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LONE STAR
Mona Ryder at artisan, 2018

… perhaps you’ll come across my own shed skins, 
in houses where my name has been removed,  
the habitations I once thought were home. 
Or find some words of mine in an old book, 
I meant them, the words, every one of them. 
But left them on the shelf, 
to go on living.

Mason, D ‘On the Shelf’, 2018 

A pair of bentwood chairs waits against the wall. Clad in tan leather and ringed 
by black fringing, they have something of the boot-scooting cowgirl about them. 
The perforated seats cast a text in shadow on the floor – Lone Ryder. 

There’s a town in Queensland called Texas. There’s also a place called Retro. 
Queensland could easily swallow the better-known Texas twice over into its 1.8 
million square kilometres of vastness. It can be a big, lonely place. 

To cross the border into Queensland is to pass an hour and twenty-five years 
back in time, when daylight saving didn’t fade the curtains. Queenslanders 
affectionately embrace the ‘big country town’ stigma, kitsch and carefree 
lifestyle and a culture of the uncultured.

Queenslanders of a certain age, however, have endured darker times. During 
the Bjelke-Peterson era (1968-1987) Mona Ryder was married, studied, had  
three children and presented her first solo exhibition. 

Ryder sensed that the perception beyond the border was that all 
Queenslanders were racist, homophobic and politically backward. On the 
contrary, she recalls an atmosphere of quiet rebellion and a sense of solidarity 
amongst the arts community, a coming of age in an underground swell against 
the atmosphere of political oppression. 
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It was under these circumstances that Ryder’s unique visual language 
and repertoire first evolved. Her work is underpinned by a strong sense of 
nostalgia and connection to place. Her unique upbringing provided her with a 
solid foundation, a sense of universality and a launching pad from backwater 
to big, wide world. Every time Ryder has left Queensland to live elsewhere, 
she first misses the theatricality of the skies. Some are warm hearted and 
affectionate, some are dark. 

Lone Star
The first encounter of this latest exhibition is glimpsed from the street, 
through the windows of the exhibition space, shrouded by melodramatic, 
blood red velvet curtains, cascading and spilling onto the floor. An old, worn 
table is suspended on its side. Anthropomorphised, its legs protrude like 
extended arms, inviting you to enter. The curtains define the space as a portal 
into a new narrative, a cinematic, vaudevillian sideshow, in which disbelief 
must be suspended.

The underlying themes in Ryder’s work emerge from her day-to-day life.  
As in her earlier works, motherhood, marriage, birth, and rituals of 
domesticity permeate, alongside an uncanny sense of foreboding and 
bereavement. Almost every material Ryder uses in her work has either a 
history, or a utility separate from the repurposing she puts them to. Mussel 
shells, human hair, vintage chairs, shoes, and burned toast are presented as 
fragmented memories of life, love and loss. In every exhibition, there is an 
element of something that continues from the previous show. As before, shoes 
make an appearance in this exhibition. 

Ryder’s idyllic childhood was spent barefoot in Maroochydore, a sleepy, 
seaside childhood playground of pristine beach and bushland. Ryder only 
ever wore shoes on Sundays, to church or for a special occasion. For her, the 
wearing of shoes marked the end of childhood and the freedom that went with 
it, when she left home to attend boarding school in Brisbane. 

At one end of the gallery, a red dress of mythic proportion is suspended, the 
skirts unfolding in every direction to traipse along the floor. Visible under 
the folds of dyed stocking fabric, the form of a chair creates an altar-like 
platform for a flirty pair of red high heels. These shoes appear to pay homage 
to a feminine sway, precarious in their elevation, both on the altar and in the 
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heel. They conjure up the famous saying by Ginger Rogers, that she could do 
everything Fred Astaire could do, only backwards and in heels. As a young 
mother and a part-time teacher, Ryder worked extremely hard to be taken 
seriously as a professional artist.

Elsewhere in the exhibition, two pairs of shoes are wrapped and stitched in 
translucent kangaroo rawhide printed with the faint trace of house plans. A 
lock of blonde hair protrudes from within, a little messy and out of place, like 
the unruly curl that finds its way loose to flop in your face. 

