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It is an honour to present to you this 
gorgeous, powerful body of work by 
Craft ACT member and acclaimed 
textiles artist Julie Ryder.
 Julie is an admired Accredited 
Professional Member; she has been 
one of our most committed
and involved members since 1999, 
and we are excited to present her solo 
exhibition, The Hidden Sex.
 Julie’s deeply layered works 
arose from a successful residency at 
the National Museum of Australia. 
Determined to solve an historical 
mystery, Julie researched early 

Foreword
rachael coghlan

Australian botanical collections and 
her imagination was captured by two 
albums of pressed seaweed which 
seemed to have no provenance. 
 Julie’s exhibition shows her 
confident and expert experimentation 
with new ideas, materials and 
techniques. The work, seen in person 
or in this catalogue, illustrates 
the power of art to share stories, 
understand history and reveal hidden 
meanings. It is sure to intrigue and 
delight.

Dr Rachael Coghlan is CEO and Artistic 
Director of Craft ACT: Craft + Design 
Centre.
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Artist Statement
julie ryder

In 2016 I undertook a six-month arts residency at the National Museum of Austra lia, 
funded by the Australia Council for the Arts, in order to research the NMA botanical 
holdings. Two of their objects captured immediate attention, becoming the sole foci 
of not only the residency but feeding an all-consuming passion of the last couple of 
years. These two 19th century albums of pressed seaweeds had been acquired in 2013 
through public auction. They had no provenance and, as such, had never been on 
public display. Despite efforts by the Senior Curator Dr Kirsten Wehner, determining 
the identity of the collectors was problematic and time-consuming. However, it 
seemed highly likely that both were compiled or collected by women. One album was 
of seaweeds from Port Arthur in Tasmania, and the other from both Northern Ireland 
and Port Phillip Bay in Victoria. 
 My arts practice has always drawn inspiration from the history of botany, botani-
cal collectors, gender inequity, cross-cultural exchange and the use of natural materials 
in making art. Concepts are derived from a desire to find and tell stories that are often 
hidden between the lines and pages of history and research; stories that uncover real 
people, their personalities and their place within society. I was determined to find out 
who the collectors of these beautiful, fragile albums were – and against all odds, I did.
Lured on a journey of detective work and discovery, visiting herbaria and museums 
in Australia and Ireland, handling original material, the “The Hidden Sex” is an artistic 
response to this research. 
 This exhibition explores early Australian algae collections made by women 
in the 19th century. Botanical collections, for the purpose of pressing in albums or 
as subjects for watercolours, were a popular and approved pastime for women of 
the 19th century in colonial Australia. Women were forbidden to attend university 
and were not acknowledged for their groundbreaking work in science, particularly 
in botany. They provided unpaid labour as citizen scientists. Without them, much of 
the natural world would remain undiscovered. However, the majority of plants that 
women collected, studied, pressed and painted were vascular plants, particularly 
arrangements of native wildflowers. Cryptogams (literally ‘hidden sex’), are rarely, if 
at all, the subject of women’s botanical paintings. Although seaweed collecting was a 
global craze rivaling pteridomania, algae, unlike ferns, did not flourish on the page. This 
exhibition explores the use of these hidden plants in artistic works to act as metaphors 
for women’s status in the 19th century. 



‘Collecting Ladies’ 1, 2018.  
Watercolour, marine Macroalgae on pricked paper. 
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Littoral Sensibilities: The Hidden Sex and Emerging 
Contemporaries1 
exhibition essay: kirsten wehner

It’s summer, and in Canberra summer 
is the season for running away to the 
coast until the incoming January tide 
of the long weekend deposits you 
back in the city. So, as I write about 
Julie Ryder’s The Hidden Sex and the 
Emerging Contemporaries, I feel as if 
I’m still standing on the seashore. And 
this seems entirely the right context 
for these exhibitions, for they both 
resonate with what I would call ‘littoral 
sensibilities’. 
 The littoral zone is the marine 
realm stretching from the high-
water mark to a depth of about ten 
metres. It’s a place characterised - 
physically, culturally and poetically – by 
movement, by tidal flows, currents and 
breaking waves and the never-ending 
activities of the sea creatures, real and 
imagined, that thrive in its oxygenated, 
well-lit and nutrient-rich waters. A 
littoral sensibility is, by extension, 
a way of being in the world that 
embraces the fluidity, even turbulence, 

of this in-between, hybrid, connecting 
environment.
 The Hidden Sex brings this 
littoral landscape, dare I say literally, 
into the gallery. Julie’s practice 
takes found or recreated objects 
implicated in nineteenth century 
tropes of respectable femininity and 
re-casts them as canvases colonised 
by seaweeds. Delicate vintage hankies 
become cyanotypes paying tribute 
to the pioneering photography of 
British botanist Anna Atkins. Soft kid 
leather gloves seem to have been held 
underwater until seaweed holdfasts 
grip them. An embroidery sampler 
eschews regimented rows of letters for 
a swirling array of fronds and tendrils 
that write an ocean alphabet.
 As Julie describes, The Hidden 
Sex emerged as she discovered how 
colonial women ignored social mores, 
hitched up their layers of heavy skirts 
and waded into the sea to hunt for 
algal treasures. Julie followed these 

