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- Maria Fernanda

ardoso

An Unnatural Dance

|

he immersive installation Woven Water: Submarine Landscape
T (1994) by Maria Fernanda Cardoso (b. 1963) presents hundreds
of dried starfish appearing to bend, swirl, and pirouette as if in an
undersea dance (PLATES 6.1-.2). The sea creatures are arranged in
twenty-six clusters that, like marionettes, hang in a room at vari-
ous heights. For each grouping, starfish of similar size and color are
linked point-to-point with metal wire to create dramatic geometric
shapes: some take the form of undulating planes suggestive of
invisible ocean currents; others present jagged polygonal struc-
tures seemingly in the process of opening and closing. Although
the starfish are fixed in place, these variations impress upon
viewers a narrative of choreographed movement. Perhaps voyeuris-
tically, we stand before a scene of animal synchronizations and
rituals. Even without water, Cardoso’s work convincingly suggests
an active and mysterious undersea world. The arrangement is so
intricate that the viewer may forget how unnatural is the illusion.
These sea stars were once living creatures, but in death they
continue to move in uncharacteristic ways—both physically and

metaphorically.

The Colombian-born, currently Australia-based Cardoso first cre-
ated Woven Water in San Francisco during a residency at Capp
Street Projects, an alternative art space that in the 1980s and 1990s
was a leading U.S. venue for installation art, offering early oppor-
tunities for pioneers of this medium, including Ann Hamilton,
James Turrell, and Cildo Meireles. By 1994, Cardoso had spent

nearly a decade creating abstract objects from organic and other

nontraditional materials: early works composed of gourds, corn,
dirt, bones, and shells progressed into structures made with pre-
served insects, reptiles, frogs, lizards, snakes, and marine life. She
consistently worked with local materials, such as guava candies
common in her native Colombia—materials that Cardoso linked to
location, memory, and art’s histories. Through her material choices
and the distinct scents of some of those materials, her work broke
through the presumed sterility of the white cube gallery. For Capp
Street, Cardoso proposed using starfish and calcified marine crea-
tures like those she encountered in San Francisco’s local souvenir
shops to create an ethereal underwater atmosphere. “Starfish for-
mations will remind us of strange flowers from enchanted gardens,
from those we used to visit in fairy tales, when we were little,”

she wrote in her artist proposal, noting also that “an intense smell
of the sea emanates from them, evoking memories of algae and

decaying ports.”!

Cardoso originally envisioned the work installed in Capp Street’s
rectangular central gallery, the same site as Ann Hamilton's
privation and excesses (1989). There, Cardoso planned to suspend
starfish between the ground floor and first-story balcony, enabling
viewers to walk under the starfish and peer over the waterlike
surface.? When Capp Street relocated to a new building shortly
before the artist’s arrival, Cardoso reimagined the arrangement

to emphasize lateral movement (foreground-background), rather
than vertical (above-below) (Fi6. 1). Later that same year she rein-

stalled Woven Water at Ruth Bloom Gallery together with other

MARIA FERNANDA CARDOSO, Colombian, active Australia, b.1963 ] Woven Water: Submarine Landscape (detail, PLATE 6.1), 1994
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| Maria Fernanda Cardoso’s Woven Water:
Submarine Landscape at Capp Street Projects, 1994
Image courtesy of the artist

FIG. 1 [ABOVE]

FIG. 2 [LEFT -
[ ] | Maria Fernanda Cardoso’s Woven Water: Submarine Landscape
atRuth Bloom Gallery, 1994 | Image courtesy of the artist

FIG. 3 [RIGHT]
[ iT] | Photograph of Valerie Preston in an icosahedron, ¢ 1947-49

Reproduced with permission of the Laban Library and Archive,

Trinity Lal
y Laban Conservatoire of Music and Dance, Londan [ Photo: Roland Watkins




marine creatures, sand dollars, and shells (Fi6. 2). In both venues,
Cardoso utilized the exhibition space as a stage-like setting for the

interaction between starfish and viewers.

Cardoso'’s environment offers a compelling “space harmony”—to
borrow a term used by dance pioneer and theorist Rudolf von
Laban—between figure and nature.® Perhaps best known for devis-
ing a notation system for recording dance, Laban worked not only
with dancers, but also with factory workers, creating exercises to
maximize efficiency and strength of movement in everyday life.
According to Laban, our actions could be imagined within Platonic
shapes like the icosahedron, shapes that he and his dancers used
as maps to develop control and physical expression in the round
(FI16. 3). At times, the polygons of Woven Water encircle the viewer
like Laban’s icosahedron, offering a lyrical contrast between
natural and geometric forms, movement and stasis. Similarly, we
can understand Woven Water as a framework through which to
strengthen our perceptions of various artistic, scientific, and social

concerns.

