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The dark entryway with 180 year-old timber floors, beams and 
sandstone walls of Hobart’s historic Salamanca Arts Centre were a 
perfect prelude to the Aladdin’s Cave of fibre and textile delights 
inside. This was October 2013 and I was attending Stitching and 
Beyond’s biennial exhibition Out of Hand for the first time. It was 
indeed full of exciting and unexpected work. There was an enormous 
diversity of work - from tapestry armchairs, locker-hooked rugs, 
wearable art and baskets to wall hangings, reworked clothing, 
handmade books, and more ... over 180 pieces. A colourful chaos of 
quilting, embroidery, felting, basketry, dyeing, recycling, bookbinding 
- all out of control and definitely “beyond” any one of these traditions.

Stitching and Beyond was very appropriately named by its founders 
Mahdi Chandler and Wendy Koolhof. Back in March 2005 they felt a 
need for a group that took a very open and broad approach to textile 
art. Not locked into any style or technique - in fact, no rules at all - to 
facilitate exploration of all aspects of textile art. The group was to 
be inclusive, democratic and free from organisational burdens - no 
President, Vice President or committees. Anyone could join.

Beginning with just 6 people, members met monthly in each others’ 
living rooms for sharing and mentoring among themselves. Very 
soon membership outgrew the living rooms and the first Out of Hand 
exhibition was mounted in Woodbridge Hall in December 2005. 
Response to the exhibition was very enthusiastic with over 1000 
visitors, including busloads of people driving down from northern 
Tasmania to this tiny village south of Hobart.  

Ten years on, the passion, inclusiveness and openness are intact.  
There is an active membership of about 140 at any one time - 
members drop in and out as life events allow - with a choice of a 
monthly daytime and evening meetings. The cornerstones of the 
group remain:

• to produce - art without constraint.

• to share - a supportive environment of workshops, meetings 
and website resources.

• to celebrate - the biennial exhibition and smaller regional 
exhibits as opportunities arise. 

Members not based in Southern Tasmania can take advantage of 
the exhibition program, regular newsletters   and extensive website 
resources for sharing and learning.

The workshop program plays a central role in the group’s evolution. 
Workshops are led by international, Australian and local artists. As 
well, there are simple hands on one-day workshops where members 
encourage each other to take a serendipitous experimental path, 
trying “what if…” with various techniques.

I spoke with Chris Hussey who coordinates the program. “We try 
to ascertain what members want to do, what trends are emerging 
overseas, and then balance that with people we know are coming to 
Australia. They need very little encouragement to extend their teaching 
tour to Tasmania, so we are able to enjoy the skills and inspiration of a 
few world-class tutors in addition to many local and interstate tutors. 
Organisation of the workshops is totally voluntary.    

Ten Years On and Still Dodging the Rules
              Irene Landau

Lists of famous names who have graced our studios can be seen on our 
website, and this year we are hosting another impressive lineup who will 
be teaching mixed media, soy wax resist, embroidery and maori weaving 
- and that is just a start.”

Another wonderful development has been that from a grass roots 
group, the organisation is now in a position to sponsor annual events 
such as Art to Wear and the Art Quilt Prize at Island Quilts (TQG).

I spoke to Mahdi Chandler about some of the challenges in mounting 
the biennial exhibition. Work is presented in a wide variety of sizes 
and formats - from small jewellery pieces to large wall hangings and 
furniture. “There are no glass cases or barriers, we like to keep everything 
“touchable”, providing gloves for the purpose.”

The diversity of expertise in the pieces offered by members to this 
non-juried exhibition is always a challenge and Mahdi now has a 
professional curator determine the placement of works. Some of 
the exhibitors are experienced textile artists exhibiting and selling 
internationally and others are beginning their experiments with 
textiles; all are welcomed.

“We need to take care that all our “helpers” are also paid up members 
so they are covered by the generous blanket insurance cover the group 
accesses through Tasmanian Regional Arts - without this assistance, the 
group could not operate.” Exhibition sales are commission-free but 
members are expected to man the exhibition floor in return.

“It’s a big relief once the exhibition is up and visitors are coming in the 
door and everyone’s happy.” But then the end looms. Avoiding loss 
and damage with the incoming work is nothing compared with the 
mad rush on the final day to get everything removed and securely 
packed again. “Yes, there is the occasional mishap and frustration if 
the packaging of some fragile piece goes missing or labels fall off. It’s 
an exhausting few weeks physically and mentally.“  Less stressful is the 
‘Challenge’ theme put out to our members annually.   

These mini exhibitions tour regional centres in Tasmania, giving people a 
glimpse of members’ skills.”

The 2015 Out of Hand Exhibition will again showcase a wide 
diversity of recent work from the last two years in the Long Gallery, 
Salamanca Arts Centre, Hobart. The adjoining Sidespace Gallery 
will display workshop samples, work in progress and entries in the 
2014 Challenge, Entwined. A new feature for 2015 will be a display 
in The Lightbox - a square metre of window space commanding 
a very public location fronting onto Salamanca Place, and visible 
24/7. Members will design and mount their 2015 Challenge exhibit 
exclusively for this space.

Experience your own Aladdin’s Cave excitement, drop by the 
Salamanca Arts Centre, Hobart from Thursday 22.10.15 to Sunday 
1.11.15 between 10.00 am and 4.00 pm.  For more information or to 
contact us visit www.stitchingandbeyond.com

Irene Landau lives in the Huon Valley, 1 hour south of Hobart, Tasmania 
on 100 acres with a husband, dogs, cats, geese, chooks and ducks. 
She has been a member of Stitching and Beyond for 2 years and has 
appreciated the company of like-minded individuals, exploring new 
techniques in a number of workshops and uncovering long-repressed 
textile fanatic out-of-control behaviour.

For further  information regarding this article, contact: Irene Landau 0412 
705 199 or ilandau@gmail.com
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Dixson. 
This page top left: Mahdi Chandler, Travellers Tales, hand dyed threads and 
fabric, recycled materials, hand stitched. 2014. Photo credit: Stitching and Beyond. 
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