1 Emerging Contemporaries is the annual 
Craft ACT showcase of local and regional 
emerging designer-makers, which is exhibiting 
during the same exhibition block. 



collectors around the planet and, as 
she puts it, ‘swam out of her comfort 
zone’ to explore new materials and 
techniques that might best convey 
their stories. Her works celebrate 
the surprising beauty of macroalgae, 
echoing Victorian conceptions of 
the ‘flowers of the sea’. At the same 
time, as seaweed specimens are 
encompassed by lace, timber and glass, 
her works also hint at the cultural 
confines that women collectors of that 
era challenged when they stepped 
off the beach. The Hidden Sex asserts 
the enduring value of often belittled 
decorative techniques and asks us 
to acknowledge nineteenth century 
women’s contributions to science, art 
and our connection with the seashore. 
 Emerging Contemporaries 
expresses a littoral sensibility in more 
metaphorical modes. The twenty 
exciting new artists featured in this 
exhibition are perhaps all themselves 
in a littoral zone, finding their 
ecological niche as they transition 
into professional practice. It’s not 
surprising, consequently, that many of 
their works experiment with processes 
of permeation, exchange and 
transformation that, to my mind, evoke 
the highly oxygenated turbulence of 
coastal waters. Jeweller Boya Yu, for 
example, locates herself consciously 
in a cross-cultural zone, her elegant 
bird pendant operating in a hybrid 
space connecting Western and Chinese 
aesthetic interests in simplicity. 
Furniture-maker Lou Harriss has 

also sought the melding of different 
traditions, presenting resolved pieces 
that mesh old-school construction with 
streamlined design.
 Working in a space of encounter 
rather than resolution, the Indigenous 
Jewellery Project artists, Angie 
Davis, Beverly Smith, Emily Beckley, 
Jennifer Kemarre Martiniello, Kayannie 
Denigan, Krystal Hurst and Samuel 
Radoll, describe their works as 
bringing into conversation cultural 
knowledge inherited from ancestors 
and contemporary jewellery making 
techniques. As Worimi artist Krystal 
Hurst writes, this process creates a 
fertile eddy in ‘we are allowed to adapt 
and evolve, as people’. 
 Ceramicist Alya Khan is 
concerned with built boundaries, 
creating perforated sculptural forms 
that raise questions about how 
people navigate the simultaneous 
inside-outside nature of buildings. 
C. Clare Evans also investigates the 
inter-relationships of architectural 
forms, bodies and elements, with 
her woven textile work interacting 
with light to explore opacity and 
transparency. May Khaytari Than Kyaw 
presents a structure that challenges 
our definitions of functionality as it 
shifts between utility and decoration 
depending on how people engage with 
it. And Marie Alexis reminds us with 
her narrative sculpture how addictive 
games seduce children and that spaces 
of turbulence can open up dystopic as 
well as productive futures.



 The littoral is a place where the 
elemental materiality of the world 
presses on our consciousness. To sit 
on the beach is to feel and see wind 
and water, crab and kelp at work, 
creating the landscape. In Emerging 
Contemporaries, many of the artists 
have similarly rendered visible 
processes of making, revealing their 
works as the outcome of negotiations 
with materials. Thus, Tanya McArthur’s 
elegant black and white ceramic forms 
bring together varying surface finishes 
to focus our senses on the qualities 
of porcelain, stoneware and glass. 
Fran Romano’s devotional vessels, in 
contrast, bear the imprint of hands 
and tools, seeming to tell of their clay’s 
journey from the earth. 
 Furniture maker Sam Shellard 
has realised a beautiful form in 
which geometric shapes draw the 
eye to the variety of finishes, while 
Luke McLennan’s elegant lamp and 
upholstered bench juxtapose and 
assert the character of different 
materials. Louis Grant aims to carve 
out space for an ‘authentic, raw and 
nuanced [queer] voice’ through hand-

