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make contact with this fungus in order to germinate. 
A particular species of male wasp (Lestricothynnus nr. 
vigilans) is required for pollination. To attract this 
insect, not only does the orchid flower emit 
pheromones that mimic those of a female wasp, but 
its labellum has also evolved to provide visual 
stimulation to the male wasp. These wasps generally 
fly around the height of the orchid flowers and will 
avoid large dense scrubs. Regular fires are needed to 
keep heathland plants low and diverse, providing 
suitable structure for the wasps to move through and 
find the orchids. The female wasp is flightless, spends 
most of her life underground, and lays her eggs only 
on scarab beetle larvae.

In spite of all these very particular requirements a 
viable colony of Mellblom’s Spider Orchid has 
survived, but only through hand pollination as its 
natural pollinator, the single species of thynnine wasp, 
is now itself quite rare.

The significance of these environmental intricacies 
that have given rise to this orchid remind me of Gary 
Snyder’s words in the context of developing a 
meaningful relationship with the place you live in:

To know the spirit of a place is to realize that you 
are a part of a part and that the whole is made of 
parts, each of which is whole. 1

Or in the more widely known words of Chief Seattle:

Humankind has not woven the web of life. We are 
but one thread within it. Whatever we do to the 
web, we do to ourselves. All things are bound 
together. All things connect. 2

The story of Mellblom’s Spider Orchid clearly 
demonstrates such interconnection and the delicate 
balance in nature that allows species to exist. flora 
non evidens draws our attention to the beauty of our 
indigenous plants and reminds us what is at stake.

Recognition of our relationship to the natural world 
and the often devastating consequences of human 
intervention in the environment, of industrial 
development and entrepreneurial plundering, is 
critical as global warming now presents itself as the 
major challenge facing the planet.

As a species we have unraveled connections to the 
world around us and are experiencing acceleration in 
environmental changes on a global scale. According 
to President Barak Obama:

We are the first generation to feel the impact of 
climate change and the last to be able to do 
anything about it. 3

flora non evidens draws our focus back to the natural 
world, to the disappearance of species and forests, to 
humanity’s current position at the cross roads in 
dealing with an untenable environmental scenario. In 
many ways we are in the dark, shining our torches into 
the future and hoping to negotiate environmental 
degradation and global warming in time to survive.

Dr Carmel Wallace, June 2015

1 Gary Snyder, The Practice of the Wild, North Point Press, San Francisco. p.38  
2 Attributed to Chief Seattle in his Letter to the President of the United States, 
1852. Widely quoted and powerful, despite being disputed: http://www.archives.
gov/publications/prologue/1985/spring/chief- seattle.html

3 https://twitter.com/barackobama/status/514461859542351872



flora non evidens questions our methods of 
negotiating the natural world.  It throws us in at the 
deep end, bringing us face to face with the uncanny 
and with our fear of being alone in the dark woods, 
unsure of what we may discover. As in many a thriller 
or fairy tale, the lights are out as we negotiate this 
journey. A torch is our lifeline and it could be 
extinguished at any minute. We are literally lost in the 
bush, thrown into a Frederick McCubbin painting 
perhaps - our art and literature are strewn with 
possibilities. The enigmatic soundtrack created by Tim 
Umney adds to this evocative atmosphere, luring us 
deeper into the exhibition space.

And what do we discover? Karen has skillfully created 
a forest environment, knitted and embroidered onto 
fine black net and camouflaged in the darkened 
gallery atmosphere. The thread is reflective and barely 
visible until the viewer’s torchlight hits it. When it 
does, trees and other life-size plants appear, glowing 
silver and hovering spirit-like before the viewer. The 
delicacy and fragility of the natural world is apparent 
in the fine needlework and detail of the floating forms.

Karen has chosen to depict extinct, rare or 
endangered indigenous species, giving added 
poignancy to their ghostly apparitions. Initially she 
concentrated on plants from her home state of 
Victoria but as the exhibition travels to other states 
the exhibition grows as species from those 
environments are added.

As a fellow resident of orchid- rich southwest Victoria, 
I am particularly drawn to Karen’s inclusion of various 
orchid species and acknowledge their importance. 
According to the Environment Protection and 

Biodiversity Act, over a third of the 62 Australian flora 
listed as critically endangered are orchids. A close 
study of these plants reveals the intricacies of 
environmental conditions that support them. It is a 
sober reminder of the likely effects of further 
environmental degradation and climate change to the 
viability of current flora.

The story of the priority given to the survival of a 
particular rare orchid, thought to be extinct for thirty 
years before being re- discovered in 1973 after fire, is 
an appropriate one to share in the context of this 
exhibition. When ALCOA was given permission to 
build an aluminium smelter on local heathlands on the 
outskirts of Portland in southwest Victoria, it was on 
condition that the company ensured the survival of 
the endangered Mellblom’s Spider Orchid Caladenia 
hastata, a species whose habitat ALCOA was invading. 
It exists naturally only in this area of Victoria. 
Indigenous people knew the orchid as poyn poyn 
nyaneen eaneeyt and once used its tubers as a food 
source.

ALCOA set in motion a detailed study to ensure 
successful propagation. The fascinating results of this 
study are worthy of consideration in the context of 
flora non evidens as they support the major premise 
of the exhibition, illustrating as they do the fine and 
detailed web of life necessary to support our precious 
native flora. I am filled with wonder at the workings of 
nature and how interrelated and interdependent each 
organism is.

Mellblom’s Spider Orchid depends upon a microscopic 
mycorrhizal fungus that lives in the soil and provides 
the orchid with nutrients. Seeds of the orchid must 

FOREWORD
Although relatively small, the intimate Mercury Gallery 
space continues to offer visitors to Wollongong Art 
Gallery some of the most surprising and interesting 
exhibitions in our program. 
Karen Richards’ installation flora non evidens is a case 
in point.  With climate change and its environmental 
impacts one of the most hotly discussed topics of our 
time, this propitious exhibition explores ideas around 
the tenuous condition of the environment and the 
possible extinction and loss of unique and irreplaceable 
parts of our natural world.

Karen’s elegant, immersive installation evokes memories 
of both childhood and myth as the visitor is drawn into 
the heart of a twinkling, ethereal fairy forest. Its ghost-
like forms, haunting and wondrous, are both a 
celebration of nature’s miracle and a warning of its 
fragility and possible demise.

Issues surrounding climate change and the environment 
continue to be the subject of considerable community 
concern and the Gallery would like to thank the artist 
for her commitment to developing and presenting this 
body of work. 

We hope the exhibition will not only entrance but help 
provoke thought and discussion among visitors and the 
community. We hope you enjoy the exhibition. 

John Monteleone, Program Director
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