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MEL ANDERSON, DANGAR  ISLAND, NSW, AUSTRALIA

What do you do when the community you've created is 
made up of little people only 15cm tall? Mel Anderson 
was faced with the possiblities of connection, of getting 
to know each member of her community intimately, 
of allowing for imperfection and joy and sharing to 
take place in unexpected places and unexpected 
ways. Here she shares about her sculpture project on 
Dangar Island.

The Tiny Folk were conceived as an adjunct, 
an afterthought, an exceptional add-on to 
complement my current exhibition in the 
Dangar Island Depot Cafe. At first I just sat 

in front of the TV whenever I could and made little 
heads. Each head was different, I just started making. 
The first few were very large as I played around to find 
my groove. Like all art, you start with an idea and you 
just need to follow it through until the real stuff comes 
through. The focus changed, the heads became more 
resolved and unique. They started to feel ‘right’. And 
they were, each and every one, remarkably different.  
I felt like I was building a population! I was not relying 
on any individual I know in my life, they were their 
own people. But, I was building a community. For my 
community. 

Community is extremely important to me and I 
wanted to create something to give back to the local 
people, especially the little ones, the children. 

So, after 50 heads I started to make bodies, little 
gumboot feet, hands and other body parts. I started 
with little bottoms but the work evolved to be more 
simple. I bisqued a kiln full of little people parts and 
laid out the work to put together once my cyanotypes 
were off to the framers. Putting them together was fun 
and I worked by instinct. I incorporated natural objects 
like leaves and flowers and made them make sense 
visually. My particular favourite at this time was Lucy. 
But it was Owen I made first and he is as messy and 
imperfect as any of the little people. 

This measure of imperfection became important to 
me. Putting them together, taking three days to hide 
them around the island and document their locations, 
walking thousands of steps to do so and being 
completely exhausted; they became very familiar to 
me and started to take on their own characters. I had 
to write their stories. 

Owen started it. His story just exploded from my 
brain, it was like I was describing a friend I knew. It was 
also me. And how I was feeling. I realised I had to write 
stories for all of them and I sat up one night to write 
19 stories in the dark hours between 11pm and 3am. I 

needed another 26 but they would have to wait. These 
first 19 stories were beautiful. I recognised humanity in 
them. After many years not wanting to share my work 
until it was ‘perfect’ I have finally learned to just keep 
it moving, better to put it out imperfect than not at 
all. And I also realised that their stories are imperfect. 
They are imperfect. 

This imperfection was key for me. The stories 
uncovered this. We, as humans, are all imperfect.  
As I edge closer to 50 I realise it is this imperfection 
that is so important to being alive. Being human.  
And it is ok. There are some dark and sad things in 
the stories. Life is not always kind. But I hope that the 
stories are positive none the less. They are not based 
on any one person, but rather on ‘everyman’. They are 
reflective of life experiences and personalities but they 
are not single individuals I know, just elements of all 
people. In some ways they are also all elements of me. 
My feelings and struggles. 

I hope that the words show great love and 
acceptance of even the difficult stuff and I would also 
posit that without suffering or struggle we don’t find 
those beautiful perfect imperfect parts of ourselves 
that are difficult but vital. We need to be challenged 
by life to know who we are, what we want or feel and to 
take us places we may be too afraid to go. 

The work itself is about :
• Connecting community  - using art to bring  

     people together
• Engaging community 
• Giving back to community
• Creating/spreading joy through art 
• Reflective of real people and the shades of grey    

       we contain. 
• Bringing joy to others through my art. 
• Play
I have loved watching the young people on the 

island scrambling to find the little people, so excited, 
with back packs on for the day’s outing looking!

One of the most surprising things has been that the 
older people can’t always see them. Twice I have been 
told of groups who went looking and didn’t find one of 
the 47 sculptures around the island. They are talking 
too much? Not paying attention? Not observing the 
world around them? It was very interesting.

There is a thing about creativity and spirituality. 
They are intertwined for me with life. This is the magic 
of my life and it is more real to me than anything. And it 
brings people together. And love is the other real magic 
in life. Love of self, love of family, love of community - 
even when it's hard!

tiny folk
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Mel is an artist who lives on Dangar Island, NSW. She hopes 
to expand this idea to a Tiny Folk Travelling Show and taking 
it on the road as an exhibition and workshops - Connecting 
communities and bringing people together. 

