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Harvestman
phallus in the
style of Maria

Cardoso







By And3 Warner

The penis of
the Tasmanian
Harvestman.

| I e building on Cockatoo Island in

Sydney, Australia has an unassuming
exterior. The3 built ships here once,
long ago. It is dark inside and your
eyes take a moment to adjust.

When they do, you are greeted by
rows of softly lluminated cases made
of glass and aluminum and filled with
small, exquisite sculptures of insect
genitalia.

The sculptures twist and
turn in intricate and
impossible shapes. Pure
white against tie black
surrounding them, they are
beautiful and unsettling -
greek sculptures of
Lovecraftian monsters. A
video of two stick insects
mating is projected at the
end of the exhibit.

This is the Museum of
Copulatory Organs.



Cardoso developed a fascination with the natural world as

a child, hiking tErough the hills on the outskirts of Bogota.

Armed with a ma‘gnifging glass, she peered into the ;‘\
%

microscopic worlds of insects and tadpoles,
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The museum is the singular

vision of Maria Fernanda

Cardoso, a Colombian-born,
Sydney-based artist,
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Her grandfather was a mythical figure in the family.
Cardoso grew up on a steady diet of stories about
him. He experimented on chickens, invented railroad
equipment, and performed the first cataract surgery in
Colombia in the 1920s - after practicing on cow

eaeba“s first.

Taking inspiration from her grandfather and her childhood
hero, Leonardo Da Vinci, Cardoso decided to be an artist
and a mad scientist when she grew up. She received an
M F.A. from Yale in 1990 and began her art career.

.. The mad scientist bit would have to come |ater.

Cardoso created artwork from bodies of marine  In 1997, she embarked
animals, amphibians, and reptiles, reveling in the upon a project that
aesthetic potential of natural forms. would change her life -
and ultimately lead to

the creation of the
Museum of
Coputatorﬂ
Organs.




Cardoso fell in love with flea circuses, a strange and obscure 19 century entertainment.
She was inspired by P.T. Barnum and attractej to the idea of elevating something miniscule
to epic proportions. Cardoso exhaustively researched flea training for two years.

She made the walk on a sword and high-dive
fleas dance tightrope fight into a thimble
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Part of the act was
Cardoso herself.
She wore giant
magnifying 3|asses

over her eyes...

...and fed the

fleas on her
own arms!/

The Cardoso Flea Circus was a hit. She
performed it at the Sydney Opera House
and it was acquired by the Tate Modern.
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While researching the flea circus, Cardoso stumbled across
Brendan Lehane’s description of a description of a flea penis in

his book, The Compleat Flea.

The male flea, Lehane writes, “possesses two penis rods, curled
together like embracing snakes. Inside his body, the smaller rod
moves outwards lambently, catching delicate skeins of sperm and
moving it into a groove on the larger, longer rod. Then the whole
phallic coil slides out from this sensitive rear, the large rod enters
Q\ the female and guides the thinner along beside it.”

Y
a , It was, Lehane writes, “the

most elaborate genital
armature yet known.”
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mologist and flea
expert Miriam Rothschild
went further, writing that
“any engineer looking
objectively at such a
Fantastica‘“g impractical
apparatus would bet heavily
against its operational
success. The astonishing

fact is that it works."

She spent an entire
summer researchin
animal genitalia. Wﬁat she
found was so "“interesting
and unknown that [it]
deserved to have a whole
museum devoted to [it]”

But the existing images
were limited.

Cardoso would have to
create them herself.




Cardoso tried for years to access
the collections oF%he Australian
Museum, but was brushed off.
She didn't have the academic
gravitas as a mere artist. Cardoso
enrolled in a PhD program at
Sydney College for the Arts. Now
a doctoral candidate, access to
the collections was her right.

were never
questioned.

Research is }:
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Cardoso met Sue Lindsag, _|'11e3 worked to find specimens of insect genitals other
the microscopist at scientists had prepared and re-shot them under the

the Australian
Museum.

electron microscope, achieving astonishing levels of detail.

She was hoping
that we would have
some invertebrate
penises floating
around.

And
fortunately
we did.

