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1. Women and the Sea: Culture, History, Industry, Science – A Public Symposium
The ‘Women and the Sea’ Symposium
took place in the National Maritime
Museum of Ireland (www.mariner.ie),
which is housed in the historic, 179year old Mariners’ Church, Dun
Laoghaire, on 25-26 September 2015.
The symposium aimed to promote
greater awareness and understanding
of the important roles that women
have played, and continue to play, in
marine and maritime culture, science
and industry. The symposium was
designed to bring together participants from a diverse range of professional, academic and
voluntary areas of experience and expertise, and to identify potential for further research and
cross-sectoral collaboration.
The symposium was co-organised by Professor John Brannigan (UCD School of English, Drama
and Film), Dr Lucy Collins (UCD School of English, Drama and Film), Dr Tasman Crowe (UCD
School of Biology and Environmental Science), Dr Julie Maguire (Daithi O’Murchu Marine
Research Station), and Richard McCormick (National Maritime Museum of Ireland). It was cosponsored by UCD Humanities Institute, UCD Earth Institute, National Maritime Museum of
Ireland, Atlantic Archipelagos Research Consortium, Daithi O’Murchu Marine Research
Station, and Dun Laoghaire Rathdown County Council. The venue, with its historic maritime
artefacts, provided an excellent context for discussions about maritime experience and
history, and the museum volunteers ensured that symposium participants were warmly
welcomed to the museum, well fed and refreshed with tea, coffee and biscuits, and provided
with all necessary equipment. The symposium sponsors funded the wine reception to launch
the event, travel and accommodation for speakers, the catering and publicity, and the
recording of all symposium sessions
for web podcasts. A website was also
developed to promote the symposium
(www.womenandthesea.com), and
registration was provided through the
online ticketing system, Eventbrite.
The programme included a free public
lecture on the evening of Friday 25
September delivered by Sibéal
Turraoin, who sailed the North-West
Passage in 2010 with Andrew Wilkes,
Lt Cmdr Erika O’Leary (centre), with Karin Dubsky (left), and Captain
Máire Breathnach, and Dermot
Sinead Reen (right)
O’Riordan. Sibéal’s lecture presented a
fully illustrated and narrated account of her voyage aboard Young Larry, a 44ft steel gaffrigged yawl, from Dungarvan to Greenland, and through the notoriously difficult passage to
Kodiak in Alaska. The lecture was introduced by Lorna Siggins, marine correspondent for the
Irish Times. Sibéal’s lecture was preceded on the Friday by a panel of speakers which included
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Susan Steele (Chair, Sea Fisheries Protection Authority), Julie Maguire (Research Director,
Daithi O’Murchu Marine Research Station), and Professor John Mack (Professor of World Art,
University of East Anglia). On Saturday the symposium continued with a full day of panels,
which included eminent and distinguished speakers from various academic disciplines in the
humanities and sciences, and from various vocations including the arts, community support,
business, environmental protection, marine training, and the Irish naval service. The full list
of speakers and topics is appended to this report. The mix of disciplines and sectors was
particularly fruitful and highlighted the achievements of women within all areas of marine
and maritime experience. The panels were attended by sixty-five people, and the public
lecture had an audience of eighty.
The symposium generated significant publicity in
local and national media, with previews of the
event on Marcus Connaughton’s RTE’s Seascapes
programme, and in Tom MacSweeney’s column
in the Marine Times, his ‘Ireland, an Island Nation’
radio programme on community radio Youghal,
104FM, and his Afloat magazine blog. The
symposium website was visited 3500 times in
advance of the event, with some very supportive
and complimentary comments noted. All of the
Susan Steele, Chair of the Sea Fisheries Protection
papers and presentations at the symposium were
Authority
recorded as podcasts by Mike Liffey of RealSmart
Media, and those podcasts are now available with slide presentations hosted by the UCD
Humanities Institute:
http://www.ucd.ie/humanities/events/podcasts/2015/women-and-the-sea/

2.