Stockings go under shoes. Ryder recalls her first pairs as oppressive and 
nasty; thick, buff-coloured, boarding school tights. The stockings in Lone 
Star, on the other hand, have come of age as sexy and strong. For Ryder, 
stockings represent women. The fabric is delicate and tactile yet remarkably 
sturdy. Stockings will stretch and never break; the fabric crushes down to 
almost nothing and then spreads to fill a room with enormous impact. The 
vibrant reds dyed by the artist are mighty in their intensity. There is a sense of 
audacity in the colour, of women who dare to paint their legs and nails, strap 
on heels, and do it all. 

Signs of fortitude and defence continue along the wall, where dark shields 
and delicate spears hang as if in tribute to bygone victories and defeats. The 
spears appear as inert, fragile and non-threatening. They are a symbol of 
protection rather than intended as a weapon.

Closer inspection reveals another of the artist’s oft-favoured materials, as 
mussel shells cluster over the surface of large serving platters, forming the 
shields. The inclusion of shells is performative and ritualistic, as each shell 
is a relic from a shared meal, meticulously cleaned and conserved. Each 
tiny plate of armour represents a single, fleeting life, each life a momentary 
memory. Placed in order on a platter they form mantras, paragraphs from a 
larger narrative, a greater life. The shells are simultaneously abundant and 
desperately overcrowded, implying both richness and poverty.

From a childhood spent amassing collections of seashells and cicada cases 
from her wild playground. Ryder continues to collect and interpret the shifting 
values of materials in her work. Collecting is something most humans cannot 
help but do, from keeping worthless souvenirs and mementos to selecting 
priceless artefacts for museums. Buddhist monks are perhaps the exception, 
leaving worldly possessions and the projected thoughts of past and future 
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for a chattel-free existence lived entirely in the present moment. Ryder draws 
on our innate yearning to collect, allowing objects and materials to affirm 
and define us as physical manifestations of a connection to a lived past and a 
desired future. 

Chairs and toast came into play as materials to speak of grief and support. 
Chairs are universal. They bear weight and provide comfort. The placement 
of seating can dictate our encounters, direct our conversations or create 
discomfort. Over time, chairs wear and indent to conform to an impression of 
the sitter. Ryder’s chairs may lean towards each other, become conjoined or 
perhaps grow fur. A pair of chairs has morphed to become a hollow cradle 
with petals falling through the slats to the floor reminiscent of the many 
sacrifices and sometimes disappointments of parenthood. 

Burned toast sits crumbling inside a row of sealed Perspex boxes, a metaphor 
for repetitive, ritualistic daily tasks, to precious moments, time wasted 
and lessons learned from mistakes made. On close inspection, their true, 
underlying beauty reveals itself, no two are the same. 

Ryder considers herself lucky that her parents were more interested in the 
home as a place of thriving activity rather than pristine neatness. Her mother 
was an atypical role model for the time in that she was an interested and 
active participant in life, who freely shared her opposing political views with 
her husband. The family dinner table was lively with debate.

A table is set with a cloth, the edge of which is hand embroidered with a list of 
titles from previous artworks and exhibitions. There is an underlying humility 
in the methodology. As a highly accomplished practitioner, Ryder creates 
embroidery that is deliberately restrained to a perfunctory level rather than to 
demonstrate an aptitude in execution. Each name is a chapter in a continuous 
plot. The value is in the essence, the conjuring by name rather than in the 
object itself.

Knives and forks made from organza fabric become exoskeletons. Like shed 
skins, they appear simultaneously dead and alive. Even though their power 
has been taken away, they are transformed into something that instead might 
scuttle around the table and do something other than what was expected of 
them. No matter the intent, the setting of a table cannot accurately predict 
the direction of the dinner party conversation; nor are life plans a predictor of 
what may actually occur. 
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To spend some time in Mona Ryder’s exhibition Lone Star is to be invited to 
share a deeply thoughtful and immersive experience. By her juxtaposition 
and placement of mementos, common household paraphernalia and detritus, 
Ryder skilfully employs the human desire to amass the evidence of existence 
in order to construct an evocative encounter, complex and rich in its many 
layers of meaning. The essence will remain with you long after you leave. 

