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Yvonne KOOLMATRIE
Eel trap, ���8 
wov�n ��d��  
15� x 3�� x 8 c�

Eel trap, ���8 
wov�n ��d��  
�35 x 44 x 8 c� 

Th� �a����a� M����� ���a���f�lly acknowl�d��� i��� ��on�o��� and ��h� �xhi�i��ion �a����n���� and on�oin� ����o��������  
of ��h� �a����a� M�����; D�� �nna Cicca���lli, D�� �da� D���ki�wicz, �nn P������on-Flin��, J�lian and �����hani� G��o��, 
Ma��iann � McNa�a��a and ��h� la��� P������ (Mac) McNa�a��a, Willia� Mo����ow, P��of���o�� Ian No����h and D�� �J �yan 

Yvonn� Kool�a����i� ha��v����in� ��d�� on ��h� M�����ay �iv��� n�a�� B�����i, �����, �ho��o���a�h� �y Ch��i� Kool�a����i�
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Yvonn� Kool�a����i�’� vivid d��c��i���ion of ��h� 
‘��ak� no ���i�on����’ ����hod of di��a��chin� 
��h��� �����ll�n��-lookin�, �li�y, �nak�lik� wa����� 
c���a�������, i� a f�nc��ion of ��h� da�a�� ��ha�� ��l� 
a��� ca�a�l� of doin� ��o h��an ����da��o��� who 
a��������� ��o handl� ��h��. 

Th� ����a�� ��ha�� Kool�a����i� ha� wov�n fo�� ��h� 
�a����a� M����� a��� o�j�c��� of hi�hly �kill�d 
c��af����an�hi� and d��i�n ��ha�� ��a�l���ly 
co��in� fo���, f�nc��ion and vi��al and 
a����h���ic a���al. Whil� in ���c�n�� y�a��� ��h� 
�����ly f�nc��ional a���c��� of ��h��� wov�n 
����a�� hav� �o���ly ��co�� ���o��dina��� ��o 
a����h���ic con�id���a��ion�, and ��h� ����a�� a��� 
now �o���ly ad�i���d a� con�����o��a��y objets 
d’art, i�� i� i��o����an�� ��o no��� ��ha�� ��h� ���oc����� 
follow�d �y Kool�a����i� in ��h�i�� �akin� ����ain 
d���ly ��oo���d in h��� N�a����indj���i h���i��a�� and 
����adi��ion�. Yvonn� Kool�a����i� ���o�dly a��������� 
��o ��h� �niq�� na������ of N�a����indj���i w�avin�, 
��o ��h� fac�� ��ha�� i�� can �� diff����n��ia���d f��o� 
o��h��� fo���� of ��o��i�inal w�avin�. “In a 
workshop with Arnhem Landers, weavers from 
Maningrida”, �ay� Kool�a����i�, “they really 
acknowledged us Ngarrindjeri, saying ‘that’s 
your stitch!’ With our blanket stitch nothing is 
tied – you just add more string and wind it in”.

Kool�a����i� ����� h��� h�a���� and �o�l in��o h��� 
w�avin�. �h� i� ada�an�� ��ha�� �h� wo�ld n�v��� 
wa��ch TV whil� doin� �o: “When I work alone  
I just concentrate on my work”.

�h� al�o of���n w�av�� in ���o�� �i���a��ion� ��ha�� 
����ona��� wi��h a��-old N�a����indj���i ���ac��ic��  
of ‘ya��nin�’: “When we have a workshop we 
all sit around weaving, and I tell everyone the 
old stories. I do what the old people used to do, 
I tell stories while we’re weaving...People say 
to me, ‘Well, you’re famous, but you’re down 
to earth’”. In ������� of �a��in� h��� knowl�d�� 
on ��o o��h����, Yvonn� i� ����cially �l�a��d ��ha�� 
in ���c�n�� y�a��� h��� �on ha� no�� only ��ak�n �� 
w�avin� ���� i� �xc�llin� a�� ��h� a����.

P���ha�� Yvonn� Kool�a����i� i� �o��� a�� ho�� 
in wha�� �h� call� “my garden”, a ��a���if�l 
and ��cl�d�d4 loca��ion on ��h� �ank� of ��h� 
M�����ay n�a�� B�����i, wh���� �h� liv�� and wo��k�. 
Thi� i� ��h� ��o��, ��an��a�o�n�� ��o a �ac���d �i���, 
��o which �h� ha�i���ally ��������n� ��o coll�c�� ��h� 
���cial ��d�� ��ha�� i� ��h� ����f�c�� ��aw �a�����ial 
fo�� h��� �xq�i�i��� wov�n o�j�c���. Th� �o��n�� 
��ha�� Yvonn� �n������ h��� ���cial do�ain, h��� 
facial ���cl�� ���lax in��o an �x������ion of q�i��� 
��adianc�. Thi� ��n�� of Yvonn� Kool�a����i� 

� ����a��a��ic �v�n�� in h��� fa�ily lif� l�d Yvonn� Kool�a����i� ��o a�����nd a on�-day 
wo��k�ho� in ����adi��ional N�a����indj���i w�avin� ���chniq���. G��i�f-�����ick�n and 
di���c��ionl���, Kool�a����i� li���l���ly d�cid�d ��ha�� �h� “...might as well go along  
and see what’s going on, just wander down...”1 ��o a w�avin� wo��k�ho� ��in� 
h�ld a�� ��h� M�nin�i� ����a �chool, �nd��� ��h� ��idanc� of ��h� la��� Do��o��hy  
(��n��i� Do����i�) Ka����iny���i.  