Why ‘Women and the Sea’?

The ‘Women and the Sea’ symposium was
a recommendation of the ‘Irish Sea’
Symposium which was held in the
National Maritime Museum the previous
year, and which recognised that more
research was needed from the
humanities, sciences, and heritage
sectors on the unrecorded histories and
experiences of women in maritime and
coastal communities. In several papers
and in the workshop discussions of the
‘Irish Sea’ symposium, the neglected role
Catherine McManus, Marine Harvest
of women in maritime experience and
communities was highlighted, and there was a strong case made for an event which would
both showcase the roles which women have played and continue to play in marine and
maritime life, and explore the concepts and practical implications of ‘gendered seas’.
Historically, maritime labour (on board ships and boats) was almost exclusively male, and in
some cultures there have been strong prohibitions against women on board ships, and even
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meeting a red headed women before boarding, for example, was considered back luck
starting a voyage. This in turn has meant that much of the literature, art, and science of life
at sea has been dominated by male narratives. Yet with women now serving in prominent
roles in naval services around the world, and as marine officers in merchant shipping, it was
recognised that now is a good time to examine the historical legacy of the gender divisions of
sea labour, and explore the diverse ways in which women have engaged with, and continue
to engage with, marine and maritime environments. The symposium aimed to devote
attention to the historical and contemporary achievements of women in marine sciences, arts,
writing, industry, sailing, fishing, in representing and maintaining their communities, and in
environmental care. As the sea has been particularly marked out historically as a space of
gendered representation, these achievements highlighted alternative and challenging
narratives of how women have experienced and engaged with gendered social and cultural
barriers. ‘Not just mermaids’ was the apt title of the first presentation given at the symposium.

3. Scientific Context
The principal scientific aim of the ‘Women and the Sea’ symposium was to identify the
potential for collaborative, interdisciplinary research on gendered experiences of the sea. This
has particular significance for the social challenge of achieving gender equality in areas of
labour traditionally associated with strong gender division and exclusion. It also has particular
significance for the examination of how humans interact with environments differently in
relation to various social and cultural
identities, with gender as a principal
category of social division. To pursue
this aim, the symposium was organised
so as to place the contemporary
achievements of women in marine and
maritime endeavours in the context of
gendered historical experiences of the
sea, and vice versa, in order to identify
continuities and changes, and to
identify areas of particular social
challenge. While some speakers were
Julie Maguire, Daithi O’Murchu Marine Research Station
invited to speak about the historical
aspects of women’s experiences of
maritime labour, travel, science, and writing, on the same panel were speakers who were
invited to speak about their own experiences as women ‘breaking the mould’ in the merchant
marine, the naval service, marine biology, coastal conservation, and sea fisheries protection.
A further aim of the symposium was to explore the aesthetic and cultural value of the marine
and coastal ecosystems as an inspiration for the arts by women artists, filmmakers and writers.
This followed directly from the previous symposium on the Irish Sea, which aimed to develop
our understanding of the assessment of the more intangible forms of cultural ecosystem
benefits, such as artistic and spiritual inspiration. Many of the speakers from various sectors
and disciplines spoke about the inspirational power of the sea and shoreline, and in addition
the symposium included a panel of artists and writers who displayed and demonstrated their
work, as well as explaining what drew them to the sea as a subject.
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4. Cultural and Heritage Contexts
The National Maritime Museum itself, as an institution and building, was an important
context for the ‘Women and the Sea’ symposium. It was the first time a conference or
symposium on women and the sea has ever taken place in Ireland, and the museum gave
appropriate national recognition to a long
neglected and important subject. This was a key
motivation for hosting and organising the
symposium. As a public symposium, the event
was also part of a wider context in which
academic research was shared with the research,
testimonies, and cultural production of those
working in other areas of public and professional
life, in order to identify areas of common interest
and concern. It was particularly gratifying to
Vanessa Daws, UCD Resident Artist-in-Science, with
Richard McCormick, President of the Maritime Institute
showcase the work of artists and writers who
of Ireland, which owns the National Maritime Museum
demonstrated the value of cultural engagements
with scientific and industrial contexts, and especially as the work exhibited and presented by
artists and writers were models of interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral achievement. The
symposium was conceived as a public forum. It was open to all to attend at a small registration
fee (€15), and the podcasts of the symposium have been made freely available without
registration, so as to promote a greater public awareness and understanding of the gendered
histories of the sea, and the significant achievements of women in all aspects of marine and
maritime experience. The podcasts in particular are designed to be used as an educational
and inspirational resource.

