators to replicate her engagement and 
art-making techniques. This template is open 
to individual interpretation and enables the 
facilitators to explore their own journey, unique 
to them. The result is an intricate and tangible 
ecology where stories and healing can emerge.

Tango’s immersive practice is central to her 
desire for genuine collaborations with the 
community. Her exhibitions include ’Art Magic 
Remnant’ at Lismore Regional Gallery, 2017 
and ‘Hiromi Hotel: Moon Jellies’ at Hazelhurst 
Regional Gallery & Arts Centre, Sydney 2013. 
In June 2022 she installed ‘Rainbow Dream: 
Moon Rainbow’ at Dark Mofo in Hobart. In 
collaboration with Dr Emma Burrows from The 
Florey Institute of Neuroscience and Mental 

what I do is to create safe, nurturing, playful 
environments to stimulate the imagination and 
create connections.’

These relationships assumed a heightened 
importance in the evolution of the Healing 
Garden after COVID-19 prevented Tango from 
travelling to Wollongong for some months. 
During this time her engagement with the 
facilitators became digital. Dushan Mrva-
Montoya explored emotions associated with 
colour in a brainstorming conversation with 
local primary school children and other adults. 
The kids chose to make butterflies, leaves, and 
flowers, forming connections between feelings, 
renewal and transformation. Dushan further 
explored their interests through painting, and 
they made a patchwork of small images, some 
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                         Visitors making garden elements  
for the Healing Garden Illawarra.  

Photograph by Bernie Fischer.



with collaged additions of wool, thread and 
fabric. Athena Cabot also worked with the 
sensory components of colour and meditations 
on creating a garden. She wrote and illustrated 
the inspirational ‘Healing Garden Magic’ 
children’s activity book which accompanies 
the exhibition. Overall, Dushan and Athena 
facilitated 29 workshops in 2021 - 2022. Their 
expertise was evident with local community 
members of all ages, genders, abilities, 
languages and cultural backgrounds.

The community groups were: Art Smart After 
School Program; Coomaditchie Ngaramura 
Group – including students from Warrawong 
High, Oak Flats High, Lake Illawarra High, 
Warilla High and Illawarra Sports High 
(Berkeley); Cringila Multicultural Women’s 
group; Greenacres Disability Services; 
Greenhill Manor.

Aged Care; Illawarra Multicultural Services; 
Peterborough School; Sister’s Cancer Support 
Group; Warrawong Intensive English Centre; 
Wollongong Youth Centre Groups – including 
Rainbow League, Q-Munity; Willow Disability 
Trust; Year 3, 4, 5 and 6 Enrichment Programs 
– attended by students from Mt Brown Public 
School, Russell Vale Public School, Figtree 
Public School, Hayes Park Public School, Port 
Kembla Public School and St Patrick’s Primary 
Port Kembla. They contributed the soft exhibits, 
stories and conversations in the ecosystem 
that is the Healing Garden. In a prior activity 
of giving and sharing, a large quantity of the 
second-hand clothing had been donated by 
local community members and the Wollongong 
Clothes Swap Group. Once gathered, these 
recycled materials were then washed and cut 
into manageable shapes by the Wollongong Art 
Gallery Volunteer Guides.

For Tango the materials contain feelings, 
memories, and warmth: their sustainability is part 
of this warmth. When the materials are subjectively 
interpreted in workshops it contributes to an 
authentic experience that is unobtainable in a shop 
of pristine things. As a result of joining with the 
community through the pre-owned materials she 
is honouring the roles of those collaborating and 
ultimately taking the healing journey with them.

By engaging in wrapping, binding, twisting and 
knotting fragments of recycled clothes the 
community slows down, pays attention and 
responds to gentle direction. These purposeful 
art-making processes collate sensory and 
meditative qualities which can help interrupt 
negative and repetitive thought patterns. 
Paying attention to nature or crafting with paper 
or textiles are good examples of this. These 
repetitive or meditative practices may contribute 
to building resistance or help heal past injury.

And so, by being attuned to nature, 
materials, and communities Tango achieves 
her aim of helping others transform 
themselves and enrich their own habitat. 
Along the way her co-creators become 
artists and researchers, able to contribute 
to their own vision of the Healing Garden 
Illawarra. This philosophy of the artist 
embedded in their community travels lightly 
with Tango for she is invested in a creative 
future away from the art establishment. 
She asks what is art for? For her it is about 
personal and intimate engagement with 
nature and the community. For us, the 
beholders of Hiromi’s rainbow world, we 
are welcomed to enjoy its rare gems but 
ultimately, to be immersed in its vastness.

Angie Cass 
Artist, Community Educator, and Researcher
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Image: Dushan Mrva-Montoya and Athena Cabot 
with garden elements created in the Healing 
Garden Illawarra workshops, 2022. Photograph 
by Adam McLean, courtesy Illawarra Mercury.

Image: Hiromi Tango, Healing Garden Illawarra installation, 
2022. Photograph by Bernie Fischer.



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

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

Healing Garden Illawarra Workshops 
With the guidance of contemporary artist Hiromi Tango, local Artist Educators  
Athena Cabot and Dushan Mrva-Montoya conducted 29 Healing Garden Illawarra 
workshops in 2021/2022.

The workshops were attended by local community members of all ages, genders,  
abilities, language and cultural backgrounds including the following groups: 

Art Smart After School Program 

Coomaditchie Ngaramura Group – including students from Warrawong High,  
Oak Flats High, Lake Illawarra High, Warilla High and Illawarra Sport High (Berkeley) 

Cringila Multicultural Women’s group 

Greenacres Disability Services  

Greenhill Manor Aged Care  

Illawarra Multicultural Services  

Peterborough School 

Sister’s Cancer Support Group 

Warrawong Intensive English Centre  

Wollongong Art Gallery Guides 

Wollongong Youth Centre Groups - Rainbow League, Q-Munity  

Willow - Disability Trust 

Year 3, 4, 5 and 6 Enrichment Programs – attended by students from Mt Brown Public 
School, Russell Vale Public School, Figtree Public School, Hayes Park Public School,  
Port Kembla Public School and St Patrick’s Primary Port Kembla 

Healing Garden Illawarra elements were created from tissue paper, wool and recycled 
fabric and clothing donated by local community members and the Wollongong Clothes 
Swap Group. The fabric and workshop materials were prepared by the Wollongong Art 
Gallery Volunteer Guides.

Garden elements created in the workshops have been woven into the  
Healing Garden Illawarra exhibition by Hiromi Tango.

Image front cover: Hiromi Tango, Healing Garden Illawarra installation, 2022. Photograph by Bernie Fischer.

Image back cover: Healing Garden Illawarra installation, 2022. Photograph by Jennifer Leahy, Silversalt.

5002296-JL

Hiromi Tango would like to acknowledge the traditional Custodians of Dharawal Country where the Healing 
Garden Illawarra community engagement workshops were held, and where the exhibition takes place. Hiromi 
Tango would also like to acknowledge the Healing Garden Illawarra support team; workshop facilitators Athena 
Cabot and Dushan Mrva-Montoya, Coomaditchie United Aboriginal Corporation for sharing knowledge about 
healing plants, and all community groups who participated in the workshops, Wollongong Art Gallery staff and 
volunteers, Wollongong City Council, and everyone who is dedicated to humanity, nature, wellness and arts.