made glass panels featuring, upon 
close inspection, flaws that confound 
our expectations of the uniformity 
of this type of object. Textile artist 
Gaynor Hodder has created an 
embroidered work that through 
composed stitching and an almost 
rough treatment of the fabric stills 
the viewer into contemplation of its 
undulating surface. 
 To return to the seashore one 
more time, the littoral zone invites 
us to step off dry land, be tumbled 
about in the waves and then emerge, 
gleaming and snorting, to understand 
anew our place in the flows of the 
world. Both The Hidden Sex and 
Emerging Contemporaries feature 
artists, who, it seems to me, have 
embraced the littoral’s argument for 
a heartfelt, courageous diving into 
life. The artists have ridden the ocean 
currents in search of ideas, confronted 
creatures of the deep and built new 
relationships with water, air, light and 
minerals. The result is two exhibitions 
of beguiling, moving and provocative 
works.

Dr Kirsten Wehner is an Australian 
curator, visual anthropologist and 
narrative designer, who likes to spend 
summer holidays at the coast. She is 
the Director of PhotoAccess, Canberra’s 
leading centre for contemporary 
photography.

Next pagespread:  
The Hidden Sex, gallery view.  
Photo: 5Foot Photography





caption/s



‘Flowers of the Sea’ 2019 
6 digitally-printed glass slides  
with pressed seaweeds and engraving 
250x750mm each 
See  Artist note, p. 23
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Sampler, 2018 
Metal, wood, cotton embroidery



17

Submerged, 2018 (detail) 
Cyanotype on vintage handkerchiefs
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‘Hortus seccus’ I, 2018 
Marine macroalgae on watercolour paper
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‘From Land and Sea’: ‘Melanospermae’ (brown), 2018 
Hand-embroidered vintage leather gloves, silk, cotton, leather
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Biography

Julie Ryder is a trained textile designer 
and artist who has gained international 
acclaim for her work, which incorporates 
inno vative mark-making techniques to-
gether with more traditional methods of 
surface design and digital printing. 
 Initially trained in science, Ryder 
grad uated in Studio Textiles at the 
Melbourne College of Textiles in 1990, 
and completed a Master of Arts (Visual 
Arts) degree at the Australian National 
Uni versity, School of Art in 2004. Ryder 
has maintained an active professional 
studio practice, and has taught in tertiary 
institutions and community organizations, 
for over 24 years.
 In 2005, Ryder was awarded the 
inaugural ANAT Synapse New Media Artist 
in Residence at the Australian National 
Botanic Gardens in Canberra, where she 
worked closely with Dr Christine Cargill, 
Curator of the Cryptogam Herbarium. She 
has been the recipient of many awards 
and grants, most notably the Gold Medal 
at the 1997 International Textile Design 
Com petition in Taegu, Korea, the 2004 Photograph: 5Foot Photography

CAPO Singapore Airlines Award, as well 
as project and development grants from 
the Australia Council and artsACT. She 
has been awarded many national and 
inter national arts residencies, including 
the 2013 Asialink Visual Arts Residency 
at Rimbun Dahan in Malaysia, and the 
2015 GLINT residency at the Canberra 
Glassworks and Megalo Print Studios.
 Ryder has exhibited 20 solo 
shows, and in over one hundred group 
exhi bitions, both nationally and inter-
nati onally, and is represented in the 
collections of the National Gallery of Aust-
ralia; the National Gallery of Victoria; the 
Power house Museum; the Art Gallery of 
South Australia; the Textile Museum in 
Tilberg, Netherlands; the Tamworth City 
Gallery; and many other public and private 
collections worldwide.
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1 ‘Call us not weeds’ II (For 
Anna), 2019. Cyanotype on 
Fabriano 
$550

2 ‘Call us not weeds’ I (For 
Anna), 2019. Cyanotype on 
Fabriano 
$550

3 ‘Ocean’s Gay Flowers’: 
Delisea pulchra, Macmasters 
Beach, 2019.  
Cyanotype on Arches 
$350

4 ‘Ocean’s Gay Flowers’: 
Dictyota dichotoma, Orford, 
2019. Cyanotype on Arches 
$350

5 ‘Ocean’s Gay Flowers’: 
Hormosira Banksii, Encounter 
Bay, 2019. Cyanotype on Arches 
$350

6 ‘Ocean’s Gay Flowers’: 
Codium fragile, Frank’s Beach, 
2019. Cyanotype on Arches 
$350 

7 ‘Ocean’s Gay Flowers’: Ulva 
intestinalis Ballinskelligs, 2019. 
Cyanotype on Arches 
$350