5. Summary of Symposium Presentations
Below are the pre-presentation abstracts for the symposium. All of the presentations can be
downloaded as audio files and in some cases as slide presentations from this address:
http://www.ucd.ie/humanities/events/podcasts/2015/women-and-the-sea/

Public Lecture
 SIBÉAL TURRAOIN, Irish Adventures in the North-West Passage
In the early summer of 2010 Young Larry, a 44ft steel gaff-rigged yawl left Lymington on the south coast
of England bound for the Northwest Passage. Skippered by Andrew Wilkes and Máire Breathnach, she
stopped at Dungarvan, Co Waterford to pick up her third crew-member, Sibéal Turraoin, a fourth would
join them in Canada for six weeks. This was their second trip to the Arctic having sailed two years
previously in Arctic Tern, a 68ft steel hulled yacht. Leaving Dingle in mid-June, Young Larry sailed 1,700
miles through the North Atlantic to Nuuk, capital of Greenland. The next six weeks were spent cruising
up the western coast to Upernavik, waiting for the ice in Baffin Bay to melt. Sights such as whale hunts,
giant glaciers, icebergs, sledges and dogs all became common along the way.
After a foggy and icy crossing the Davis Strait Young Larry landed in Pond Inlet and collected their final
crewmember Dermot O’Riordan for the six week leg through the Northwest Passage. Polar bears were
spotted swimming around the boat in Beechey Island where Franklin spent a winter on his ill-fated
exploration; a caribou and whale feast with drum dancing was had in Gjoa Haven, a settlement founded
by Amundsen; Dew Line stations were explored; northern lights seen; ice floes navigated; and, after
rounding through the stormy Bering Straits Young Larry arrived at the gold rush town of Nome, where
5

Wyatt Earp ran a saloon. After continuing south to Dutch Harbour, Young Larry finally berthed in Kodiak
for the winter, almost 8,000 miles travelled, the 145th boat to transit the passage, and, reputedly, the
first by Irish women.

Panel One: Gender and the Sea
 SUSAN STEELE (SEA FISHERIES PROTECTION AUTHORITY)
Not Just Mermaids: the waves that women can create
“When we cry, our tears as they run down our faces are salty and the same composition as the sea. For
most of us, there is an inexorable feeling of belonging when we are by the sea. Translating that passion
and belonging into a career by the sea is a dream of more than mermaids. I will speak of my own journey
found through passion for marine biology at the age of three, through roles working in universities, for
BIM and currently as chair of the Sea Fisheries Protection Authority.”



JULIE MAGUIRE (DAITHI O’MURCHU MARINE RESEARCH STATION)
Working on a Marine Research Station on the Sheeps Head Peninsula
Dr Julie Maguire, one of the symposium co-organisers, and based at the Daithi O’Murchu Marine
Research Station in County Cork, will talk to the ‘Women and the Sea’ symposium about working on a
marine research station.
The Daithi O’Murchu Marine Research Station has been in operation since 1991 originally as part of the
Aquaculture and Development Centre (ADC), University College Cork. However in late 2005 it was
established as an independent centre.
“We have 11 marine biologists working at the station some from as far away as Kenya and Brazil.
Research at the station has focussed on greener technologies for aquaculture, disease and fouling
control, biofuel and plastic production (from algae), minimising waste in the aquaculture and fisheries
production process, environmental monitoring and remote sensing. ”
Julie will present her account of life working on a marine research station on the Sheep’s Head Peninsula.



