
Helle Jorgensen is making a bold statement about plastic pollution 
to the world by creating artwork out of discarded shopping bags  
and shoreline finds. 
By Kate Davies

Plastic Fantastic

W e meet Helle Jorgensen for 
tea in an Edinburgh cafe. On 
the table in front of us, there 

is a crochet hook and an enormous ball of 
plastic yarn made out of orange shopping 
bags. In Edinburgh, these bags are a daily 
sight, and not just in the famous grocery 
store they come from. You see them in 
scraps, hanging from trees, flying loose 
in the wind, littering the pavements, or 
floating in the Forth estuary.

These bags are supermarket shopping’s 
grim detritus. Then Helle reveals what she’s 
made with this rubbish; a small orange 
object, about five inches high, which is 
immediately recognisable as a piece of coral. 
Crocheted in this way, the orange plastic 
has taken on new qualities: translucent, yet 
opaque; stiff, and yet suggestively fragile. 

With its delicate, twisting branches it is 
a thing of beauty. “This stuff is great,” says 
Helle of the orange plastic, “or of course, 
terrible, if you look at it from my point 
of view. But I can only find the white or 
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Helle creating  
her sprawling 
Rubbish Vortex.

(Above) 
Close up of Helle’s 
plasic artwork.
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clear bags to work with in australia.” Th is obvious 
enthusiasm for the material, as well as the ability to 
see and create the exquisite out of things other people 
regard as trash, is generally characteristic of the art of 
Helle Jorgensen.

Science and Nature
With a professional background in immunology and 
horticulture, Helle’s work mingles the scientifi c and 
the intuitive. Her objects speak to the fantastical 
realities of the natural world: they are primordial, 
botanical, bodily. Working with recycled yarns and 
found materials, Helle uses the fl otsam around her 
to explore the intricacies of natural form and texture. 
She enjoys crochet’s sculptural possibilities: the fuzzy 
edges of felted tapestry wool, the brash insistence of 
plastic, the way a chain can bloom and crease and 
multiply under the hook and hands, transforming 
magically, organically, into a thing of many planes. 
Like norah Gaughan in knitting, Helle puts her 
knowledge of nature’s geometry to use in the service 
of wearable design. Th is is most obvious in her 
‘softwear’ jewellery range, featuring structural pieces 
that echo the forms of marine fl ora and fauna.  

However, Helle’s art is not merely ornamental. 
Her crocheted sea creatures, made from the very 
manmade materials that now pollute and threaten 
the oceans, are also a quiet testimony to the fragility 
of the world they represent. Her cephalopod is a case 
in point. Sitting about a foot high, and crocheted 
from plastic-bag ‘yarn’, the cephalopod immediately 
strikes you with its aff ectionate, good-natured solidity. 
But, rendered in stark white plastic it is also a lifeless 
abstraction: already a ghost of itself. 

A sea of rubbish
Helle’s art speaks from and for the natural world, 
and nowhere more so than in her plastic rubbish 
Vortex. Th is startling piece bears witness to the 
millions of tonnes of plastic waste now circulating 
around the north Pacifi c Gyre. Like the inhabitants 

of many other coastline communities, Helle has a daily 
reminder of the realities of the vortex in the debris that 
washes up outside her home. From the beach beside 
her house in Southern australia, she has retrieved 
hundreds of cigarette lighters. Th ese quintessentially 
disposable items are a common sight worldwide. Th ey 
are also frequently found in the bellies of the birds that 
wash up dead on the shores of Scotland, California, 
and the Midway atoll. In the very stuff  from which 
it is made, then, Helle’s rubbish Vortex acts out the 
global nature of the crisis it embodies. 

after putting out a request on her blog Goosefl esh 
(www.hellejorgensen.typepad.com) Helle received 

contributions of plastic 
material from all over 
the world. Gathering 
hundreds of brightly 
coloured plastic bags 
from locales as far afi eld 
as Israel and Hong Kong, 
Helle stripped the bags 
down into football-
sized balls of yarn, and 
crocheted them into the 

nodules and stalks and coral-like stems that make up 
her Vortex. Suspended above the viewer at a height of 
three metres, the Vortex swirls down in a whirlpool of 
colour and movement. 

Suggestive of the urgency of the problem – as 
well as Helle’s own creative energy – it has a terrible 
loveliness. an elegy to thoughtless expenditure and 
disposability, the Vortex descends in a dizzying, 
beautiful and utterly toxic kaleidoscope of waste. It is 
a disturbing and moving and important piece. When 
asked her whether she intends to make and exhibit 
further politicised objects, Helle pauses, and tells 
us that she doesn’t regard the Vortex in ideological 
terms at all: “It just is what it says.” a powerful 
materialisation of our capacity to murder and create, 
this is certainly the case. 
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Working with recycled yarns 
and found materials, Helle 
uses the fl otsam around her 
to explore the intricacies of 
natural form and texture.

(Below left & middle)
Examples from the 
Hyperbolic Crochet 
Coral Reef 

(Below right)
Helle’s crocheted 
cephalapod has been 
work from recycled 
plastic bags. 
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