Cassandra Lehman, September 2018

Mason, D, 2018 “Finding renewal in poetry with US writer David Mason”   
The Hub on Books with Claire Nichols radio transcript, ABC Radio National,  
viewed 18 September 2018
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MONA RYDER 
Interview with Cassandra Lehman

With a substantial body of work spanning several decades, Queensland-
born artist Mona Ryder has risen to prominence and is highly regarded both 
nationally and overseas. Represented in major galleries and collections 
around the country, her works are instantly recognisable; the materials she 
uses contribute to a visual vernacular all of her own.

Mona, you have mastered a number of different techniques and stepped 
over the boundaries of defined mediums as a cross-disciplinary artist during 
your career. It’s difficult to give you a label. How would you prefer to be 
described? Do you see yourself primarily as a printmaker, or painter and 
sculptor these days?

None of these. I see myself as an artist who uses different mediums, to 
an end. If I had to give myself a label, I’m probably now best known as an 
installation artist. I wanted to be a painter at first, before I began using 
different mediums and materials together, but I don’t paint as much as I 
used to. I went on to study printmaking but kept on painting and then started 
introducing sculptural elements. When I first starting working in installation, 
I hadn’t even heard the term or knew what it meant; I simply began to bring 
objects together in order that they relate to each other, and were to be seen 
as a body of work, for each element to speak to the others.

So the interaction and exchange between the mediums and the materials  
is what inspired you?

Yes. The materials speak. I used to have a studio which was full of bits and 
pieces, which I used to delve into. I draw and plan things out, then I go looking 
for certain things. There’s an element of intuition and interpretation. The 
studio was jam-packed with objects I had collected; there were so many I 
didn’t use, in the end. We moved around a lot so I had to toss much of it out 
along the way. Now I’m far more specific, knowing in advance what I’m going 
to get and how it’s going to be used. I usually only buy things if I know I’m 
going to use them. I reuse a lot of things too.
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You have some very specific materials that come up again and again in  
your work.

Well, that’s true. As time has gone on, there has become a repertoire of 
materials. I often say “I’m never going to use stockings again” or “I’m never 
going to use crutches again”. But there you are; they come back. They come 
and go. 

So you and they have more to say?

Yes, definitely. That thought continues, other things emerge, I’ve come to 
understand new possibilities, and the materials come up again and again.

Do you present a definitive interpretation of your work?

No, I don’t want to tell everyone everything about me, but more than that, 
I don’t want to tell them all about them. The work has a life of its own and 
sometimes you can overanalyse what you are doing. I worried early on that I 
might be revealing too much about myself in my work, making the work too 
personal, but my experience was that people would lay their own stories over 
mine and offer me a new interpretation of what I had presented. I really enjoy 
that and I have tried to refine that, over time … bringing things to the table, so 
to speak. I want people to be able to take something away for themselves. I 
want them to feel something, but not to dictate what they might feel.

Is the embodied meaning in your materials fixed?

No, they have a greater depth than that. There are the obvious associations 
(crutches are for support, for example, and stockings are inherently female), 
but yes, they have evolved like a language for me. So I keep reusing them. The 
stockings can be sexual, they can be soft, they are ephemeral or angry, they 
can be stretched to their limits. The tension reads differently to when they are 
in a soft pile. So the meaning shifts, depending on the context. They bring the 
previous conversation forward into the newer work. My earlier work tends to 
relate to the work I’m doing now. It’s an ongoing process.

You grew up in an era when it wasn’t common for a woman to have a career 
like yours. Were you aware of the inequity in the arts?

Yes, it was a given that if you were a woman and had children, in many 
occupations, that was it for your career, not just in the arts. Expectations 
were that women should and would concentrate on childrearing. You couldn’t 
do both. The pervasive stereotype was that men were superior artists. So it 
wasn’t easy.

So how did you manage?

