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the work of Michael Goldberg and the various artists he curated at Elizabeth Bay House and The Royal
Botanic Gardens, Sydney. It also discusses Jo Darbyshire, Ross Gibson, Museums Victoria’s cultural
producers, and artists working with the collection dedicated to Percy Grainger.

Chapter s, Beautifying the Museum: the Aesthetics of Collections, argues that artists’ interventions

— informed in part by the revival of beauty as a critical force in contemporary art — have sparked a
change in museum practices. For many artists, the appeal of the museum lies in the aesthetic power of
the objects in their collection, while many museum professionals confess they were seduced into their
careers by a beautiful artefact. Yet, traditional museum displays, informed by the putatively objective
discourses of science and history, rarely use aesthetics as the main ordering principle; they tend to
avoid producing a strong aesthetic response lest it undermine a more considered engagement. The
works discussed — including those by Fiona MacDonald, Anne Ferran, Robyn Stacey, Janet Laurence,
Jo-Anne Duggan, Robyn Backen and Maria Fernanda Cardoso — make a case for aesthetic experience to
produce alternative ways of knowing.

Chapter 6, our Conclusion: Artists and Museums Now, focuses on what happens when an artist’s take
on how to communicate to his/her audience comes up against the institutional mission of the museum
to be instructive and engaging ‘for all’ The desire to attract new audiences and maintain regular visitors is
often cited as the main reason for inviting artists into the museum. Yet, presenting the old anew, or making
the familiar ‘strange, has had varying responses, both from the public and the museum. Some artists work
in such subtle ways that their interventions remain either barely perceptible or confounding. Others may
alienate viewers through shock or didacticism. This chapter describes and analyses recent practices, where
artists collaborate directly with communities associated with particular museums to create installations,
performances and new experiences in the museum. These include projects by Lynette Wallworth at the
Immigration Museum in Melbourne, Craig Walsh at the Powerhouse Museum in Sydney, David Haines
and Joyce Hinterding at the Christchurch Art Gallery in New Zealand, the Museum of Old and New Art
collaboration with the Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery and the most recent public commission at the
Musée du Quai Branly by Lena Nyadbi. The conclusion integrates the key themes of the earlier chapters.
We contemplate the significance of recent Australian artist/museum projects in terms of audience
engagement, drawing conclusions that offer insights for artists, museum professionals, museums, galleries
and their publics into the possibilities for future artist/ museum-audience interactions.
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Wonder is that aesthetic experience characterised by the pleasure of amazement, admiration and delight
in the qualities of a thing® as described by French philosopher René Descartes in his Passions of the Souls
To Descartes, ‘wonder is a sudden surprise of the soul that brings it about that the soul goes on to consider
with attention objects that are rare and extraordinary to it ... [I]t makes us learn and retain in our memory
things that until then we were ignorant of”. The passion of wonder leads us to ‘apply our understanding,
which our will engages in a particular attention and reflection’’” Wonder is integral to Descartes’ ‘method;,
or process for thinking, which is itself ‘not a process of the intellect alone, but of the intellect, energised
by wonder, rather than need, [and] driven to consider objects brought to the attention of the intellect
by the surprise of wonder’** Arguably, then, by creating wonder through her aesthetic reinterpretation of
museum narratives and collections, Backen is opening up the possibility of fresh thoughts that go beyond
visual pleasure to deeper cognitive engagement. This might be around the thematic issues that inform the
artist’s work, specifically the legacy of Indigenous co-existence with the harbour and the diversity of life
forms and ecosystems in the heart of a metropolis.

However, the wondrous nature of the final work belied a very fraught process. The profile and scale that
the project took on at The Australian Museum’s main site was immediately compromising to the artist,
the museum’s anxiety about giving the artist free rein manifesting itself in a variety of ways. According
to Kirkman, Backen’s original title, Fishing the Spirit House, was considered ‘too poetic’ by the museum’s
public programs team, a phrase they claimed the general public ‘would not understand’; eventually, the
more literal Cazching ... the Harbour was substituted. On other occasions, the artist’s express intentions
were defeated by recourse to occupational health and safety standards or through decisions taken without
consultation.®

Arguably, the institutional obstacles Backen encountered were not primarily erected in response to
her aesthetic approach, but emerged from a particular set of circumstances surrounding the end of The
Australian Museum’s bold experiment with running an off-site space to garner a different audience, djamu.
However, Catching ... the Harbour does tell us something about the different, often conflicting, contexts
of a contemporary art practice and a large museum with an international reputation in natural history.
Backen sought to distill the complex nexus between the living harbour, its representation in the discourses
of science and social history and its little known material diversity, through the aesthetic experience of
wonder. Wonder, as we saw above in Descartes’ understanding, incites the desire to know, and yet does
so in a way where the process of learning is ongoing mutual exchange that occurs often beyond the reach
of the institution. Wonder - at the natural world and as an artistic technique that might induce different
ways of thinking — is also at the heart of Maria Fernanda Cardoso’s current work.

