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This issue contains wondrous creatures: bilbies, peacock spiders, golden

bats and more. Stories of people celebrating and helping the vulnerable and

threatened to survive.

Threatened Species Day, 7 September marks the day the last Thylacine died

in captivity in 1936. A day to contemplate the vast number of native species

under threat.

Day of the Species community art project photographed by Genevieve

French

 

Spiders of Paradise

Photographs by Maria Fernanda Cardoso

"I think if paradise existed, it would be inhabited by beautiful creatures such as these."

Spiders of Paradise: Maratus amabilis, 2024

Spiders of Paradise: Maratus splendens; Maratus volans; Maratus bubo, 2024

For Maria Fernanda, the Maratus spider holds a special place in the natural ecosystem:

"The Maratus spiders of Australia are the most colourful, flamboyant, sexy, and charming

spiders on the planet. To me, their use of colour, gesture, sound and movement makes them

sophisticated visual and performing artists. They are also the smallest performers I know of,

on average about 3—5mm in size, smaller than a grain of rice."

Spiders of Paradise: Maratus karrie; Maratus plumosus; Maratus vespertilio, 2024

Maria Fernanda Cardoso. Photograph by Jillian Nalty

"The male has to try extremely hard (both in visual communication as well as in charm and

perseverance) to be ‘chosen’ by her. She exercises her right to choose, and drives him to

display an excess of vibrant colour and performance virtuosity in a complex courtship ritual."

Spiders of Paradise: Maratus madelineae, 2024

Cardoso has worked with renowned scientific imager Geoff Thompson and entomologist Andy Wang from the Queensland

Museum, who specialise in deep focus microphotography and microscopic specimen preparation to create these large-scale

photographs. Each photographic image is comprised of over 1,000 individual photos which together reveal the spiders’

nuanced colour and form. Enjoy a close look at a genus of spider that would usually go unnoticed. 

Watch on

Peacock spiders show us the art of courtship | Maria Fernanda Cardoso: Spiders of Paradise
Share

 was born in Bogota, Colombia in 1963. She has lived and worked in Sydney since 1997. Drawing

inspiration from the natural world, her work incorporates a range of non-traditional materials transformed into installations,

sculptures, performances, photography and video. Maria Fernanda Cardoso has exhibited widely in Australia and

internationally for over four decades.

Developed and toured by MCA Australia,  celebrates the wonder of the

Australian Maratus spider. It will be presented in six galleries across Australia, starting in Cairns.

We thank Maria Fernanda Cardoso and the MCA gallery for sharing this amazing work.

All images pigment print on paper, framed, courtesy the artist and Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney ©Maria Fernanda Cardoso.

Maria Fernanda Cardoso

Maria Fernanda Cardoso: Spiders of Paradise

Cairns Art Gallery, QLD: 31 August – 24 November 2024

Tweed Regional Gallery, NSW: 10 May 2025 – 3 August 2025

Geraldton Art Gallery, WA: 23 August – 2 November 2025

Bunjil Place, VIC: 27 November 2025 – 22 February 2026

Orange Regional Gallery, NSW: 7 March – 17 May 2026

Canberra Museum & Gallery, ACT: 30 May – 23 August 2026

 

An extraordinary sequence of events

Professor Carolyn Hogg and a consortium of scientists have sequenced the bilby genome. The world-first mapping of its

genetic blueprint provides a vital tool for conservation of this threatened night dweller.

Professor Carolyn Hogg photographed by  for Wilderness Journal. Interview by Liz GinisMatteo Dal Vera

Professor Carolyn Hogg at Sydney University.

"Bilbies are weird," says Professor Carolyn Hogg.

“For instance, they have more olfactory receptors than any other marsupial, so they have this really, really acute sense of

smell. Oh, and they have one X chromosome and two Y chromosomes, which is just bizarre. Some of my colleagues,

chromosomal scientists, are exceptionally excited about that.”

You could be forgiven for thinking Carolyn is more than a little obsessed with this pint-sized native. But when you learn she

has just sequenced its entire genome, a world first, her enthusiasm is easily explained.