JOHN MACK (SAINSBURY RESEARCH UNIT, UNIVERSITY OF EAST ANGLIA)
The Gender of Ships
Professor John Mack from the University of East Anglia will return to speak at the National Maritime
Museum of Ireland for the ‘Women and the Sea’ symposium in September. Professor Mack will talk
about the cultural history of gendering ships as feminine, especially in the context of a history of
maritime labour which was largely and often exclusively male.

Panel Two: Stories of Seas and Coasts
 CLAIRE CONNOLLY (SCHOOL OF ENGLISH, UNIVERSITY COLLEGE CORK)
‘Sea manners and sea views’: Maria Edgeworth and the Irish Sea
The paper discusses the ways in which Maria Edgeworth imagines the significance of the Irish sea,
both in her fiction and in her extensive correspondence. In the writing, the sea crossing seems at
once momentous in metaphorical terms and insignificant as a practical undertaking. Edgeworth’s
writing is strongly invested in the ideology of technological and infrastructural improvement but
it also yields evidence of instabilities of significance and scale. These questions will be assessed
via a close consideration of the relevance and meaning of the Menai straits for Edgeworth. Her
depiction of the hazardous journey across the narrow stretch of tidal water that separates the
island of Anglesey from the rest of North Wales. is shaped by her family’s lively interest in civil
and marine engineering. Her father Richard Lovell Edgeworth, developed a plan to tunnel under
the straits, while her brother William sought employment on Thomas Telford’s bridge and road
building project.
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 FINOLA O’KANE (SCHOOL OF ARCHITECTURE, UNIVERSITY COLLEGE DUBLIN)
The Liminal Situation of Mrs. Elizabeth Fagan – Developer of Dublin's Eighteenthcentury Coastal Housing Estates
Elizabeth Fagan inherited her husband's job as Dublin estate agent for the Fitzwilliam family in
1761. The owners of a vast estate that stretched from Merrion Square to Bray, Fagan encouraged
the family to shift their focus from farming to housing by laying out attractive coastal suburbs and
housing estates. She also became a developer herself - building an unostentatious group of
houses with large gardens and sea views. Operating at the limits of eighteenth-century legal,
professional and spatial structures gave her developments a particular character. Consciously
low-profile and deliberately egalitarian, this catholic female property developer began to
articulate Dublin's subversive seaside space.

 FIONA SAVAGE (SAINSBURY RESEARCH UNIT, UNIVERSITY OF EAST ANGLIA)
A Passage to Africa: Voyaging in the Travel Writing of Sarah Bowdich
‘Children and sailors are but synonymous terms’ (Lee 1835, 269). This quote, taken from a woman’s
autobiographical account of a four-month voyage to West Africa in 1816, could so easily be
misconstrued as dismissive and offensive on first sight. However, it is in fact an affectionate observation
from one who witnessed first-hand the harsh realities of a seafaring life. This paper takes as its focus
Sarah Bowdich’s (1791-1856) little known publication ‘Fragments from the Notes of a Traveller’ in order
to highlight how, this forgotten and neglected literary source, offers a unique female perspective on
maritime travel in the early nineteenth century. Sarah’s travel account, for example, provides important
glimpses into the rituals, roles and routines of life on-board ship through a woman’s eyes and also
contains unique insights into how she forged friendships with her shipmates, maintained her
respectability and negotiated dangerous, difficult and sometimes deadly situations whilst at sea. In reassessing this account, I hope to introduce Sarah Bowdich to a new audience and promote her travel
account as, not only a ripping yarn, but also an important source document.