8 ‘Ocean’s Gay Flowers’: 
Callophyllis rangiferina, 
Bicheno, 2019. Cyanotype on 
Arches 
$350

9-14 ‘Flowers of the Sea’ 2019 
6 digitally-printed glass slides  
with pressed seaweeds and 
engraving 
$8800 series, individual POA

15 ‘Sampler’ 2019 
Metal, wood, cotton embroidery 
$750

16 ‘Collecting Ladies’ 2, 2019  
Watercolour, marine 
macroalgae on pricked paper 
$2,200

17 ‘Collecting Ladies’ 1, 2019  
Watercolour, marine 
macroalgae on pricked paper 
$2,200

18 ‘Collecting Ladies’ 3, 2019  
Watercolour, marine 
macroalgae on pricked paper 
$2,200

19-60 ‘Submerged’, 2018  
cyanotype on vintage 
handkerchiefs 
$90 ea

List of works



22

61-63 ‘From Land and Sea’, 
2018.  
‘Rhodospermae’ (red) 
‘Chlorospermae’’ (green) 
‘Melanospermae’ (brown) 
Hand embroidered vintage 
leather gloves, silk, cotton, 
leather 
$800 per pair

64 ‘Hortus seccus’ I, 2018. 
marine macroalgae on 
watercolour paper 
$1440

65 ‘Hortus seccus’ II, 2018. 
marine macroalgae on 
watercolour paper 
$1440

66 ‘Hortus conclusus’, 2019. 
Cuttlefish on painted wall 
NFS

67 Display cabinet 
containing Victorian glass 
slides and original seaweed 
album 
NFS
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Artist’s notes

1. ‘Flowers of the Sea’ is a series of six glass 
panels each measuring 25cm x 75cm, that 
have been digitally printed, engraved and 
incorporate seaweeds from five beaches 
around Australia and one from Ballinskelligs in 
Ireland. Their format is inspired by Victorian 
glass slides from the 1800s that were 
prepared using colourful lithograph papers 
that were adhered to the majority of the glass 
slide, leaving only the specimen under its 
coverslip clear for microscopic examination. 
 ‘Flowers of the Sea’ pays tribute to the 
seaweed albums and collections made by 
Australian women in the 19th century as 
the craze for nature collecting took hold. 
These women often collected for well-known 
male botanists or phycologists such as 
William Henry Harvey of Ireland, Ferdinand 
von Mueller (Vic), Ronald Gunn (Tas), Carl 
Aghard of Sweden and Joseph Hooker at Kew 
Gardens.  Many of our Australian seaweeds 
are in these international collections because 
of women such as Jessie Hussey (Encounter 
Bay, SA), Louisa Ann Meredith (Orford), Susan 
Fereday (Bicheno) to name a few. 
 The six slides represent 6 of the beaches 
I have personally made algae collections 
and some relate directly back to these 
women, but others are related directly 
to my own collecting experiences and 
research – Macmasters Beach on the Central 
Coast, Frank’s Beach near Guerilla Bay, and 
Ballinskelligs in Ireland where I undertook 
and arts residency in 2018 whilst researching 
Charles Morrison, the creator of the ‘Port 
Phillip’ Seaweed Album from the NMA.

 The imagery on the slides contain details 
of 19th century lace, a popular and approved 
pastime for ladies in the 19th century, and 
the colours have been inspired by the colours 
used in Victorian microscope slides. I have 
engraved the name of the beach where the 
seaweeds were collected, and also my own 
initials as the collector. The dried seaweeds 
are held in place by a glass ‘cover slip’ which 
has been set in place with a black silicon to 
mimic the cementing used in Victorian slide 
preparation.

2.‘Ocean’s Gay Flowers’ is a series of six 
cyanotypes of seaweeds I have collected 
from the five beaches in Australia and 
Ballinskelligs Beach in Ireland, which relate 
directly back to the ‘Flowers of the Sea’ glass 
slides.  The cyanotypes pay tribute to Anna 
Atkins, a pioneer in early photography and 
algae collector, who produced Photographs of 
British Algae: Cyanotype Impressions that was 
issued in parts beginning in 1843. There is 
currently a large retrospective of her work at 
the New York Library, as they have acquired 
a second copy of this significant work that 
contains cyanotypes of hundreds of British 
macroalgae.
 My works have been created using 
enlarged scans of collected seaweeds, so 
that they appear ‘hyper real’ – I did not 
want to copy Anna’s technique directly.  
These enlarged versions of the six species 
of algae are made using an artificial light 
source, rather than the sun, to execute the 
magical process of cyanotype, onto Arches 
watercolour paper.




