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  EDUCAT ION  &  COMMUNIT Y  OUTRE ACH

From Foraging to Forging Communities
by Gabriella Solti

In 2016, Lynette de Montreuil and I teamed up to  

bring a community engaged art project to 

London ers culminating in a collaborative, eco

logical artwork that reflected the community, their 

many voices, many hands (literally), and many parks.  

For three weeks that summer we turned Satellite Pro

ject Space, a public art gallery in downtown London, 

Ontario into a lowtech, dIY papermaking studio. 

The gallery became a sensory space filled with the 

earthly odour of fresh grass drying on the concrete 

floor mixed with the sweet smell of foraged cotton

wood cooking for hours in a big pot of water and 

soda ash. In the first two weeks of our program, 246 

people (age three to 80) produced 935 sheets of paper 

facilitated by us. Over the course of the final week, 

participants worked with the newly created paper; 

they carefully weighed their choices as they trans

formed the paper into sculptural forms that reflected 

how each individual perceived themselves in nature. 

They developed an increased appreciation not only 

of London’s ecological heritage, its flora and vegeta

tion, but also of the value of collaborative labour.

Lynette and I have artistic practices that intersect  

at many points including the appreciation of the 

handmade, resourcefulness, working with available 

materials, respect for the natural environment, and 

most importantly, we both believe that art is a cata

lyst for community building and intellectual develop

ment for people of all ages. But what is a community 

and how do we build community through art? It was 

an important question we asked ourselves as we de

veloped and refined our ideas during the preparation 

of our grant application to the London Arts Council 

months before our program started. 

As many forces threaten the flourishing of our 

natural environment today, we expanded the notion 

of community to include the parks, forests and gar

dens that surround us. As a response to the threat 

to nature, Dr. Robin Kimmerer powerfully argues 

in her book, Braiding Sweetgrass, “that the awaken

ing of a wider ecological consciousness requires the 

acknowledgement and celebration of our reciprocal 

relationship with the rest of the living world. For only 

when we can hear the languages of other beings will 

we be capable of understanding the generosity of the 

earth, and learn to give our own gifts in return.” 1

Left: Becky Ellis 
of Earth Magic 
Permaculture  
guides partici-
pants in a foraging 
walk in Cavendish 
Park.

Right: Flowers  
as decoration 
are added to the 
paper
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Papermaking from locally sourced and respon

sibly foraged plants not only connected the par

ticipants of our communityengaged project with 

their surrounding natural environment but also de 

emphasized authorship. In fact, it is impossible to  

determine authorship either in the creation of a sin

gle sheet of paper or the assembly of a sculptural ob

ject utilizing multiple sheets. Papermaking is labori

ous, processdriven; it requires true collaboration 

and the ceding of authorial control. Participatory 

art is a more egalitarian and democratic approach 

to creation. As Claire Bishop, art historian and critic, 

notes, “Shared production is also seen to entail the 

aesthetic benefits of greater risk and unpredicta bility 

. . . One of the main impetuses behind participatory 

art has therefore been a restoration of the social 

bond through a collective elaboration of meaning.” 2 

In our project, we aimed to provide enriching 

and diverse opportunities to bring people together 

through shared experiences and collaborative art 

making. We created an informal, inviting, and inclu

sive space where all Londoners, community groups, 

and individuals, forests and parks, could come to

gether, get to know each other and feel valued for 

their participation and contribution. We accom

modated all skill levels, all age groups from kinder

garteners to seniors, and all cultural backgrounds. 

We offered flexible and extended hours; we were 

open over the weekend and in evening hours as well 

so people could come after work or a whole family 

could come during the weekend. People could stay as 

long or as little as they wished. We had many people,  

including entire families, who returned regularly to 

learn the subsequent stages of paper making and 

explore the various ways to transform them into 

sculptures. They learned many skills beyond paper 

making including how to use the sewing machine or a 

glue gun. Our program was supported by the London 

Arts Council with inkind support from Museum 

London and Western University thus our program 

was free. There were no economic barriers. Physical 

accessibility was also important to us. The gallery is 

wheelchair accessible and centrally located in down

town London. We selected foraging sites that were 

easily accessible by public transit.  