 LUCY COLLINS (SCHOOL OF ENGLISH, DRAMA AND FILM, UNIVERSITY COLLEGE DUBLIN)
‘Their Shadow on the Sea’: Tracking the Basking Shark in Eiléan Ní Chuilleanáin’s ‘The
Sun-fish’
Dr Lucy Collins, one of the co-organisers of the symposium, and lecturer in UCD School of English, Drama
and Film, will speak at the symposium about representations of the basking shark in Eiléan Ní
Chuilleanáin’s poem sequence, ‘The Sun-fish’.
The complex relationship between human aspiration and the ocean has long been reflected in literature,
where the dynamics of space and time unique to marine life can be explored in thought-provoking ways.
In Eiléan Ní Chuilleanáin’s poem sequence ‘The Sun-fish’, multiple perspectives on the life of the basking
shark – on its place in history and imagination – reveal the complex relationship between human and
animal, as well as between land and sea. In this work the basking shark is both present and absent; at
times coming into view, at times obscured by the surface of the sea and by the oblique nature of the
poem itself. Traversing the spaces of history and memory in the representation of the shark hunt, the
poem considers the role of woman both as observer and as participant in this most masculine of
pursuits. This paper will explore how female perspectives subtly shape the poem sequence, especially
in its interweaving of personal and historical narratives.
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Panel Three: Working the Seas and Islands
 MARY MCGILLICUDDY (HISTORIAN)
The Role of Women in the Mackerel Fishing Industry in Southern Ireland, c. 1880s –
1920s
Mary McGillicuddy will speak at the ‘Women and the Sea’ symposium in September about her research
on the role of women in the mackerel fishing industry in southern Ireland in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. This research was undertaken in 2007/8 for MA in Local History (UL) thesis.
It explored aspects of mackerel fishing in southwest Ireland during the 1880’s to 1920’s and included a
gender-specific focus on the role and function of females within the fish curing industry as it operated
at the time. Fishing has been predominantly a male occupation, but on-shore work often involves
women, e.g fish processing, fish sales, book-keeping, bait digging, net mending, agricultural labour and
domestic and emotional support. The geographic area addressed included coastal sites such as Valentia
and Caherciveen in south Kerry and Castletownberehaven and Baltimore in west Cork. Scant relevant
documentation created the virtual historical ‘invisibility’ of such female workers and presented a
challenge for a researcher to uncover further evidence of their presence during the period selected for
study. Primary and secondary sources were located and examined to identify if and how they recorded
the work of women within the context of the mackerel fishing activity of the region.



RHODA TWOMBLY (COMHDHÁIL OILEÁIN NA HÉIREANN)
Women of the Islands: A Vital Life Force
Rhoda Twombly will speak at the ‘Women and the Sea’ symposium about the vital roles that women
play in sustaining island life and communities. She will highlight examples of women who have worked
to improve life on the islands. Rhoda previously lived on Inish Mór, Galway where she owned and ran
Joe Watty’s Bar. Eighteen years ago she moved to her partner’s home island of Inishlyre in Clew Bay.
She is secretary of Comhdháil Oileáin na hÉireann/Ireland’s Islands Federation and The Mayo Islands
Committee, representing Islanders locally, nationally and at a European level. Rhoda also writes short
stories and poetry inspired by Island life



CATHERINE MCMANUS (MARINE HARVEST)
From Fanad Fisheries to Marine Harvest – the first 35 years of Farming Salmon in
Ireland
Catherine McManus, Technical Manager at Marine Harvest, will speak at the ‘Women and the Sea’
symposium. Her talk is entitled ‘From Fanad Fisheries to Marine Harvest: the first 35 years of Farming
Salmon in Ireland’.