You can explore more of Mel's work or meet more of the 
tiny folk here on her website: https://melanderson.com.au/
dangar-island-tiny-folk-installation/

#14 Gerrin

Gerrin is a fashion icon who thinks he is a 
witchdoctor. He makes all his own clothes and 
particularly likes a good headdress. He only uses 
natural fibres and discarded feathers and he is 
completely and utterly crazy.

No one really cares that he is bonkers though, he 
is always doing spells to make things better and 
he is such a charming fellow that everyone loves 
him. 

The world in his head is very strange, but he is a 
kind and gentle person and perhaps in some way 
the magic works on him. He thinks he can fly and 
people often have to take him to Mavis to heal 
him with her stink bug medicine. 

The worst time was when he broke both his legs 
and he had to get them replaced with gum nuts. 
Mavis had to get Oscar to help with that one. 

These days he doesn’t try to fly as much but 
instead has made himself the most magnificent 
beaded wings and he speaks to Marvin in his 
dreams and flies in them instead.

#23 Gertrude

Gertrude is a Fish-Whisperer. 

People know she catches fish like a magician, but not 
everyone realises she just throws them back. All of them. 
Gertrude is vegetarian and would never kill a fish as she 
has too many fish friends in the watery world.

Sometimes Gertrude tags the fish for scientific research 
but mostly she just likes the challenge of catching them. 
She spends many hours yarning to the fish as they have 
a very different perspective on life and a great watery 
wisdom. I think she must have been a fish in her last life 
and she does look a bit fishy this life don’t you think? 

Gertrude’s sister Anita lives on the island too and they 
often go fishing together as an excuse to catch up. 
Gertrude is a wonderful aunt to her many nieces and 
nephews and she takes them fishing all the time.

Gertrude has also been able to speak to the glowing 
algae and she has the only island bioluminescent light 
on the island. Mavis and Colin are jealous she has been 
able to capture the algal light and devastated that 
Gertrude will not reveal her secret.

If you meet Gertrude, ask her what wisdom the fish have 
for you today.

#37 Lil Poppet

Half tiny folk and half Lemon Myrtle, Lil Poppet is totally 
in tune with the trees. She has a beautiful lilting voice 
and if you are not paying attention you might think she is 
simply the breeze filtering through the leaves. 

Lil Poppet is one of the island’s First Peoples. She is 
descended from the original native folk who grew up 
in this land. Washed down from the upper reaches of 
the river they migrated thousands of years ago down 
in the time of the floods to land on Dangar Island and 
make their new homes. The native folk stopped at Snake 
Island first but the snakes were just too annoying so they 
traveled a bit further in their oyster and paperbark rafts 
before being caught on the oyster beds and clambering 
onto the shore.

Lil Poppet is very much in tune with her ancestors and 
is part tree herself. She is a custodian of the wild walks 
and speaks all the languages of the animals and plants. 
Lil Poppet remembers the time of her ancestors well, her 
people don’t forget their past lives and she has six. She 
is always striving to create her best life in simpatico with 
the world around her.

#1 River

River is a new age ballerina. She grew up amongst the reeds 
and learnt a thing or two from them. She bends but does not 
break and has been known to dance off with the gentle wind 
for days on end. 

River would really like to have a family one day but her last 
major relationship was with a Will-o-the-Wisp and she just 
hasn’t been the same since.

Her ballerina skills are so exceptional that her legs are insured 
for a million gum leaves and she holds regular recitals on the 
island, in Brooklyn, Woy Woy and Patonga. She has been 
know to catch a ride on the ferry and dance on the roof under 
the full moon as the passengers mingle below. 

Be very careful if you meet River, she has a bit of the Will-o-
the-Wisp in her too and if you are not paying attention she 
can dance you to the edges of the Netherworlds and, before 
you know it, you’re stuck in the mist forever.