Cardoso’s work with sea life—particularly her images of regenerat-

ing starfish and mating sea horses—represents early steps along a

path linking science and art that she continues to pursue in depth.

FI6.4 | Gego (Gertrud Goldschmidt), Venezuelan, 1912-1994 | EsferaN°8 (Sphere N°8), 1977
Steel wire with metal leader sleeves | The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, gift of Fundacién Gego, 2008.332
© Fundacién Gego | Photo: Thomas R. DuBrock, The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston

According to Cardoso, Woven Water emerged at a time when she
was reading about fractal theory and its application in nature.

The modularity of each starfish component conveys a cellular-like
growth pattern, an illustration of nature’s ability to create com-
plex forms from simple rules. Cardoso also acknowledges her work
with marine animals as drawings in space. Like Gego's Reticularea
(1969) and her other wire constructions such as the Esferas
[Spheres], Cardoso harnesses both line and shadow to create
complex spatial effects, using shadows to add depth and pattern
(FI6. 4).* A key work in the development of her thinking, Cardoso
presented a second, smaller version, Woven Water: Submarine
Landscape I (2003) at the soth Venice Biennale, this one made
entirely of pure white starfish.®

Like a spiderweb or fishing net, Cardoso’s spatial weaving captures

the attention of viewers. We are seduced by the intricacy, scale,

and odd beauty of Woven Water, only to potentially find ourselves

MARIA FERNANDA CARDOSO

uncomfortable by the aestheticization of a once living thing. As
curator Ron Platt explains, “We are accustomed to viewing live
animals in zoos and circuses, preserved animals in natural history
museums, likenesses of animals in art. But aestheticized animal
images are not natural.” ® Indeed, the starfish dance before us is
made possible only by the death of these sea creatures. Normally
starfish live on the ocean floor, using their tube feet to slowly crawl
over rocks and prey. They do not gracefully swim or glide as in
Woven Water, but languidly swarm and scavenge.

This work is unnerving not simply for its use of animals, but also

because its overwhelming presence serves as an indication of
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commercial industries that allow marine animals to be captured,
killed, bought, and sold. In creating Woven Water, Cardoso met
with a surprise: buying starfish in bulk taught her that most—if
not all—of the starfish she saw in the San Francisco souvenir shops
were imported from Asia. In that sense, the eeriness of the instal-
lation is reinforced not only by the presence of dead creatures, but
also by their commodification and a market flow that packages

foreign marine animals into local souvenirs.

Within Cardoso’s art—as in society at-large—the natural consis-
tently is challenged by and succumbs to the artificial. What we
value and what unsettles us about Woven Water are its manufac-
tured aspects. Its arrangements, although natural in appearance,
are built solely for human enjoyment and according to our
preferences for certain geometric patterns and spatial relations.
Likewise, our discomfort is possibly a symptom of a deeper anxiety
about humankind’s impact on the environment. With growing
public awareness that human activities are responsible for climate
change, the contradiction of a water scene without water becomes

evermore impactful.

MICHAEL WELLEN
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Maria Fernanda Cardoso,
“Submarine Landscape [Artist's
Statement],” Capp Street
Project Archive, California
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2
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otherwise indicated, all
statements attributed to
Cardoso derive from this
interview.

3

For a thorough account of
Laban’s notion of “Space
Harmony,” see Rudolf von
Laban and Lisa Ullman,
Choreutics (London:
Macdonald & Evans, 1966).
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Ibid.

5

The second version of Woven
Water was divided and acquired
by two Australian institutions,
the Museum of Contemporary
Art, Australia in Sydney, and the
National Gallery of Australia, in
Canberra.

6

Ron Platt, “Life Preserver,” Maria
Fernanda Cardoso: Recent
Sculpture (Cambridge, MA: MIT List
Visual Arts Center, 1994), 7.

PLATES 6.1-.2 [RIGHT AND PAGES 86-87] | MARIA FERNANDA CARDOSO | Woven Water: Submarine Landscape, 1994 | Dried starfish with metal wire l Dimensions variabte
The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, museum purchase funded by the Caribbean Art Fund and the Caroline Wiess Law Accessions Endowment Fund, 2014.729
Photo: Thomas R. DuBrock, The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston
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