FIONA GRANT (MARINE INSTITUTE)
Putting Eyes in the Deep Ocean
Dr Fiona Grant from the Marine Institute will give a talk at the ‘Women and the Sea’ symposium on
the topic “Putting Eyes in the Deep Ocean”. Fiona began her studies in geology before going on to
specialise in marine geophysics and earth system dynamics. Her first job was as conservation
coordinator for wild salmon and sea trout before taking responsibility for research infrastructures in
the Marine Institute. Her talk will focus on some of the challenges in observing the deep ocean
environment, how to harness ocean energy in Galway Bay and present some of the latest results from
studies in the Atlantic Ocean.
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Panel Four: Women at Sea

CAPTAIN SINEAD REEN (IRISH INSTITUTE OF MASTER MARINERS)
Breaking the Mould
Sinead Reen, Master Mariner, lecturer at the National Maritime College of Ireland, President of the
Irish Institute of Master Mariners, will speak at the ‘Women and the Sea’ symposium about a sea of
change; a slow 20 year change of tide that sees Irish women enter the merchant navy and gain
equal recognition in maritime spheres. Sinead will highlight her personal highs and lows, trials and
triumphs of a career at sea. What does the future hold?



LT COMMANDER ERIKA O’LEARY (IRISH NAVAL SERVICE)
The Irish Naval Service
Lieutenant Commander Erika O’Leary will speak at the ‘Women and the Sea’ symposium about the
Irish Naval Service, her role as ship’s captain, and her experience as a woman working in the navy. She
will also speak about the vital duties performed recently by the Irish Naval Service in the
Mediterranean and in humanitarian crises.



DAVID SNOOK (MARITIME INSTITUTE)
Women in the British Merchant Marine: Central Records and the CR10 card photos
David Snook will speak at the ‘Women and the Sea’ symposium about the history of women in the
British Merchant Marine, and specifically what we can learn from CR10 card photos and central
records. David was born in Bristol and has lived in Rush, County Dublin since 1982. In 2003 he was
awarded an M Litt at UCD for a thesis on Irish seamen in the British Merchant Marine 1870-1920. In
2006-08 he continued his research at Southampton Archives. They hold 300,000 central record cards,
including a passport style photograph, for the multinational workforce employed in the British
Mercantile Marine in the period 1918-21. (CR10 cards) The system was designed to ensure that
merchant seamen, who were exempt from conscription, were really going to sea. David and his family
team ploughed through 150 boxes of records and extracted the details of 23,000 Irish born men which
were then put on to a searchable online database www.irishmariners.ie
He followed this up by working with local coastal communities in mounting exhibitions for ‘their’
seamen. The feedback led to the development of some engaging narratives. Women are found in
other British merchant marine records, usually working as stewardesses, but this particular set was
designed as ‘men only’ because of the conscription issue. The approach was largely successful but 60
women’s CR10 cards have now been located with this symposium in mind. Many of the 60
photographs are wonderful, with Tyneside and Grimsby well represented, and some preliminary
narratives have been developed.



KARIN DUBSKY (COASTWATCH)
Coastwatch: a citizen science initiative for the sea and us
Karin Dubsky will talk about the foundation and functions of Coastwatch, and the importance of
‘citizen-science’ initiatives in protecting the environments we live in. She will also talk about the role
of education in developing citizen science further.
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Panel Five: Arts of the Sea
 VANESSA DAWS (UCD ARTIST IN SCIENCE RESIDENCE)
Swimming to Lambay
On 22nd July 2015 Vanessa Daws swam solo from the huts at Low Rock in Malahide to Lambay Island,
the distance of 8K as the crow flies. This was the 2nd swim in a series of ongoing artworks, the “Lambay
Swims” based around Lambay Island in Dublin Bay. Vanessa is a visual artist and avid open water
swimmer and is currently on the UCD Art in Science Residency where she hopes to investigate the
aquatic environment and our terrestrial relationship with this fluid world.
Through chance meetings, the search for swimmers and the ultimate swim spot, stories appear that
lead her projects. Encounter, invitation, journey, conversation, film, sound, drawing and publications
are all elements that build up her art practice, a process she describes as “Psychoswimography”.
For the ‘Women and the Sea’ symposium Vanessa will talk about the “Lambay Swims” and her
relationship with the Dublin sea swimming community and how the two are intertwined in her art
practice and research.
“I have always swum, not competitively, or for particularly long distances; but when passing a body of
water, be it pond, fountain, lake, river or sea, it’s hard for me not to resist the urge to take a swim.
Using swimming as a starting point my art practice investigates where this drive to swim, to immerse
oneself in water comes from, is this urge spiritual, escapism or social? Is it the sheer thrill of the
unknown; to feel the water on our skin, the cold on our head, adapt our breathing and to feel we exist?
My work explores ways in which we accept as normal our pursuits and chosen rituals, and also how
through acclimatisation and adaption we can surprise ourselves and go beyond our expectations.”