River has the song of a siren but ,thankfully for us big people, 
her voice is so small that you would have to be very short 
and of excellent hearing to be captured by that voice and 
lured away. She isn’t naturally mean, it’s just in her nature to 
entrap people into the dreamworld from time to time.

#3 Marcel
Marcel is a super-tracker and a master of disguise. 
He camouflages himself with flowers and other 
natural materials and is able to hold himself as 
still as a statue.

Marcel dreams one day of performing on stage 
and has written a number of plays and speeches. 
He also masquerades as the island librarian and 
is a most intelligent fellow.

If you ever lose something on the island Marcel 
is your man. He can sniff out lost property from 
many metres away and has a knack for knowing 
where to find things. He knows the shape and 
size of all the wild and domestic animals on the 
island and he enjoys teasing the island cats. Once 
a local rabbit ran away with him and refused 
to go home. They had many island adventures 
together before the rabbit was caught again by 
his owner. 

If you should meet Marcel, be sure and inquire 
after his latest play. If he is in a moderate to good 
mood he may even perform it for you in return 
for some cake. 

Marcel loves cake.

#2 Lucy
Lucy was born on the island and hopes one day to 
travel far and wide. 

She currently lives with a family of micro-bats and 
sometimes rides with the youngest bat at dusk. She 
loves nothing better than to swoop and fly with the 
baby bat as he catches mosquitoes for his dinner. 

Sometimes they catch small fish and other times 
they go hunting for termites. Lucy’s favourite pastime 
on the island is exploring the many caves. She has 
built herself some tidy little hiding holes and tunnels 
across the island and is very difficult to find unless 
she is swinging on her swing. Sometimes at night you 
can find her by her glowing gumboots.

Lucy is a practical type of girl and she is very capable 
in everything she does. She has traveled the ferry and 
stowed aboard various boats to visit all the parts of 
the river. She loves the wind in her horns and has a 
bit of a fascination with speed. She particularly loves 
flying very fast and low and sometimes the little bat 
will throw her off when he is catching his food. Luckily 
for Lucy though, she is very light and can just float to 
the ground.

If you happen to meet Lucy tell her hi from me.

#31 WIlliam

William is the sweetest man on the island. He works as 
a therapist, not only for the little people but also for the 
possums and native birds and animals who have their 
own problems and troubles.

In his spare time William works with the Frog Orchestra 
on expansive musical productions. He is a soft and 
gentle soul who loves a good night in, watching grass 
grow for pleasure. He breeds homing fireflies in his spare 
time and likes to talk philosophy with the owls.

William NEVER has any of Mavis’ liquid refreshments 
since the time she accidentally gave him the Jittery 
Cricket Mead instead of the Butterfly Sleep Tonic. He did 
not sleep for three days and was most annoying to have 
around.

William’s grandchildren live in the city and they rarely 
come and stay. William sends letters to them via his 
Homing Fireflies and they send back presents and stories 
by return Firefly. 

If you happen to see William on your travels, try not to 
scare him as he really hasn’t been the same since the 
Jittery Cricket night and his anxiety can make him a little 
bit jumpy and prone to jumping up and biting you on the 
ear. He does, however, love a cuddle.

#4 Mavis
Mavis is the island herb-woman. She has lived on the 
river for many years and is good friends with Marcel, 
who she sees regularly on her visits to the library. She 
is very famous locally as she has perfected the art of 
milking stink bugs for their juice and fermenting it 
into strong medicinal  beverages that heals a variety 
of ailments.

Mavis doesn’t sleep very much and divides her time 
between writing her autobiography and seeing island 
patients. She has seen many island residents come 
and go and she herself has traveled extensively. She 
yearns to go traveling again.

Mavis does not keep domestic stink bugs but rather 
prefers to hunt for the wild ones and take her chances 
on the new and diverse flavours she might find. 

She is currently researching other insects she can 
milk and developing all sorts of herbal remedies 
and concoctions. She is particularly excited about 
the possibilities of the bioluminescent algae in the 
production of living light bulbs but she has not been 
able to keep the algae alive out of the river. 

Mavis keeps a pet spider she feeds and uses the  
spider silk for a variety of macrame projects she 
works on as a hobby in her spare time.