Maria Fernanda Cardoso

Cardoso’s practice has for a long time engaged with animals, living and dead, in complex explorations of
the relationship between human and non-human species. In more recent years, Cardoso’s attention has
turned to the role that museums play in mediating human understanding of science and nature more
broadly, as well as the links between aesthetics and evolution. In all this, Cardoso explores how art can
create knowledge in its own right to encourage audiences to experience their relationship with the natural
world in revitalised ways.

Cardoso’s recent Museum of Copulatory Organs (MoCO) exemplifies her negotiation of the art/nature/
museum relationship. MoCO comprises a tantalising array of the artist’s impressions of wonders of the
natural world not visible to the naked eye, namely insect penises. By working with scientists at The
Australian Museum and The University of Sydney, and conducting literature searches, exchanges with
evolutiohary biologists and video research, Cardoso brought together a critical mass of data on insect
sexual reproduction. Using a combination of high and low-tech methods - including hand-modelling,
bronze casting, glass-blowing, electron microscope photographs and rapid prototyping — Cardoso
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transformed this data into art, creating sculptures of these tiny organs in all their astounding variety and
wondrous complexity, at a scale that allows the audience to appreciate their beauty. Under slender bell
jars or in museum vitrines these infinitely complex forms attest to the efficacy of evolutionary processes
that through non-random selection develop the most specialised, fit-for-purpose designs to ensure the
propagation of their species. For the scientists, too, this three-dimensional visualisation is significant,
giving them a novel way to understand their objects of study.

Cardoso’s Museum of Copulatory Organs attempts to honour the otherness of non-human animals
and to evoke the specificity of the insect world by questioning, if not suspending, the anthropocentric
assumptions we rely on to make meaning of animals. According to Cardoso, humanity’s inability to
imaginatively transpose itself into animal has thoroughly impoverished the scientific enterprise. Some
scientific knowledge has been shown to be based in poor science, and much poor science has resulted
from moralising about nature, that is, interpreting the evidence according to human values. For instance,
assumptions about what is ‘proper” sexual behaviour for males and females, and the stereotypes that ossify
around these assumptions, have resulted in some serious blind spots in biology. Cardoso has been struck
by how thoroughly the kingdom of non-human animals refutes stereotypes about male promiscuity
and female chastity. In her research, she has encountered endless examples of the discriminating sexual
selection of the female, such as insects that have evolved the ability to store and expel sperm, or have
rendered their fertilisation a navigation of dangerous obstacles in order to choose the optimal mate.

Erroneous assumptions about sexual selection are partly a result of unfinished aspects of Darwin’s work
thatled him to postulate that the survival of species was the main aim of evolution. The most recent science
points to the importance of reproduction over survival: the ingenious and aesthetically sophisticated
adaptations that Cardoso’s work honours are means to ensure the reproduction, rather than the survival,
of species. Sex is the ‘pointy end’ of evolution, its avant-garde, the context in which adaptive change is
at its quickest and most varied, and where intra-species competition is at its fiercest. These evolutionary
adaptations driven by sexual selection call attention to the links between form and communication, one
of art’s core concerns. Cardoso’s project foregrounds the relationship between aesthetics, in particular
beauty, and the evolutionary process. Darwin made two (controversial) findings in explaining the role
that beauty played within mate choice: ‘he believed that (with the notable exception of humans) the
females did the choosing, and that animals as well as humans had a taste for the beautiful’* The appeal
of acsthetic displays like a peacock’s tail or a nightingale’s song is hardwired into human and non-human
animals alike, according to Darwin’s theory: we find beauty in virtuoso displays and skilled performance as
evidence of competence and status that have distinct reproductive advantages, and so do other animals.®
Darwin also recognised another kind of beauty in nature: fitness of form for purpose. In On the Various
Contrivances by which British and Foreign Orchids are Fertilised by Insects (1862), for example, he argued
that the orchid’s complex structures, far from being evidence of the ‘creative intelligence of the divine
artificer’, were products of natural selection, beautifully adapted to ensure the plant’s survival.

The Museum of Copulatory Organs is a cornucopia of beauty, in all Darwinian senses of the word.
It strikes us with wonder at the infinite ingenuity and virtuosity of nature, but also reminds us of our
fundamental kinship and co-evolution with non-human animals. Cardoso chose to exhibit her discoveries
using the language of museum display, although she sought to cross-fertilise the conventions of the natural
history museum with the trappings of nineteenth century DIY private museums of curiosities, like that
of the circus magnate P.T. Barnum. Hence her exhibits combine hand-painted signs with glass cabinets
and dramatic lighting. The title of the work is also a witty reference to MOCA and MOMA, temples of
modern and contemporary art.

In the work of all of these artists, we can see attempts to draw out the inherent beauty of the museum and
the artefacts in museum collections, as part of a larger strategy that seeks to bring the aesthetic experience —
with its potential for empathy, profound emotional connection and power to create new thoughts — to the
discourses that surround the museum of natural history including biological and environmental science.