I was just determined. When I had children, I worked late at night and got up 
early. I used to teach part-time and sometimes I took one baby to work. I used 
to take my children along to collect prints and materials. I just kept going. I 
did both.

Would you say you were comfortable being labelled a feminist?

I don’t like tags, but yes, I am a feminist. I believe in equal rights, not just for 
women. But women haven’t been treated with equality.

Is that a factor in what you chose to make your work about?

Yes, very much so, at one stage it was. Women weren’t being treated as 
equals, but there were definite changes happening and people were beginning 
to speak out. People were starting to say that it was time to change the way 
we thought about things. Women had as much right as men to a full life and a 
voice. I had an excellent role model in my mother; she was far more verbally 
outspoken than I was. Those things came out in my artwork instead. The 
prints and paintings I was making were diary-like, about my life as an artist, a 
woman and a mother.

Home and domestic life are very important to you, in life and in your work. 
Do you see home as a metaphor?

Yes, I suppose it is in this work … for living, for a life as a universal 
commonality. This work is about life and death, past and present. It’s about 
the preparation, the consumption, the transformations of life, from life to 
death and perhaps also rebirth.
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Let’s talk about the evolution of this latest exhibition Lone Star. Was there 
a point of departure and a new beginning, between the last exhibition and 
this show?

There are a number of pieces that were made previously, which haven’t been 
shown. I made a body of work, of chair and table pieces that I still don’t feel is 
complete, yet, as a series, but a few have been included into this new show.

Tell us a little about the use of chairs in your work. When did this first  
come about?

I’ve been repurposing old chair parts since the 90s, old bentwood chairs and 
the backs of old wooden chairs.

Is there a type of chair you prefer?

They are all old; I prefer them to have a history. When I say old, I don’t mean 
grand as in antiques. They are humble, with beautiful forms.

You see them as sculptural rather than functional?

Yes, both actually, but they have a beautiful appearance. Being a sculptor, 
having carved wood myself, I appreciate the bending of the wood, the 
craftsmanship in their making, the labour and the qualities of the materials. 
There’s a beauty in the attention to detail, to the slow process of shaping and 
carving by hand. I acknowledge that.

So there’s an essence of the maker in them, as well as the sitter?

Yes. The workmanship is something I respect and appreciate. There is history 
in them, someone else’s care and attention in the making, and then in the use 
and care of the finished piece. Common household things are just not made 
that way anymore. So I guess that is a harking back to the past too, in a way. 
But that’s not why I use them. The age of them, the history is more about life 
as ongoing. These chairs aren’t new, because they haven’t just sprung out of 
nowhere. They have a history as we have a history. We are connected. We are 
a product of a past. We have that in common.
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Would you say they are also associated with a particular era?

Yes, they are, but I don’t know if I’m really just referring to that era. That era 
is before my time anyway. But I do talk about the past. A past, as connected 
to the present. Even though chairs have no gender, when I think about 
them, they can be very feminine in their shape, particularly the curves of the 
bentwood chairs. I have also used chairs for their masculine qualities. They 
are very familiar and easy to get a hold of, common rather than exceptional. 
Recognisable. It’s easy to project that sense of recognition onto them.

So these chair works were significant in the evolution of the  
Lone Star installation?

One or two of these works were my starting point for this show, a chair with 
electrical cords, and an upturned table. I reworked a few, actually, for this 
show. I wanted one piece to be slicker, so decided to have the conjoined chair 
upholstered with long black fur.

Why is that? Why is the chair hairy?

It’s upholstered in long, slick, shiny black fur. It’s very sensual and soft. It’s 
made from two chairs, joined into one, reminiscent of two people; they face 
each other and are joined.

Is this referring to your own personal experience, from your own or your 
parents’ marriage, for example?

Sure, and I’m sure it’s a lot of people’s experience. There’s warmth between 
them, a level of comfort; they are groomed and cared for. At the same 
time, the chairs have an awkwardness in being conjoined. They can’t move 
independently; it’s like a three-legged race. You have to be in sync for it to 
work, you have to compromise, and that isn’t always the case in life. But there 
is something comforting about that too. If you fall, someone will catch you, or 
you will both fall. You help each other back up. This piece is also on wheels, so 
it can move, but not separately, independently. Chairs are part of our journey, 
from cradle to grave. In between is a chair, where we rest. We need to be 
looked after along this journey, most particularly at the beginning and the end. 
I think it’s a little about co-dependency, about the necessity of co-dependency, 
a necessary evil in relationships.
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Beyond the one-on-one of individual relationships, does this refer to 
something more universal?