SILVIA LOEFFLER (MAYNOOTH UNIVERSITY)
Glas Journal: A Deep Mapping of Dun Laoghaire Harbour
For the Women and the Sea symposium I propose to talk about the visibility as much as the invisibility
of women’s experiences in a maritime environment like Dun Laoghaire Harbour and how these
experiences may be mapped in ways that create new pathways of thinking as to how we relate to the
places and spaces we inhabit. In Irish, the word glas is reserved for the layered shades of green, blue
and silver present in the sea. Glas Journal is about layered emotional geographies of Dun Laoghaire
Harbour, woven into the physicality of what one may call ‘home’. I will discuss the harbour as a womblike structure, which is tied in with the process or the journey across water to reach home (whatever
‘home’ may stand for). Glas Journal as an artistic participatory cartography is held together by map
fragments that connect research and arts practice and the interaction with local partners - women, men
and children in the community. Much inspiration has derived form discarded maps that are stored away
in the Offices of the Dun Laoghaire Harbour Company, and the sea atlases and ocean charts that are
hidden away in the Maritime Museum’s storage rooms. By using these guideposts of former times, the
emphasis is on feelings of return and transition. We have been there before, but where are we now?



MOIRA SWEENEY (SPIRIT LEVEL PRODUCTIONS/DUBLIN INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY)
Rhythms of a Port: Visualising Lived Experience on Dublin’s Docks with a Revitalised
Documentary and Geographic Imagination
Visual artist, Moira Sweeney, will be displaying and talking about her work, Rhythms of a Port, at the
‘Women and the Sea’ symposium: “In the summer of 2014, my multi screen film installation Rhythms
of a Port premiered in an old redbrick warehouse on Sir John Rogerson’s Quay, a once vibrant hub of
Dublins’ working docks. The filmic project was situated at the creative nexus between art, ethnography
10

and documentary and critically responded to working life and social change on Dublin’s Docks. In this
presentation I utilise audio-visual clips from Rhythms of a Port to explore how the cinematic process
can generate a milieu for social actors such as dockworkers, mariners and boatmen to articulate their
transforming work life and experiences. Inspired by the methodological frameworks of observational
documentary filmmaking, I discuss the adoption of a multi modal approach to recording working life
and gathering stories, memories, concerns and conflicts. This longitudinal ethnographic approach
privileges a somatic and intuitive understanding of a dock community and space. I will therefore explore
how a revitalised geographic and documentary imagination facilitated the process of depicting the
sensuous nature of a port through the layering of imagery, sounds, and stories. Personal reflections and
insights on dock life are intertwined with the stories and memories of dockworkers, boatmen and port
managers. Arresting industry visuals are amplified by the rugged harmonies of forklift warnings,
creaking wood and metal, squeaking ropes and pulleys, and seagulls.”



MARY O’MALLEY (POET)
When the Seas were Lavish: Poetry and Song of the Sea
The poet Mary O’Malley will join us at the ‘Women and the Sea’ symposium, where she will present a
paper on the poetry and song of the sea, entitled ‘When the seas were lavish’, and she will also read
from her work at the symposium dinner. Mary has published seven collections of poetry to date, and is
probably best known for her most recent collection, Valparaiso (Carcanet, 2012), which began on a
voyage on the Irish marine research vessel, the Celtic Explorer, and resonates with the sound of the sea.