Tha�� wa� in 1��8� and h��� d�ci�ion ��o a�����nd ��ha�� N�a����indj���i w�avin� wo��k�ho� 
wa� ��o chan�� Yvonn� Kool�a����i�’� lif�, and ��h� liv�� of o��h���� ��oo. In acco��danc� 
wi��h ��h� ‘Cl�o�a����a’� No��’ ��h�o��y of hi���o��y (d��c��i��d a� ��ch ��ca��� Pa�cal 
w��o��� in hi� Pensées: “If Cleopatra’s nose had been shorter, the entire face of  
the world would have changed”),� �o����i��� hi���o��y can �� chan��d ��h��o��h 
��h� ac��ion� of a �in�l� �����on.

Yvonn� Kool�a����i� (né� �o�������) wa� �o��n in 1��44 and ���n�� h��� childhood 
����av�llin� a��o�nd �����al �o���h �������alia wi��h h��� �a���n��� and �i�lin��. H��� fa��h��� 
Jo���h, a Koka��ha3 �an hailin� f��o� �old�a on ��h� �a������n f��in�� of ��h� 
N�lla���o�� Plain, and a ������� of ��h� ���ol�n ��n���a��ion, wa� an i��in���an�� ��a�onal 
wo��k���. Yvonn� and h��� ��v�n �i�lin�� acco��ani�d ��h�i�� fa��h��� and N�a����indj���i 
�o��h��� Conni� a� ��h�y �ov�d a��o�nd �����al �o���h �������alia in ������i�� of wo��k. 
��fl�c��in� on ��ho�� �a��ly day� in ��h� 1��4�� and 1��5��, Kool�a����i� �ay�, “We 
kids grew up traditional. We’d travel and come back to places each year, to 
fruit-pick or stump-dig, bag sewing, chop wood, do fencing – we were jillaroos, 
wool-classers, everything... I went to that many schools, usually only two to  
three weeks at a time, and sometimes we did correspondence [�choolwo��k].  
We lacked education but not knowledge. Mum was a really good teacher”.

I�� i� �vid�n�� ��ha�� Yvonn� Kool�a����i�’� ��o��h, lovin�, childhood �ndow�d h��� 
wi��h ����ili�nc� and inn��� ������n���h, q�ali��i�� ��ha�� �h� ha� �inc� ���o��h�� ��o ��a�� 
in fo���in� an in�����na��ional �������a��ion a� a w�av���. �inc� h��� a���icio�� d�ci�ion 
��o a�����nd ��h� 1��8� wo��k�ho�, Kool�a����i� ha� ���n ac��iv� in ���vivin� and 
�ain��ainin� h��� ��o�l�’� �a�k�����y and fi����-w�avin� ����adi��ion�. 

�v��� ��h� �n��in� y�a��� Kool�a����i� ha� wov�n ��l ����a��, �a�y �a�k����, ����ial 
�a�k����, fi�h and ya��y ����a�� and o��h��� div�����ly i�a�ina��iv� w�avin�� incl�din� 
a �������l�, an �chidna, a �i�lan� and �v�n a �a��v�llo��ly inv�n��iv� ho��-ai�� �alloon. 
Th� ��aw �a�����ial ��ha�� �h� ���� ��o �ak� ��h��� wo��k� incl�d� a ��an�� of ��d��� 
and ����h�� which a��� �����ock-fo���in� ��i�a��ian �����nnial� ��ha�� ���ow in a��ndanc� 
a��o�nd ��h� Coo��on� and alon� ��h� M�����ay �iv���.

B��� i�� i� fo�� h��� wov�n ��l ����a�� wi��h ��h�i�� cha��ac�����i���ic ���������� o�� ����o��on�-
lik� fo���� ��ha�� Yvonn� Kool�a����i� ha� ��co�� in�����na��ionally ���nown�d, and 
al�o ���v����d locally a� ��h� indi�����a�l� q���n of N�a����indj���i w�avin�. In 1����7 
Kool�a����i�’� wo��k wa� ��l�c���d, alon� wi��h ��ha�� of E�ily Ka� Kn�wa�����y and 
Q���n�land Indi��no�� a����i��� J�dy Wa���on, ��o ���������n�� �������alia a�� ��h� V�nic� 
Bi�nnal� in an �xhi�i��ion ��i��l�d Fluent.