Yes, it’s about universal interdependence. We don’t exist in a void. We rely on 
someone else most of the time. There has to be trust and vulnerability for 
these exchanges to work. Sometimes we lean and sometimes we carry. The 
world is like this. We rely on others and on systems we trust. Sometimes they 
work and sometimes they fail us. We are part of a greater whole. We cannot 
exist without this exchange, of oxygen, nurture, animals, plants and social 
interaction, of understanding, communication and politics.

Yet much of what you deal with in your work seemingly occurs behind 
closed doors, in the inner sanctum.

Yes, but it’s also about the world as a whole, and what is happening in the 
lives of other people, people I know personally and others, all of us. We all 
know that a lot is going on behind closed doors. We share that there are 
common experiences, but we don’t air the details in public. It’s still there, 
like the elephant in the room; it’s common to us all. We have all experienced 
intimacies, but these are private exchanges, not shared with everyone. I’m not 
the only person who feels something when they see a chair. They may not feel 
exactly the same thing, but they feel something, they bring something to it. It 
may be on similar lines, but it will be something totally different. I’ve always 
been interested in people’s interactions with each other and how we interpret 
them. I’m also interested in private and public memory, so these works 
incorporate all of that.

Then these are the lived experiences, common to everyone?

Yes, and they are also very political. In this most recent body of work, a chair 
has fallen apart. I’ve used the legs, the back and one side; they have electrical 
cords entwined in them. 

The electrical cords are old and frayed, with pins in them and wires sticking 
out, but they are still all connected. They all plug into the one system. They 
are about recharging. It’s about energies, life energy as well as the forces that 
drive and motivate us. There might be a spark, which is probably dangerous, 
but it’s a necessary danger. Without it, nothing happens, but I wonder what 
might happen if there was a glitch. If the power goes out, we are all in the 
dark together. 

Where once we plugged our phones into the wall, now we have mobiles, we 
are connected, wired in at all times. And yet there’s a disconnection. We have 
this amazing tool, access to this knowledge … but we are distancing each 
other and becoming more internalised. Kids are sitting around with their 
phones and interacting in different ways, but maybe that’s something we just 
have to come to terms with. In 10 to 20 years time, the world is going to be 
very different. That’s partly why I’m taking objects and turning them on their 
head, misusing them, mixing them up and repurposing them. I’m unsure and 
confused about the future as are most of us, and not sure how the past fits 
with this future we can’t see.

Can you explain where this sense of universal fear, memory and the loss of 
innocence have come from?

Yes, a lot has happened, so much has been achieved between 9/11 and the 
Trump era, in that time, in so many different areas. We are on the brink of 
so many discoveries, medical advancements. But there are genuine fears, 
especially in this time, we are more able to travel but more fearful of travel, as 
you can see when you have to go through all the extra security at the airport. 
Our food, global warming, drought and rising seas … and yet we seem to be 
able to make people live longer. Do we really want to live longer or are we 
just afraid of dying? I think about these things myself, but I have no answers. 
The weapons, the platters and the shields … they probably say this best. They 
are protective, but not really effective. Some things are inevitable.

Can you speak a little about the allusions to death and grief in this show?

The cradle chair is about my mum, in care in her final years. It represents the 
reversal in the child looking after the parent. This is not going to pass us by; 
we are all going to be in this situation at some later stage.

So it speaks of mortality?

Yes, but it’s more universal than that. It’s about the need for us all to reflect 
on what came before, where we are from, and where we are going. Every time 
someone close to you dies, you become aware of your own mortality.

I’m at the age now where every year is a lucky one.

Mona Ryder was interviewed and photographed at her studio by  
Cassandra Lehman in September 2018.
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