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208 Maria Fernanda Cardoso

Looking, observing,
making things

Maria Fernanda Cardoso in conversation with Elizabeth Ann Macgregor

Elizabeth Ann Macgregor: It seems to
me that your work has a strong empirical
basis as well as a theoretical one. | can
imagine you as a child, dissecting beetles,
collecting butterflies, looking at seashells,
scrutinising the natural world. Is this true?

Maria Fernanda Cardoso: Yes, as a child |
was obsessed with looking, observing, making
things. | work a lot with my hands, and this
process informs my brain. | deal with the
stimulation from the senses, which is also
informed by further knowledge from research.

| was reading the work of EO Wilson,
whose book Biophilia (1984) has had a big
impact on you. He describes his obsession
with looking through the microscope at
smaller and ever smaller organisms in the
natural world. | see that very much relating
to the way that you deal with the flea
circus - looking at the fleas through the
microscope and then enlarging them.

| remember as a child thinking that the
world was so big — things were really huge.
The sense of scale was quite different

from the one that we have as adults. | also
remember looking closely at nature - this

is something that my father taught me. We
used to go on nature walks in Colombia,
looking at plants and examining them
through a magnifying glass. So this is where
that sense of curiosity and observation

started. The world has worlds within worlds, Previous page

Wowven Water: Submaringe
Landscape | (detail) 2003
preserved starfish,
galvanised steel wire
dimensions variable
Museum of Contemporary
Art, purchased with the
assistance of Geoff and Vicki
Ainsworth and donors at the
2005 Bella Dinner, 2008

both smaller and bigger. It’s fascinating.

Do you share EO Wilson's campaigning zeal
for conservation or do you see your role
as an artist more as a commentator?

| find it is essential to acknowledge that
we share this world with so many other
life forms and it's a great loss that these
are diminishing. But as an artist | don't
want to make judgements. | don't try to
say what's wrong and what'’s right - I just
try to look and analyse what is there.

A lot of your earlier work has very direct
cultural references to your upbringing
in Colombia. I'm thinking of the gourds,
the piranhas, the lizards, the bones in
American Marble (1992/2003). Did you
always have a strong desire to reflect
your culture within your work?

| am a very grounded person. Despite the fact
that | left Colombia 15 years ago, | feel as if |
never left. But | think the experience of being

in exile emphasises that cultural aspect. It’s
also because those cultural experiences are the
ones that were real to me. | remember studying
mainstream art history through books, and

all of the images were small. When | saw my
first El Greco, it was shiny and huge. | realised
that all of my experience of this art history
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was through representations, which were very
different from the original. My direct experience
of art was therefore that of pre-Colombian

art and religious Colonial art, and then also
food, language, nature, the landscape...

It's interesting that you refer to mainstream

art books. There has been so much debate in
the art world over the last couple of decades
about redefining the relationship between this
so-called mainstream and the ‘margins’. It's only
relatively recently that the art world has paid
any attention to the work of Latin American
artists and yet now in America it's almost
automatic that every museum program has to
have its ‘Latino” element. How did you negotiate

that situation when you were living in America?

It was very difficult. There is a lot of
discrimination and generalisation. When you
move to the US, you are not considered a
Latin American person or simply an artist.
You're considered a ‘Latina’ — which means a
poor immigrant from south of the border... Of
course all postcolonial Latin-American cultures
share many things in common, but we come
from many different backgrounds. | found it
almost impossible to break this stereotype.
Sometimes if | was selected for an exhibition,

| felt it was to fulfil the quota. As an individual,
| felt accepted but as a member of a group,

no way. | would arrive at an opening with a
group of ‘Latino’ friends and | would sense the
fear in the same people who were open to

me as an individual - fear of the dark skins,
of the language of the group - even if these
were really sophisticated people. This was
one of the reasons why it was a relief to come
to Australia, where | did not have to struggle
with the problems of how to position myself
as a ‘Latina’ or, worse, as a ‘Colombian’,

Because your work is very much infused with
cultural references, did you feel that it played
into a stereotype of the exotic Latina?

| deliberately worked with those concepts
because | was living in the US. It was about
that gap of meaning when you shift cultures
and change the context of the work. When

a non-Latin American person looks at the
piece made out of panela, which is raw sugar
blocks, or guava candy or laundry soap bars,
they don't necessarily know what these things
are, or how they taste — the work seems to be
just an arrangement of some exotic material.
So | was very much wanting to show the

gap - that space in which the meaning is

lost and a mare formal reading is gained.

