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‘I really thought about being an astronaut before high school. I think it was around
mid-junior school when I just had that urge to explore. I think we were learning about

explorers and I loved learning about the world around me’!

Figure 1 Portrait of Katherine Bennell-Pegg for the Women in the Space Industry Pictures Collecting Project, Adelaide,
South Australia, 2024. Photographed by Louise Whelan, National Library of Australia, https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/
catalog/10052074

1 Katherine Benell-Pegg, interviewed by Louise Whelan, Adelaide, 18 September 2024, Women in the Space
Industry Oral History Project, National Library of Australia (NLA), ORAL TRC 7470/20.
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In 2022, when the National Library of Australia was approached by oral historian and
photographer, Louise Whelan, with a proposal to redress the lack of documentation
around the critical role of Australian women in the space industry, it became clear that
it would meet the National Library’s collecting objectives. The Library’s collecting
is guided by a Collecting Strategy which outlines areas of priority collecting focus,
including the relevant priority of ‘highlighting Australia’s role, contributions and

achievements in science and technology’.

In 2023, the National Library set about commissioning Louise to document the contri-
butions and experiences of women in the Australian space industry, through 22 oral
history recordings and accompanying portraits. By commissioning this project, the
National Library has improved balance and increased diversity in the national collec-
tion by amplifying the previously underrepresented voices of women in the traditional

male realm of space exploration and sought to better represent the contemporary

workforce in the field of STEM.

As project manager, I worked alongside Louise to help shape and deliver on this project
and, with it now complete, I took the opportunity to interview her about her experi-

ences in helping to build this important collection.

HOW DID YOU COME UP WITH THE
IDEA OF DOING AN ORAL HISTORY
AND PHOTOGRAPHY PROJECT ON

WOMEN IN THE SPACE INDUSTRY?

I've always been drawn to the inter-
sections of science, memory and
representation. Space had been circling
in my practice for some time, and I had
previously explored cosmic themes and
the ways we imagine the future through

art. But when I looked at public collec-

Figure 2 Portrait of Natasha Maimbo for the Women in the
Space Industry Pictures Collecting Project, Marsfield, New
South Wales, November 2023. Photographed by Louise
Whelan, National library of Australia, https://catalogue.
nla.gov.au/catalog/10028067

tions, I noticed that the narratives

around space were still dominated by
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male perspectives. Australia, too, was at a disadvantage as we didn’t have a National
Space Agency until 2017. That led me to ask: Where are the women who make up only

22% of the space sector?

Figure 3 Portrait of Gamilaroi woman Karlie Noon for the Women in the Space Industry Pictures Collecting Project, Mount
Stromlo Observatory, Canberra, 2024. Photographed by Louise Whelan, National Library of Australia, https://catalogue.nla.
gov.au/catalog/10111408

WHAT WERE SOME OF THE RISKS AND REWARDS IN UNDERTAKING THIS
PROJECT?

There were definitely risks. One risk was that I was entering a highly specialised sector,
without a science background myself. I had to do a lot of research to feel confident in
the interviews. There was also the risk of missing key voices or perspectives, particularly
across cultures, generations and disciplines. It was valuable to work with the National
Library of Australia so closely to help with selecting a representative sample. All oral

history projects carry risks.

But the rewards were enormous. The biggest reward was the level of depth and openness

the women brought to the conversations.

And then there’s the long-term reward that this collection now exists in the national
collection. Although the collection began as a gender-focused approach to STEM and
space, it has evolved into something far more significant. It now serves as a crucial
marker and future history, capturing a pivotal moment when the space industry, both

in Australia and globally, is advancing at a remarkable pace. This collection highlights
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the increasing importance of space exploration and the far-reaching impact of space
technologies on Earth, while also showcasing the unique strengths and capabilities that

Australia brings to the sector.

WHAT WERE SOME OF THE
CHALLENGES YOU FACED FOR

THIS PROJECT?

One of the biggest challenges was time
as most of the women I interviewed had
leadership roles and are incredibly busy.
They’re leading labs, launching interna-
tional missions, training to be astronauts
and running space institutes. Because
I wasn’t just doing quick media-style
interviews, I had to negotiate time for
longer, in-depth conversations so that

[ could accommodate the ‘whole-of- Figure 4 Portrait of Elisha Buckley for the Women in the
Space Industry Pictures Collecting Project, Hindmarsh,
South Australia, 2024. Photographed by Louise Whelan,
National Library of Australia, https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/

catalog/10077583

life’ approach that the National Library

requires.

SO HOW DID INTERVIEWEES RESPOND TO THE WHOLE-OF-LIFE
INTERVIEW APPROACH?