6. Outcomes and Proposals
The organisers of the ‘Women and the Sea’ symposium were delighted with the dialogues
and exchanges of ideas between speakers and participants from diverse academic,
professional and voluntary backgrounds facilitated by the event. The symposium clearly
enabled a rich cross-fertilisation of stories and ideas between historical and current
experiences, and between women working in very different contexts. Many of the
participants also conveyed their feelings of being inspired by the achievements of women in
maritime contexts, both past and present. The symposium highlighted the potential for
several possible developments and initiatives. The following actions are proposed as
outcomes from the symposium:


The symposium demonstrated the scale of achievement by women historically, and
perhaps most inspiringly in current contexts, in the sciences of studying the sea, in the
arts of representing the sea, as pioneers in the merchant marine, maritime adventure
and exploration, and the naval service, in various forms of maritime labour, and in the
task of promoting and protecting our coastal and marine communities and
environments. A recurring theme throughout the symposium presentations was the
need to deepen and share this sense of achievement with future generations through
research and education. Action: Future research and education initiatives on the
histories, cultures, and sciences of the sea need to include special attention to their
particular gendered dimensions, and highlight the achievements of women as
scientists, artists, mariners, explorers, workers, and activists.



Many of the speakers from industry, science, and mariner contexts spoke not just of
historical barriers to the inclusion and progress of women, but to continuing barriers,
adversities, and challenges, and testified to their own individual struggles to overcome
those challenges. It was recognised that more work needs to be done at the level of
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research and education about current difficulties faced by women entering into
maritime professions, and not just from legal or policy perspectives, but more broadly
in relation to historical, cultural, and social causes and influences. Action: Identify
opportunities for interdisciplinary research on women in maritime professions,
drawing together expertise across the disciplines and sectors.


For the most part, the symposium concentrated necessarily and productively on the
Irish experience of women and the sea, but where we had insights from other national
and cultural perspectives, these were illuminating and enriching. This highlighted the
need to expand the scope of the project, and to develop what we have learned about
women and maritime society through international comparison. Action: Explore the
possibilities for a research project on women and the sea in Ireland to work in
collaboration with partnerships from other parts of the world.



The work of artists, poets, and community and environmental activists presented at
the symposium demonstrated the value of cultural and community work which was
engaged closely with particular communities and environments, and which was
enriched by partnership and interaction with those communities. This was inspiring
also to those working in other sectors and disciplines, and highlighted the need for our
activities to promote a greater understanding of the roles women have played and
continue to play in marine and maritime life to be conducted where possible in
partnership with local communities and organisations. Action: Identify and enable
partnerships with community groups in promoting further education and research
initiatives about women and the sea.



The work of literary, social, and cultural historians presented at the symposium
highlighted the rich and neglected history of how women have engaged with the sea
in various forms, as writers, artists, travellers, and workers. That this has been a
neglected subject in academic research, and in heritage presentations of the maritime
experience, was clear from the papers given and the ensuing discussions. Action:
Identify potential research projects which could advance historical knowledge about
the roles women have played in marine and maritime contexts, in all forms of their
engagement with the sea.



The very obvious scarcity of written documentation on women’s contribution to the
fishing industry which was practiced for centuries in every cove and landing place
around Ireland and provided employment to 23,000 people in 1880 reduced to 11,000
today is a stark reminder that local oral, photographic or written sources on all fishing
and maritime activities need to be diligently collected when available before they are
lost forever. Action: Plans should be developed at local and national level to identify
oral, photographic or written historical sources to record the complementary roles
of men and women in the Irish fishing industry. This should also embrace all related
local maritime activity.
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Appendix 2: Women and the Sea Symposium Photos
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