Above

Sea Horses/Caballitos
de Mar 1994/2003
sea horses, glue, metal
22%25%x1em
Courtesy the artist
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Butterfly Drawing/Dibujo

de Mariposas 2002

butterfly wings, metal, Perspex
4DxB0x7em

Courtesy the artist

Or the meaning has changed according to
the context,

Yes, that happens a lot with the animal pieces.
People from Colombia can read the pre-
Colombian design references, which are lost
to those who do not have that background,
but it doesn’'t matter, because other levels

of meaning are brought out. Take also the
work American Marble. This work refers to
the floor designs made from cattle bones,
which was a way for the Spanish colonists to
cheaply create the effect of marble floors.

And this formal aspect is also critical - you
like to bring a sense of order and control
through patterning - the complexity of the
natural world is realised in formal components
of great beauty. Do you think that this
formalism enhances the emotional impact?

Yes, | believe in strong images that make an
impact on the viewer, make them participate in
an aesthetic experience of pleasure. This then
makes the viewer an accomplice in the more
disturbing aspects of the work. | believe very

much in beauty, and find that a lot of it comes
from order. There are systems that make it
work. Nature is like that. | am very interested
in chaos and complexity theory, where simple
units form complex systems, and if you follow
those systems, it somehow connects us to the
universe, and has an emotional and aesthetic
resonance. But it is also about control; even

in non-formalist works like the flea circus |
believe the impulse is the same, to understand
and control nature, a search for perfection.

And what about the influence of Minimalism?

| always found it funny that the modernists
looked at the ‘primitive’ cultures for inspiration,
and then we (the margins - the primitives)
looked at them for ‘models’. What | never
believed in was trying to make the works

void of meaning. So | create works that are
formalist based, minimalist, yet full of layers

of meaning. It is up to the viewer whether

or not to try to read them, or simply to

absorb the piece visually and sensually.

And at the other extreme, what impact did
growing up with the violence that affects
society within Colombia have on your work?

| think it’s reflected in all works that deal
with death, like the animal or the flower
pieces. It's the sense of having to face
death, of having to look at it, to live with it.
Somehow we deal with loss and violence, it
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There's an element of role-playing there — you
obviously like that element of performance, of
shifting identity.

| think my approach to performance was as

a teacher. | never had any ambition to be a
performer or be on the stage yet | have taught
art and that was my only strength. If you

have good material and great information,
that’s what you deliver. It's not about me as a
performer - it's about sharing what | know, and
the worlds that | have created.

Why did you choose to work with sheep here
in Australia?

When | first came here | knew that | wanted to
work with Australian animals. And of course

| thought of the kangaroo as the obvious

one. Then | thought how clichéd - no artist
here has dared to touch it, which is good
because it means someone can still do it!

But | was surprised to discover that sheep
have been one of the most influential animals
because of the economic and cultural
significance of wool and the role it played

in the development of the agricultural
landscape and of the post-colonial economy.
There was also a personal link. My great
grandparents had sheep on a farm in Colombia
- | remember playing with sheepskins, and
sleeping on top of them, as mattresses. The
kind of sheep they had were Australian,
which was exotic at the time. So there are
connections between countries and cultures.

More recently you've been working with

video in collaboration with your partner, Ross
Rudesch Harley. What difference has looking at
the world through the lens made for your work?

It started with the flea circus. | always knew the
flea circus had to be a movie because there's

ZOOMORPHIA: MARIA
FERNANDA CARDOSO

no way you can stand there performing over
and over every half hour, like Professor Heckler

Elizabeth Ann
Macgregor, Curator
MCA

9 April = 6 July 2003

in New York in the 1950s on 42nd Street, when
there would be no more than 10 people in

the audience. We have mass audiences these
days. | needed to use video to bring the flea
circus into the 21st century, to give access to
a large audience. It's fantastic what you can do
with video — you can get really close up with
those great lenses and so you can actually see
more than with your naked eye, down to the
hairs on the legs of the fleas! The 21st-century
approach is to have a microscopic show on a
massive scale, and video makes this possible.

But at the same time, looking through the
lens involves a distancing, a mediating, and
you lose that strong sense of physicality,
of working the materials with your

hands... is this a shift in your practice?

Working with video is a way to capture
what you see with your eyes and to share
it. But the important thing was to still do
the flea circus live, not pre-recorded, and
the live video was just another tool, like the
magnifying glass in the past, to allow us

to experience more of the piece than with
your naked eyes. In a way, it magnifies not
only the fleas, but the experience of them.