Both communication and scheduling for the whole-of-life format were challenges.
Some professionals were initially reluctant to participate as they were not comfortable
talking about their whole life. There were others who were hesitant; however, once the
interviews began, most recognised the value of the approach. They opened up, made
more time, and appreciated the opportunity to reflect on their full life story, not just

their professional achievements.

HOW IMPORTANT WAS PLACE FOR YOU IN INTERVIEWING THE WOMEN?

Place was essential. Most of my oral history interviews are ordinarily conducted
in domestic settings. However, for this project, all of these interviews took place in

professional spaces such as observatories, labs, near control rooms, hospital units and
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Figure 5 Portrait of Dr Sarah Cannard for the Women in the Space Industry Pictures Collecting Project, Adelaide, South
Australia, 1 May 2024. Photographed by Louise Whelan, National Library of Australia, https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/
catalog/10087517

boardrooms. This brought a different kind of authority and focus to the work. By
recording whole-of-life in their workplace, they were able to reflect on their experi-
ences, many of which took place in their work environments. Sarah Pearce is one such
example. Sarah leads the team responsible for the development and construction of the
international Square Kilometre Array (SKA) and the SKA Observatory, one of the two
largest radio telescope arrays in the world. This powerful array will enable scientists to

observe the universe, even looking back to a time before the Big Bang.

WHAT SORTS OF QUESTIONS DID YOU ASK EACH INTERVIEWEE? WHAT
DID YOU LEARN FROM YOUR INTERVIEWS?

[ used a consistent set of core questions and a shared framework with each interviewee.
Beginning with their early life, influences, and entry into the space industry, and then
exploring the challenges they’ve faced, as well as themes of identity, work-life balance,

visibility, and inclusion. As Kathryn Anderson and Dana Jack suggest, oral history is
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as much about listening as it is about asking; it’s about holding space for women to

interpret and articulate their own experiences in their own words.?

I was aware as the project progressed that the responses from one interviewee informed
how I approached the next. Each woman’s narrative contributed to a growing body of
knowledge — not only about the space industry itself, but about innovation, leader-
ship, structural bias, and the evolving vision of what a more inclusive future in space
and STEM might look like. Importantly, I also built strong relationships in the space
industry; connections that opened doors to new participants and helped the project

grow organically. That network became crucial to the depth and scope of the collection.

TALK ME THROUGH HOW YOU
APPROACHED TAKING THE
PORTRAITS AND PHOTOGRAPHS.
Some portraits were taken prior to
the interviews, which allowed for an
informal, pre-interview conversation
and an opportunity to observe the work
environment. Most portraits, however,
were captured after the interview. By that
stage, a rapport had been established, so
trust was able to be built, and a clearer
sense of each woman’s professional
identity. This informed the photographic
approach. These signature portraits have

now formed a cohesive collection that

complements the oral histories Some Figure 6 Portrait of Professor Anna Moore for the Women
in the Space Industry Pictures Collecting Project, Mount
participants made Suggestions for loca- Stromlo Observatory, Australian Capital Territory, 2024.

Photographed by Louise Whelan, National Library of Aus-
tions and backgrounds while others were tralia, https:/catalogue.nla.gov.au/catalog/10028750

guided by me.

2 Kathryn Anderson and Dana C. Jack, ‘Learning to Listen: Interview Techniques and Analyses) in Robert
Perks and Alistair Thomson (eds), The Oral History Reader (London: Routledge, 1998 [1st ed.]), 157-171.
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WHAT WERE THE ADVANTAGES OF YOU BEING THE SOLE ORAL
HISTORIAN?

Beinga woman interviewing other women allowed for a level of ease and shared under-
standing. I often thought about Kristina Minister’s idea that gender itself should be a
unit of analysis in oral history.> That shaped how I approached communication, not
just the words spoken, but the non-verbal exchanges too. I didn’t try to force women
into a conventional narrative structure. Instead, I let the conversations unfold in ways
that felt natural to them. For example, as a female interviewer, I explored topics with
space medicine specialist, Dr Alicia Tucker, about menstrual cycles in space and the

potential for babies to be conceived and born in space.

WHAT IS YOUR TAKEAWAY FROM WORKING ON THIS PROJECT?

For me, a takeaway from this work is that space isn’t just about the awe of distant stars
or astronauts in orbit. Space impacts our daily lives in countless ways — from essential
phone apps for maps and banking, to advancements in agriculture, mining, climate
sustainability, weather forecasting and wildfire management. It also drives advance-
ments in medicine and contributes to research on plant biology adaptations to new
environments. Space is a foundation for innovations that touch nearly every aspect of

modern life.

This collection is currently being added to the National Library of Australia’s cata-
logue. To explore more visit Women in the Space Industry Oral History Project and

Women in the Space Industry Pictures Collecting Project.

3 Kristina Minister, ‘A Feminist Frame for the Oral History Interview), in Zhe Oral History Reader, 120-135.
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