Sharing skills, knowledge and resources was an 

important aspect of our project. Lynette and I con

sidered ourselves facilitators who share knowledge 

and skills responding to each individual’s needs. At 

the same time, we also considered ourselves learners, 

as we learned from the foraging experts and other 

participants who brought their own unique skills and 

experiences to the project. In everything we did, we 

made visible our values: 

•	 caring	for	the	environment,	each	other,	and	the	

work we do; 

•	 recognizing	that	we	are	all	teachers	and	learners,	

from children to teens to adults and seniors,  

everyone brings a unique perspective,  

competence and creativity to the project; 

•	 collaboration	and	reflection.

Our foraging walks were led by permaculture 

experts with intimate knowledge of the local veg

etation and ecology. Jessica Robertson of Wild Craft 

Permaculture took us for a walk in the Carolinian 

Food Forest. Jessica identified edible species such as 

plantain herb, wild carrot, pawpaw tree (a tropical 

tree but native to London), and burdock, a biennial 

plant that we also tasted, although it is only edible in 

the first year. We tasted wild garlic (fantastic!) and 

milkweed as well. Milkweed flowers are edible while 

they are small and firm, but toxic for humans when 

big and soft. Monarch butterflies like it either way, as 

it’s a food source they can’t live without. 

Becky Ellis of Earth Magic Permaculture guided 

us on a foraging walk in Cavendish Park. It was 
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fascin ating to hear that some nonnative species 

were identi fied by Jessica as invasive species while 

Becky took a more generous approach referring to 

them as “able survivalists”. Becky is a researcher of 

urban bees, and some of the invasive species are a 

good food source for them. The foraging walks were 

highly popular, with 2545 participants each time. 

We are often asked how we mobilized 246 people  

to participate. Indeed, in a participatory art project, 

outreach is important. We got notification of our 

grant success only a week before we started the pro

ject, so we didn’t have much time to prepare the gal

lery, build tools with the students of a local art high 

school (bealart), and buy the necessary materials. 

Thus, our outreach and promotion were primarily  

through social media, Satellite’s Facebook page, 

Museum London’s enewsletter, posters in the local  

libraries, personal emails to local community groups, 

and small information cards left at nearby busi

nesses. We also started a blog, forgingcommunities.

weebly.com, that was very helpful as we blogged 

daily about the project and people followed the blog. 

In participatory projects, the most effective outreach 

is always done by the artists. It is a lot of work, but as 

our project demonstrates, it is worthwhile. We built a 

meaningful relationship with over 13 local organiza

tions who donated the space, loaned equipment and 

tools, publicized our program, and sponsored us by 

providing insurance at no cost to us. 

From the 246 participants, many spent 20–25 

hours over the three weeks of working with us. People  

took great pride in their contribution. Those who 

could not stay for long still took the time to drop by 

regularly, often during our afternoon tea. 

The project increased awareness and appreciation 

of art among many people who otherwise may not go 

to art events, and it was an eyeopening experience 

about how the natural environment can serve as in

spiration as well as a resource for art making. In the 

workshops, people from various backgrounds came 

together and shared their family and cultural experi

ences about the materials being used. This sharing 

of a personal narrative created rich dialogues, and 

a greater appreciation for one another’s life experi

ences and heritages. We grew to be a closeknit com

munity. On our last day, during the closing reception 

where all the paper and paper sculptures were dis

persed back to the community, we greeted everyone 

by their first name. 

During this project, we made lasting connections 

with Londoners, many of whom continue to come 

and participate in other projects and exhibitions we 

have been involved since meeting us last summer. We 

learned that art and collaborative art making indeed 

forge community, and for us, as artists, this commu

nity is also a source of inspiration and energy to grow 

and develop our practice.
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Gabriella (left) and Lynette pressing the water out of  
the paper using a paper press made by local high school 
students. pHOTO | Kim Neudorf

Above: A participant mimics the gesture of a paper  
figure. pHOTO | Gabriella Solti