#35 Jellybean

Jellybean has got to be the funnest person ever. She is a 
genius gymnast and she lives to make people laugh. You 
will find her being silly all over the island and the greatest 
joy she has is in making people happy.

Jellybean bounces around the island like a two year old 
and she brings light and love to everyone. She only lives 
on the island part time as her mother and father live on 
the mainland. She is good friends with Simon and her 
sister Amity still lives on the island.  Jellybean has a huge 
crush on Jesse and his band the Noisy Galahs but he 
loves himself too much to be able to love her.

Amity doesn’t have any time for Jellybean either, she is 
too busy doing her experiments. When Jellybean comes 
to the island she just floats around aimlessly by herself. 

Dorothy often looks after Jellybean when she is on island 
and Selby and Jellybean get up to a lot of mischief 
together. Jellybean just loves the river and her little big 
sister and she can run wild and free with Selby. 

Sometimes Jellybean gets a bit down that no one seems 
to be paying her any attention and she dreams of one 
day living in a cloud castle and being able to fly with the 
Tawny Frog-mouths.

#11 Owen
Owen doesn’t like people very much. 

He does, however, enjoying riding soldier crabs at low tide in the mud.

Owen is shy and can be hard to find, but if you are quiet and patient you can 
sometimes catch him grooming his soldier crabs on the beach.

Owen dreams of one day representing the island in soldier crab racing, until then he 
is working on breeding the fastest soldier crabs in the southern hemisphere.

Owen likes long walks on the beach with his stable of soldier crabs. At dusk. After the 
last ferry has finished for the night.

Owen was born on the island and has never left. He is full of grand plans that never 
really eventuate. He talks to himself and his soldier crabs but avoids talking to actual 
people.

Owen has a deep-seated fear of the big people and he can be very difficult to find. He 
does not like getting close to the big boots and the noisy children. He does, however, 
watch from the distance and dream of stowing away in the family picnic basket and 
escaping the island. Of course he will never do this but it makes him happy to think 
about it.

#42 Quibley

Quibley is Burble’s daughter and Simon’s mother. Their family is a very old 
family and a very special one. For some reason all the men in the family have 
always died young or been taken by Will-o-the-Wisps. Burble and Quibley are 
terrified Simon will be lost to the mists as well and they are doing everything 
in their power to protect him. 

Quibley was a deckhand on the Little Riverboat Postman for many years and 
she worked with Rashida for some time. You might not know this, but the little 
people have their own mail boat that piggybacks the Riverboat Postman each 
weekday to deliver mail to all the little people river communities. 

Quibley only gave up the Little Riverboat Postman when her partner 
disappeared one stormy morning in the heavy mists. It is still unclear if he 
drowned or if the Will-o-the-Wisps took him. Although they don’t know it, 
there is an ancient curse laid on the men in the family and until Marvin awakes 
no one knows how to break it. 

Quibley has a magic coat of feathers that can actually allow her to fly. They 
have been passed down the family tree and are part of the reason the curse 
was laid.

But that is a story for another time.
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#22 The Jellyfish Hunter

Theobold is a Jellyfish Hunter. 

As a Jellyfish Hunter, Theobold is always on the lookout for the best and tastiest 
jellyfish she can find in the river. Not all jellyfish make good eating and when you are 
a little person you only want the smallest jellyfish you can find. She particularly likes 
the jellyfish that glow in the dark and you can often find her selling her dried Jellyfish 
at the monthly markets in the Park.

Theobold lives alone and is friendly with everyone. She will always stop and chat and 
has many stories she likes to tell about life on the river. Don’t believe a word she says, 
her stories are somewhat based in fact but she is a big fat liar who cares more for the 
story than the truth. She used to work on the prawn trawlers going up to Bar Point but 
she stopped about a year ago when she had a disagreement with the Captain’s cat. 

Theobold lives with her Water Dragon and rides in the monthly Dragon Races. She is a 
champion of Dragon Racing and no one on the island can beat her. Her Water Dragon 
is an exceptional beast called Jabber with a bright orange breast, and it is said Jabber 
once bested the neighbour’s ginger fat cat in a fight to the death. 

Although this may be another ‘big-fat-lie’ that Theobold spins.
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