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Amygdala 
— Hiromi Tango

ARTWORK THEORY

The inclusion of Amygdala in Craftivism. Dissident Objects and 
Subversive Forms at first felt counter-intuitive, as the work represents  
an intensely personal journey of learning to master anxiety through 
meditative art-making practices. The association of this journey with 
political intent did not seem obvious, however as I reflected on the 
ideas of activism and social change, and fostering social connection 
between community via participatory collective processes, the 
relationship between the deeply personal narrative of Amygdala with 
the collective actions of my community-engaged practice became 
clear.

More than a decade ago, I became captivated by the idea of 
neuroplasticity and the potential for art-making practices to play 
a role in nurturing healthy brain development. After a lifetime of 
struggling with anxiety, I began to explore how different aspects of 
the creative process helped to calm the internal chaos that I often 
felt. This included acts of organising and categorising materials, 
the repetitive motions such as winding and shaping textiles, the 
effects of colour, texture, aroma, sound and light on both physical 
and emotional states. 

Amygdala refers to a small, almond-shaped part of the brain that 
sits within the limbic system. It is responsible for our instinctive 
actions, such as fight, flight or freeze. The amygdala can help us 
to react quickly when faced with danger, but repeated trauma or 
constant stress can lead to perceived threats everywhere, leaving 
us in a state of constant anxiety.

In the creation of Amygdala, the idea of a rogue part of my brain 
spiralling out of control co-existed with the desire to sever the 
maladaptive connections that had been made through remembered 
trauma, and to lay down new pathways. 

Over recent years much has been learned more about the protective 
factors that create resilience, including maintaining strong social 
connections, and activities that help us to switch off the negative 
messaging in our brains. 

In a 2013 essay written for Dance – an immersive participatory project 
developed for children with additional needs that I developed at the 
MCA National Centre for Creative Learning – Dr Jing Sun wrote: 

Fast forward several years. Even before the onslaught of world events 
in 2020, contemporary society was already in a state of constant, 
heightened anxiety. Human relationships were being displaced by 
overdependence on digital devices. People were moving through 
the world, unaware of each other or the nature that had sustained 
humankind for millennia. As a society, we had lost touch with the 
protective factors that might help us to be resilient in the face of 
existential threats, such as extreme bush fires or a global pandemic.

“From a neuropsychological perspective, 
the act of planning a sequence of actions, 
which requires one to hold information 
in the working memory, inhibits 
obsessive behaviour that stimulates 
the frontal lobe of the brain. This can 
produce healing effects, as the creative 
process is intriguing and stimulating”.
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The Healing Garden series brought together ideas of focusing on 
nature to help restore a state of calm and health with the protective 
factors of strengthening social connections, and meditative art-
making processes. Drawing on the healing properties of plants and 
flowers in the local environment, participants were encouraged 
to come together to co-create a garden installation. Community 
members reflected on their natural environment, shared stories, and 
experienced the unique satisfaction of seeing their efforts combine 
to create a beautiful garden. 

Both the materials and the activities contributed to the positive 
impact. Colours related to local flora, but were also drawn from 
the healing colour palette. Social connections were strengthened 
through the shared experience, while the art-making process created 
space for people to slow down, reflect, and engage in a positive 
activity. 

Bespoke Healing Garden projects have been created for diverse 
environments, from Australia, Singapore, Dubai and Indonesia to 
the Rocky Mountains in Colorado USA. Each one has focussed on the 
restorative and regenerative properties of local plants and flowers. 

We are fortunate in Australia to have such unique and varied plants, 
and there is so much that can be learned through reflecting on their 
properties. As the driest continent on earth, Australia is home to 
many plants that can survive harsh conditions, including going long 
periods without water. 

Healing Garden 
— Nature, community and healing  

CONCEPT

Previous: Amygdala (Fireworks) 2016      

Opposite: Heal 2020, Artist Studio. Photography: Josef Ruckli.
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The medicinal and nutritional properties of native Australian plants 
– knowledge that has been passed down by Traditional Owners for 
millennia – is only beginning to be understood by western cultures. 
How can we apply the learnings from nature about healing, nurturing 
and resilience to address our 21st century malaise of constant anxiety? 

For me, reconnecting with nature is also about returning to the 
strengths of my traditional upbringing in my own culture. I still have 
very strong memories of working alongside my grandmother in her 
garden in regional Japan. Working silently, she seemed to commune 
with the plants in her garden, always knowing just how to promote 
healthy and sustained growth. Seeing how everything thrived under 
her expert care, spending the days amongst the plants and flowers, 
I recall feeling safe and secure. In this garden, the confusion and 
anxiety of the outside world was kept at bay. We lived harmoniously 
with nature, and when we honoured our responsibility to nurture 
and care for it, we were also safe and well. 

