
PORMPURAAW
& GHOST NETS

Beyond their environmental impact, ghost nets also 
endanger one of the oldest cultures in the world: that 
of the Pormpuraaw Indigenous people, who reside 
on the shore of the Cape York Peninsula and the Gulf 
of Carpentaria. Just above sea level, Pormpuraaw 
experiences a tropical savannah climate, and from 
December to March each year, a monsoon season 
transforms it into an island between the sea and the 
local river. Because of its remote location, it was only 
in the late 1930s that a mission was created there. 
The arrival of foreigners had inevitable consequences, 
but Pormpuraaw people have sustained their cultural 
heritage and take great pride in caring for country.

For hundreds of years, fish and other animals 
have been leading characters in ancestral spiritual 
narratives. These marine ancestors created the 
entire world: the land and its features, people, 
animals, plants, traditions, languages and cultural 
laws and knowledge. If these animal species 
disappear because of human intervention, the 
very foundations of these cultures would be 
forever changed.

In 2004, a group of researchers, Aboriginal 
rangers, volunteers and artists mobilized under 
the name GhostNets Australia to reuse ghost nets 
to raise awareness about the catastrophic impact 
of abandoned fishing nets on marine life. This led 
to the creation of “ghost net” sculptures, now a 
strong artistic movement for which Pormpuraaw 
is known internationally. The power of ghost net 
sculptures lies in their ability to carry a compelling 
message of protecting the environment and 
continuing cultural practices, all while dazzling 
the viewer with their aesthetic brilliance.

Pormpuraaw translates as “entrance path,” and 
the local art center is a privileged point of entry 
into the complex and fascinating Indigenous 
culture of far north Queensland. Established in 
2005, Pormpuraaw Art and Culture Centre quickly 
became home to many distinguished artists and a 
wide array of art forms. Ghost net sculptures are 
just some of the works created by the artists of 
this region.

Artist Sid Bruce Short Joe at Pormpurraw Arts and Craft Center 
making a Batfish sculpture.

Aboriginal rangers, or coastguards, retrieve netting from the beach, Lurrpukurru, Arnhem Land.
Photo by Jane Dermer, courtesy GhostNets Australia

A map showing the moonsoon winds, the ocean currents, and 
the primary places where nets wash ashore.
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Batfish, Sid Bruce Short Joe, 2017. Ghost Net, aluminum cable, 
bird wire, enamel and acrylic paint. Image courtesy Pormpurraw 
Art and Craft Centre.

A landscape of the area around Pormpurraw, Queensland, Australia. Photo by Faye Atkinson.
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BRIAN 
ROBINSON

In this editioned sculpture, Ocean Guardian, 
I relay the creation story of the Great Barrier Reef, 
“Gunya and the Sacred Fish story” as told by elder 
Gudju Gudju Seith Fourmile (Gimuy Walabura 
Yidinji people) in the recent BBC documentary 
David Attenborough’s Great Barrier Reef.
 
I acknowledge the local mythic importance of 
this graceful creature and its primacy in this 
creation story and the connection it has to my 
own Aboriginal ancestry. This animal is one of 
Nara Jira Para’s clan totems from the white silicon 
sand dunes of Shelburne Bay, Eastern Cape York 
Peninsula (Wuthathi people). Nara Jira Para is the 
mother of my late grandfather, Ali Drummond.
 
The back of the stingray is covered in hand-
carved minaral, the distinctive traditional graphic 
patterning of the Torres Strait that has its origins 
in Melanesian artistry, in the rhythmical forms of 
pattern and dance. This style has come to the fore 
in recent years through the medium of linocut 
printmaking. The Torres Strait print movement’s 
arabesque patterning loosely conforms to a 
combination of rhythmic attributes full of liveliness 
and shimmering movement. The patterns are also 
used to disguise discernible shapes and motifs, 
further alluring the viewer to spend ever-increasing 
amounts of time uncovering the intricacies of 
texture, shape and meaning.

The effect emphasizes the importance of an 
orderly system that represents the complete 
world, full of wisdom and mythology, where 
all its parts and motifs are contained, having 
their time, space and place. In this instance, the 
stingray element is extracted from the wholistic 
installation and is given the status of its own 
stand-alone, unique character. Suspended in 
space, it hovers as a real stingray might, acting 
as a guardian of the reef as it continues its 
annual migration. The stingray does not make 
contact with the reef or coral, preferring to 
move only with the sway of the tide, therefore 
underlying its benevolent presence as an ocean 
guardian.

- BRIAN ROBINSON

“
“

Artist Brian Robinson. Photo by Michael Marzik., courtesy Onespace Gallery.

Map of the Torres Strait and its islands. Brian Robinsons’s homeland is 
identified in green.

Ocean Guardian by Brian Robinson. Photo by Louis Lim, courtesy Onespace Gallery.

Waiben Island, Torres Strait. Photo by Kim Wirth. 


