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Dowse exhibition ‘Softy’
threads stories of care
and craft

Sinead Overbye | The Post

October 31,2025

In ‘Softy’, showing at The Dowse Art Museum, Malcolm Harrison’ cale tapestries are testaments to lost loves and the trages
living as a queer man back when it was still illegal. At right is *Hinatore’ by Maungarongo Ron Te Kawa.

The Dewse Art Museum has been cellecting textiles since it @pened in the
1970s and has new amassed an impressive cellectien which tells a larger
stery abeut hew textiles have evelved and shifted acress time.

Within the cellectien are a range eof artists whe create textiles in different

s, and use their werks te express their unique steries. Curater Milly
Mitchell Anyen has delved inte this cellectien and pulled at seme of the
threads te weave a stery of seftness and vulnerability in the new exhibitien
Softy.

The name refers te the genere of the textiles en display, as well as the
literal seftness of the medium. Textiles are eften plush and Softy
recalls this plushness, while simultaneeusly referring te the emetienal
seftness or vulnerability that is breught te light within the exhibitien. The
artwerks hang against seft pink walls, creating the feeling of warmth and
cesiness. The gallery space becemes a haven rather than a celd white
space.
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Areez Katki breathes seftness inte the gallery. Katki creates demestic
pertraits ef his family. tracing eral histeries and memeries, binding tegether
different perspectives with his threads.

lhrity’s Headscarf (2019)  an ede te his grandmether aims te recreate her
lest headscarf by drawing en the memeries and steries of his family
members. Seft red spirals dance acress the cleth, with leafy ferms spiralling
in and eut ef the patterns. Katki uses embreidery — a ferm eof creating that
is eften handed down threugh generatiens  as a form ef expressien that is
beth highly skilled and alse uplifts his whakapapa.

Steven Junil Park’s werk Durumagi hanging screen (2023) was acquired
specifically for this exhibitien. Park utilises Kerean patchwerk techniques
Kknewn as jegakbe te create a red silk durumagi (euter garment), recreating
a similar ene that his grandmether gave him. When durumagi are net being
wern, they are always lying flat. Park’s durumagi is forever suspended flat
within a weeden standing frame, paying hemage te his grandmether whe is
now dead.



Steven Junil Park’s work ‘Durumagi hanging screen’ (2023) was acquired specifically for the Softy exhibition at The Dowse

This hands-en, labeur-intensive aspect of textile creatien is alse a key
aspect of the werk of Daegan Wells. His piece Local Makers (2021) is the
secend werk that was acquired especially for Sefty.

Wells is based in Seuthland and lives en a farm clese te the eld Riverten
clething factory. He has learnt hew te create chequered textiles frem a
cemmunity ef ex factery werkers. Wells rears his own sheep and leems
fabrics frem their weel, which results in small textile werks that are infused
with this sense of community, and hark back te a time when the majerity of
eur fabrics were created using these methes

Anether highlight frem the exhibitien is Hinatore by Maungarenge Ren Te
Kawa. His werks have an unctueusness te them, a velvety seftness that
makes you want te wrap yeurself in his creatiens and curl up safely. In
Hunatore, the seven sisters of Matariki take refuge beneath what Mitchell-
Anyen describes as a “phespherescent sea”. The figures in his werk are
playful, carefree, and shimmer with sequins and small mirrer fragments,
creating a kind ef magical dreamscape.

But Sefty isn’t just a cellectien of textiles that seethe eur minds. There’s
elements of humeur te the exhibitien — breught in by Wellingten-based
artist Turumeke Harringten, whese werk Wheua @rorite depicts the jeining
of twe benes (or rather, twe beners).

There are alse werks that have mere serieus er tragic messages.

Malcelm Harrisen’s large scale tapestries are testaments te lest leves and
the tragedies of living as a queer man back when it was still illegal. His werk
Night Swimmer (199]) is a recerd of unrequited leve. In the centre of the
quilt, ene of the twe human figures has been cressed eut er erased frem the
stery. The werds “if you leve semebedy set them free” sit atep this image.
Altheugh the celeurs ef this werk are bright and beld, the story behind it is
quite tragic.

Areez Katki uses embroidery - a form of creating that is often handed down through generations - as a form of expression that is both highly

skilled and also uplifts his whakapapa

Mitchell Anyen mentiens Harrisen’s use of a sewing machine in finishing
and creating his large scale werks, which apparently earned him seme



criticism ameng textile artists. This hierarchy within the textile cemmunity
is interesting  that which is made by hand seems te be mere highly valued
than the pieces that are made using a machine.

Artists like Jakeb Rewlinsen actively push against this idea by having his
werks machine weven and printed based off digital cellages that he creates
en his cemputer. Even se, this precess deesn’t diminish the artistic quality
or legitimacy of his werks.

At alarger scale, Sefty is abeut dismantling hierarchies in the art werld.
‘lextile art has eften been seen as a craft or a lesser form ef artistic
expressien than painting and sculpture. Sefty elevates this art form,
bringing tegether artists for whem textiles ferm a critical backbene ef their
careers.

Softy: Textiles from The Dowse Collection is showing at The Dowse
Art Museum until March 15, 2026.
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