CONCEPT

...ideas focusing on nature... drawing 
on healing properties of plants and 
flowers in the local environment... 
community members reflect on the 
natural environment... and through the 
art-making process... people can slow 
down, reflect, and engage in a positive 
activity... 

Opposite: Insanity Magnet 2013
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CONTEMPLATE

Reflections
—  Nature and the local environment

What can you learn from the plants and flowers in your local 
environment?

Can you identify any with medicinal properties?
  
Which ones are resilient in harsh climates, such as drought conditions?
 
What is safe to consume and how does it support good health?

How do plants play a role in sustaining ecosystems for insects, fish, 
birds and other animals?

Are there other ways that flora can make you feel better, such as 
vibrant colours, or aromas that might be uplifting or calming?

Opposite: Amygdala (Botanica) 2020, Artist Studio.   

Photographer: Josef Ruckli.
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Flowers for a 
Healing Garden 

CREATE

You can create beautiful flowers using a few simple items. On the 
following pages are simple steps for creating different types of 
petals, leaves and stems, and some ideas for how to make some of 
the flowers featured in this healing garden.

Opposite: Healing Garden 2020, Artist Studio.    

Photographer: Josef Ruckli. 
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Materials:

_ tissue paper

_ yarn

_ chenille pipe cleaner

_ tape

_ scissors

Petals
01 
Start with tissue paper (approx. 25x20cm) and fold in half lengthwise, 
and fold in half again. Cut in half lengthwise, then fold the paper like 
an accordion along the width.

02
Cut the desired shape of the petal, for example — pointed, rounded, 
heart-shaped, or fringed. 

03
Fan the petals outward at the top, and secure the bottom with tape to 
form the flower. 

Stem 

04
Start with a length of chenille pipe cleaner to form the core of the 
stem. Then wrap it with yarn, and attach the base of the flower by 
wrapping it with yarn as well.

Leaves
05
Start with tissue paper (approx. 25x20cm) and fold in half, then fold 
in an accordion along the width, with each fold approximately the 
size of the leaf that you would like to create.

 
06
Cut the shape of the leaf, for example — folded, saw-tooth,  rounded, 
or fringed.

How to make a flower?
— Petals, Leaves and Stems

INSTRUCTIONS

01

02



04

06

03

05
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01 
Banksia

Local varieties include Swamp Banksia and Wallum Banksia. 
This adaptable plant features stunning flowers that are 
prized for their sweet nectar. Banksia are incredibly resilient, 
withstanding harsh environments from drought conditions to 
the high levels of salt that are found in the coastal environments. 
In some parts of Australia, Traditional Owners used the nectar 
from the flowers to make tea for energy.

How to create Banksia:

Fringed petal, yarn and chenille stem, saw-tooth leaves. 

02 

Pea Flower

Local varieties include Chaffy Swamp Pea, Wallum Wedge Pea, 
and Showy Parrot Pea.  Their brightly coloured flowers create 
a feeling of awakening, energy, and warmth. Some species can 
be used as a topical medicine, including use as an eye wash, or 
to reduce swelling.

How to create Pea flowers: 

Heart-shaped petals, fringed leaves, chenille and yarn stem.

FLORA

Sunshine Coast 
Wild Flowers

— Banksia, Pea Flower, Native Iris, Boronia 



02

03

01

04
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03 
Native Iris

These delicate flowers last only a day, but this hardy plant 
continues to produce flowers over many months. Its purple 
colour signifies deep loyalty, bringing together the calmness 
of blue, and the passion of red. It is a powerful symbol of 
regeneration and hope.

How to create native Iris:

Rounded petals, chenille and yarn stem, pointed leaves. 

04 
Boronia

Wallum Boronia grows in sandy soil and near coastal woodlands. 
The deep pink of its flowers symbolize affection and caring, 
while boronia flower essence is known for helping to create a 
feeling of calmness and serenity.

How to create Boronia flowers:

Chenille stem, marquise-shaped pink petals, fringed yellow petals, 
fringed leaves. 

FLORA
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Craftivism, Dissident Objects and Subversive Forms is a Shepparton 
Art Museum exhibition, curated by Anna Briers and Rebecca 
Coates, touring nationally by NETS Victoria. The exhibition will be 
on view at the University of Sunshine Coast Art Gallery, Sunshine 
Coast, Queensland 22 November 2020 – 16 January 2021.

NETS Victoria, the University of the Sunshine Coast, Hiromi Tango 
and the community pays tribute to the ongoing culture of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islanders. We pay our respects to Elders past, 
present and emerging, and acknowledge the Traditional Custodians 
of the land on which the USC campuses sit. 

Artist Hiromi Tango is deeply appreciative of everyone’s kind and 
generous support for this project, and sincerely hopes that everyone 
can find their personal healing garden.
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