But I will always work with real things. In
making the new video Chicken Face, Fish Face,
Bat Face (2002-03) getting the animals was an
essential part of the process. So in a way the
contact with the material is not completely lost.
But | like the fact that | can go in any direction.
| can see myself doing art forever and ever,
working in any way, with any idea that interests
me. That's the luxury of being an artist.

First published in Zeomorphia: Maria Fernanda Cardoso
(exhibition catalogue), MCA, 9 April - 6 July 2003



215

Abaove, left to right

Installation view, The Hours:
Visual Arts of Contemparary
Latin America, MCA, 2007

Dancing Frogs on Wall

(detail) 2002

preserved frogs. metal

195 % 14 cm

Courtesy the artist and
Daros-Latinamerica Collection

to the margins. The first work you made
here was Camouflage (2001), which also
suggests the idea of hiding. Is that true?

Absolutely. | think that | came here to rest and
to hide. But | think | was also hiding within
Australia, lying low, not actively participating
in the local art scene. | was really fascinated
with this whole metaphor of camouflage. As a
child | remember that | didn’t want to stand out
in a school of girls in which mediocrity was the
rule. | was a nerd, ‘la cientifica’ they called me. |
also studied music and played the violin! | was
different. | remember very much that conflict
inside myself of whether to stand up or blend
in and hide. This has been an issue all my life.
Part of coming here was accepting the fact
that you can use those strategies and there’s
nothing wrong with that. These butterflies, the
Kallima inachus, choose to fly and be colourful
or to disappear in a second when they fold their
wings, pretending to be dead leaves. | asked
myself about this ability = how is it possible for
an animal or a species to know what a leaf or
bark looks like? Even pretending to be a dead
leaf... what kind of intelligence is that? Making

the Camouflage pieces helped me come to
terms with this - it was about survival. It was
the only way | could make art then. | was even
thinking about giving up making art and just
making the flea circus (which is ‘High Art’

but not everyone notices), and growing that
into whatever it could be. Those Camouflage
pieces allowed me to re-examine my position.

Your emergence here in Australia was as
a performer rather than as a gallery or
installation artist.

Yes, and when | did the flea circus at the
Opera House in 2000, which was four years
after | moved here, people didn't know | was
living here — they assumed | was one of the
groups brought over for the Sydney Festival.

And | didn't even realise that the flea circus
was by the artist Maria Fernanda Cardoso!

Yes it was only last year when the flea
circus was shown as an installation at the
MCA that the connection was made.
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is direct and familiar to us. Now everybody
is talking about war and terrorism - in
Colombia we have lived with it for so long...

The Uruguayan artist, writer and curator Luis
Camnitzer once said that he was observing
the phenomenon of the mainstream art
world becoming interested in the so-called
margins, and that he felt that things will

only really change when it is the margins
that are coming to the mainstream

rather than the other way around.

| think that is what's happening in real life. It's
the Third World colonising the First World. |
find it very humorous and ironic that, despite
the incredible power of the First World, they
cannot prevent people from crossing borders
and altering and affecting the culture. As an
example, the arrival of Cuban immigrants

in New York led to a blending of African,
Hispanic and Anglo cultures to create
Mambo music. There is something really
positive about this mixture of cultures.

Laft

Cemetery - Vertical Garden
1952/99

plastic flowers, pencil on wall
dimensions variable

Callection Museum of
Contemporary Art San Diego,
purchased with funds provided by
Charles C and Sue K Edwards
Instaltation view, Zoomorphia:
Maria Fernanda Cardoso, MCA,
2003
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| find it fascinating looking at the range

Woven Water: Submarine
Landscape | {detail) 2003
preserved starfish,
galvanised steel wire
dimensions variable
Museum of Contemparary
Art, purchased with the
assistance of Geoff and Vick:
Ainsworth and donors at the
2005 Bella Dinner, 2006

and diversity of exhibitions that you've
been included in, from exhibitions on the
Baroque to Minimalism and Conceptualism.
You have an ability, like a chameleon,

for your work to respond to different
contexts, and for me that's one of its
strengths. Is this a deliberate strategy?

Well in a way it is. When | work with the flea
circus as Professor Cardoso | know | am
dealing with a completely different world,
the mass media, mainstream pop culture, the
common lads, the old ladies, the kids, as it

is generally not seen as ‘High Art’. So that's
one strategy. Also my work has changed over
the years — | have moved to three different
countries and eight different cities. So the
changes might have been because of these
life choices rather than artistic strategies!

You moved from the US to Sydney for
personal reasons and | remember you saying
when we first met that you were in hiding
here, that you hadn't as it were admitted

to the art world that you'd gone again back
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