Fo�� ��h� �a����a� M����� of ����� �xhi�i��ion Kool�a����i� ha� wov�n ��wo ���ac�f�l, 
�l��an��ly d��i�n�d ��l ����a��, ��in� la���-��a�on ��d�� ��ha�� �h� d��c��i��� a� 
“autumn coloured”.  Wh�n w�avin� ��l ����a��, Kool�a����i� alway� “starts at the 
small end” of ��h� wo��k, and “works up”, ����ic�lo��ly w�avin� h��� way ��owa��d� 
��h� ���oad���, fla���d o��nin�. Thi� a����oach ���la���� ��o ��h� o��i�inal f�nc��ion of ��h� 
����a��, o��i�inally d��i�n�d ��o ca��ch ��h��� �w����, ��ich, ��ho��h �n�����o�����in� 
f����hwa����� fi�h, con�id����d �y �any a d�licacy. Kool�a����i� �x�lain� ��ha��: 

“...the big fish would chase the eels into the swampy mudflat areas – the traps 
would be tied onto a log, just lying there, and the eels would push their way  
in head first, with the rest of their bodies following. Their heads often got 
joined together at the skinny end of the trap and they’d be trapped. Once the 
eels’ heads were well and truly stuck inside the woven baskets, Ngarrindjeri 
people would get rocks or big sticks and smash their heads in – it would be  
too dangerous otherwise!” 

Christine Nicholls  

��in� a�� ��ac� in ��hi�, “h��� �lac�”, wa� 
�q�ally �vid�n�� a� �h� wa� ��ndin� down, 
�ain���akin�ly ��llin� �� �hoo��� of ��d�� 
��i��a�l� fo�� h��� w�avin��, d�f�� fin����� 
wo��kin� q�ickly and a������dly. 

Wh�n Yvonn� i� w�avin� �h� �x����i�nc��  
a �i�ila�� f��lin� of ����an�c�nd�n�� cal�:  
“When I’m weaving I feel no pain. For me,  
the weaving is meditation”. 

Yvonn� Kool�a����i�’� �xc����ional a�ili��y  
and �a��ion fo�� w�avin� ha� �����l���d in ��h� 
c���a��ion of �any in��i���d wov�n a����wo��k�, 
of which ��h� ��wo c������n��ly on di��lay a�� 
�d�laid�’� �a����a� M����� of ����� a��� fin� 
�xa��l��. I�� i� j���� a� w�ll ��ha�� Kool�a����i� 
ov���ca�� h��� ini��ial vacilla��ion and w�n�� alon� 
��o ��ha�� N�a����indj���i w�avin� wo��k�ho� �ack 
in 1��8�. In k���in� wi��h ��h� Cl�o�a����a’� No�� 
conc�����ali�a��ion of hi���o��y, con�����o��a��y 
�������alian a���� hi���o��y wo�ld hav� ���n v���y 
diff����n�� if Yvonn� Kool�a����i� had d�cid�d  
no�� ��o v�n������ o��� on ��ha�� fa���f�l day, and  
had ���ay�d a�� ho�� in����ad. 

Yvonne Koolmatrie: Eel Traps 

1 P����onal co���nica��ion �y Yvonn� Kool�a����i� ��o Ch��i���in� Nicholl� and E��ica G����n, B�����i, �o���h �������alia, ��nday 1� J�ly �����.P����onal co���nica��ion �y Yvonn� Kool�a����i� ��o Ch��i���in� Nicholl� and E��ica G����n, B�����i, �o���h �������alia, ��nday 1� J�ly �����.  
�����q��n�� q�o��a��ion� and a �ood d�al of ��h� info���a��ion in ��hi� ���ay al�o �����l���d f��o� ��h� �a�� �nco�n�����.

� ���i�inal q�o��� in F���nch: “���i�inal q�o��� in F���nch: “Si le nez de Cléopâtre eût été plus court, toute la face du monde aurait changée”.  
(Pa�cal, Blai��, 1��7�, Pensées, Fragment 392, Galli�a��d, Pa��i�, � �43.

3 � c�l�����al and lan��a�� ���o�� link�d ��o ��h� Pi��jan��ja��ja��a (W�������n D�������) c�l�����al and lin��i���ic ���o��.� c�l�����al and lan��a�� ���o�� link�d ��o ��h� Pi��jan��ja��ja��a (W�������n D�������) c�l�����al and lin��i���ic ���o��.
4 In fac��, ��hi� a���a i� q�i��� acc���i�l�, ���� i� ‘��cl�d�d’ in ��h� ��n�� ��ha�� ��h� �ajo��i��y of ��o�l� vi�i��in� n�a���y wo�ld �� �nawa��� of i��� �i�nificanc�.In fac��, ��hi� a���a i� q�i��� acc���i�l�, ���� i� ‘��cl�d�d’ in ��h� ��n�� ��ha�� ��h� �ajo��i��y of ��o�l� vi�i��in� n�a���y wo�ld �� �nawa��� of i��� �i�nificanc�.
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