
Julia Gutman in her studio, 2021 
Photo: Grégoire Lière
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Fabric plays an important role in Julia Gutman’s life. 
Gutman has an expressive relationship with clothes, 
the act of layering colours and prints, and pairing 
unexpected pieces together makes her feel, in her 
words, ‘absolutely myself’. Originally trained in painting 
(UNSW Art & Design), it was the experience of studying 
sculpture at the Rhode Island School of Design that got 
her thinking deeply about materiality: those objects with 
which she ‘makes’ and how these inform the conceptual 
basis of her work. Found textiles, including clothes, 
worn and donated by friends and family are cut up and 
re-stitched together, they become vehicles for story-
telling and transform these lived materials into narrative 
pieces of art.

Gutman refers to them as ‘patchworks’ and at their 
core they are acutely personal. Our clothes are pieces 
of charged memorabilia, worn and loved, imbued with 
memory. The stories and images that make up these 
figurative patchworks become gestures of personal 
narrative. For Gutman, relationships and people are 
everything, the sewing together of disparate but 
meaningful textiles becomes an act of physical and 
spiritual restoration, an exploration of memory, intimacy 

and‘…those pieces of ourselves that we leave behind 
in each other’.1  A sentiment from Louise Bourgeois 
lends itself to the deep-seated emotional process 
Gutman feels when making, ‘[t]he process of sewing 
has to do with binding and stitching things together. 
It is a prevention against things being separated. The 
form and the process must always be connected to the 
psychological’. 2 

Gutman’s work also interrogates the deeper meaning 
of textile use and its long gendered association as a 
frivolous amusement or decorative craft. Gutman uses 
the medium of textile as a way to negotiate loaded 
precepts of femininity, tradition and expectation. Her 
works refute the aesthetics of preciousness, the edges 
are rough, the seams are wonky, images frayed and 
they have an overall appearance of a collage roughly-
hewn. Sometimes, her works are so thick they break her 
needle. Other times, she has to cut a work up and sew it 
back together because it becomes too heavy. The way 
Gutman sews (with a big ‘fuck-off’ needle that leaves 
puncture wounds across her skin) and the roughness with 
which she renders her images contrast playfully with the 
methodical labouriousness of her overall process. There 
is something a little punk about this work. 

Her patchworks are part of the changing perception 
around textile making, they are ‘a weapon of resistance 
to the painful constraints of femininity’ in which 
women are ‘managing to make meanings of their own 
in the very medium intended to foster polite self-
effacement’.3 Issues surrounding women’s, gay/queer 
and racial liberation have all utilised textiles and the 
diverse techniques of sewing such as quilting, weaving, 
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LEFT: Julia Gutman
No one Told Me the Shadows Could Be So Bright (detail), 2020, 
clothes worn and forgotten by Gutman’s friends, found tablecloths, 
wire, thread, wooden frame, Industrial chains, 160 x 100 cm, 140 x 
100 cm. Photo: Document

RIGHT: Julia Gutman, Visual Arts Emerging Fellowship (exhibition 
view), 2020 Artspace, Sydney. Photo: Document
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embroidery, stuffing, appliqué and beading to perform 
agency, defy gender norms, create community and 
beyond. Nick Cave’s ornate sculptures and soundsuits, 
Faith Ringgold‘s narrative quilts and Sarah Lucas’ stuffed 
pantyhose from the Bunny Gets Snookered series are 
well-known examples of artists who have helped push 
textiles beyond the conventions of containment and 
submission. Gutman, in her practice, wishes to underline 
that even the personal is determined by systemic, 
institutional and political structures of the public sphere.  

Gutman’s works are made richer in the way they 
connect to the history of painting. The poses of her 
friends directly reference paintings of women created 
by men from the modernist canon such as Cézanne’s 
Three Bathers, Balthus’ The White Skirt and a range of 
paintings by Gauguin. A thematic to be explored in her 
first solo exhibition at Sullivan+Strumpf mid next year.
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A finalist in the 2021 Ramsay Art Prize and Create NSW 
2020 Visual Arts Emerging Fellowship, Gutman has 
already created a body of work that has been exhibited 
across Australia, the US and more recently at the T293 
gallery in Rome, Italy. This trajectory shows an artist who, 
much like some of her art idols before her, will no doubt 
go on to make ground-breaking work in contemporary 
negotiations of gender and connectivity. 

+ EMAIL ART@SULLIVANSTRUMPF.COM TO REQUEST  
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Introducing: Julia Gutman

LEFT: Julia Gutman
The Black Jeans, 2021 clothing worn by the artist and 
her friends, embroidery cotton and polyester thread 
on calico
140 x 188 cm
Photo: Simon Hewson

RIGHT: Julia Gutman
The Black Jeans (detail), 2021 clothing worn by the 
artist and her friends, embroidery cotton and polyester 
thread on calico
140 x 188 cm
Photo: Simon Hewson
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