Cardoso is a sculptor by training and believed that 3D objects could open u; the foreign
world of the microscopic in a way that 2D images couldn't. She looked to 17 and 18

centur3 scientific models for inspiration.

The glass marine animals

The anatomical of the Blashka family.

waxes of La Specola

The emb?ololgical waxes

of the

iegler studio



Cardoso approached 3D printing studios to
make models of the specimens she'd imaged.

7 >
<&od> She was turned down.
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A young industrial design studio named Vert Cardoso had the models printed
Design found the idea of modeling microscopic  using resin cured with UV light.
penises to be, in Cardoso’s words, a "potent The collection began taking shape.
poetic image.” Together, they developed the

technolog\g over a year of trial and error.

Cardoso
~ persisted.

She created
large ink-jet
prints of g\er
specimen
Images.

o She worked with a
N flame artist to create
=

glass models of

]i pseudosco;pion
spermatophores. FE

She made cast-bronze sculptures @

of Damselfly genitals, using &@

decades old drawings by Bill @(ﬁ@ 2}

Eberhart as guides.

Cardoso received Without it, On June 16, LolZ,

a grant from Arts " C°L¥|d_“ t have eight long years
NSW to present the eXh'b_'tEd the after Maria Cardoso
project at 18t project.... Yy = first dreamed of it,
Biennale of Sydney, For years | didn't | ) the Museum of
giving her enough know how | was going Copulatory Organs

funds to to get there, but all the stars | opened to the public.
commission aligned and the work and the - \ -
custom-made research was ready to be

display cases and exhibited as a whole.

miniature lighting.




The look and feel of the Museum is vital
to how visitors interpret the exhibits.

| The MUSEWV
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[The Museum provides a]
visible and physical platform
where... genital morphologies
could be observed, ana[gzed,
displayed, compared, talked ~ Not sensationalist,

abou?in an intelligent and not morbid, not

educated way. vulgar. In fact, the
opposite.

The aesthetics of the Museum are immediately striking. The look of electron microscopy,
which Cardoso describes as “white light reflecting from the specimens, against the pitca
black of the empty space,” is the basis for the exhibits.

All explanatory text is white on black. Aluminum boxes recall the gold used to coat
specimens for microscopy. Glass cases convey the antiquity of a natural history museum.

The objects on display are masterpieces of scientific illustration and art. Cardoso’s aim
was to inspire awe - via the WOncrerFul obscurit3 of the novel subject matter, and also
through the exquisite craftsmanship of the objects themselves.
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The variance in copulatory organs on display at the museum is staggering. Bill Eberhard, a
ioneering biologist upon whose drawings Cardoso based some of her work, calls it
‘genitalic extravagance.” .

Female promiscuity and intense male competition for fertilization result in elaborate
contraptions, such as scoops for removing a rival's sperm from previous matings.
Cardoso’s sculptures make this remote, comp|ex world accessible and engaging.

This is the penis '
of Glyptobunus : '
Sigonatus, a
Tasmanian
member of the
Harvestman, or
Opiliones, order
of arachnids.

They're more
common[g known
as "Daddy Long
Legs.” You might
have a relative of
theirs living
under your sink.



Half a million visitors passed through the Museum of Copulatory Organs over the three
months of the Sydney Bienalle. It was well received by scientists, art critics, and lagpeople
alike. The Museum's success has opened new doors of collaboration to Cardoso. She was
only able to image a small portion of what she and Lindsag found in their research and

hopes to extend the scope of the Museum beyond inverte

[Animal genitalia is] at the cuttin
edge of euo!utionar& biolo Y- (It
evolves faster than an tiln
else because it's subject to the
forces of sexual selection.
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rates and tour with it.

| love curiositg—based research
and | have just recently found an
environment where | can frame
my research style of work in a
way that others (in academia)
find acceptable.

I | have felt a bit on the

outside of it, and now |
can speak their lingo and
we can communicate.

isolated, |ess in

the margins. | think artists

have a lot to contribute
to culture, to science, to
societa, and our job (s
undervalued.

Beauty helps a lot to
communicate... to create
that sense of wonder so

needed when we think

we know it all.

| can show you in Zo
minutes at ﬂ]?oCO how ¥
little we know about the

world we live in...

...and how much
there is to admire
and learn from.
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