“We had the opportunity to sequence the bilby’s reference genome and through that we’ve been able to discover all these

unique characteristics, which are pretty cool," she says. "Or at least I think they’re pretty cool.”

This first mapping of the bilby’s genetic blueprint includes biological information on how they grow and evolve, and will play

a vital role in conserving the threatened species.

Around the size of a rabbit, and often referred to as the Aussie Easter bunny, the bilby is a comic-book concoction of large

ears, elongate snout, silky pale blue-grey fur, black and white tail and backward-facing pouch. It emerges from its burrow at

night to hunt, using strong forelimbs and long claws to find food and turn over soil and organic matter.

A.S. le Souef & H. Burrell 1926, The wild animals of Australasia London: George C Harap & Co. Housed in the University of
Sydney's Chau Chak Wing Museum.

Before European settlement, two species ranged the continent—the lesser bilby, which died out in the 1930s, and the greater

bilby, which now exists in only 20 percent of its former habitat range, the central deserts of Western Australia and the

Northern Territory.

Populations nosedived after the introduction of predatory cats and foxes, and were outcompeted for food by rabbits. Today,

small wild populations are managed by Indigenous rangers while 6,000 bilbies live in the metapopulation housed in fenced

sanctuaries, on islands and in zoos.

“Using DNA from two deceased zoo bilbies–male and female–we have produced one of the highest-quality marsupial

genomes to date,” says Carolyn. “It offers insights into biology, evolution and population management.”

The team also created the first genome for the extinct lesser bilby from the skull of a specimen collected in 1898.

Lesser bilby, Macrotis leucura. Illustration courtesy of Australian Museum

When I catch up with Carolyn on a blustery winter’s day at the University of Sydney, where she is the co-lead for the

Australasian Wildlife Genomics Group in the Faculty of Science, she explains why this breakthrough is so important for the

bilby.

“The best analogy I can give,” she says, ”is that it’s like when you do a jigsaw puzzle. You tip the box upside down on your

dining room table, you spread out all the pieces and you spend ages finding the edges and the colours that are similar.

“And then you take the puzzle box lid, with its photo of a landscape, an animal or whatever the puzzle is based on, and you

sit and you work it out, using that image. And that's literally what you're doing when you're putting together a reference

genome—you sequence all these tiny little pieces of DNA, and then you have to sit and try to figure out how it all goes back

together. And once you have, you have the complete picture of the animal. You can use it for taxonomy, and for

understanding and managing populations.

“So, for instance, by using it to help select individuals for translocation and release, we maximise genetic diversity. This

improves the population’s ability to adapt to a changing world.

“It can also be useful for comparative genetics between species.”

Pre-digital index card system itemising the natural history and ethnographic collections of the Macleay Collections, c.
1960s. Housed in the University of Sydney's Chau Chak Wing Museum.

The team also used the genome to develop a more precise scat-testing method to complement existing traditional land-use

practices by Indigenous rangers.

“We know a lot about bilbies—where they live, what they eat and how to track them,” said ranger Scott West from the

Kiwirrkurra Indigenous Protected Area in Western Australia.

“The DNA work will help us check if bilbies are related, where they are from and how far they have travelled. Using old-ways

and new-ways together helps us get good information about bilbies and how to look after them. This is what two-way

science is.”

"The DNA work will help us check if bilbies are related, where they are from and how far they have travelled. Using old-ways and new-ways together helps us
get good information about bilbies and how to look after them. This is what two-way science is."–Scott West, Kiwirrkurra Indigenous Protected Area ranger.

Photograph by Kiwirrkurra IPA

While Carolyn is now focused on marsupials, she started her career studying far larger animals.

“I grew up in South Africa and spent my childhood holidays in Kruger National Park, watching the elephants and other big

mammals. They were marvellous. We moved to Australia when I was 10, and I became fascinated by whales. So much so that I

spent much of my early career in the North Atlantic, off Canada, and Hawaii studying them. They’re absolutely majestic. You

think they’re big when viewed from a whale-watching boat, and then you go in a research boat—where you're allowed to get

much closer–and they're even bigger. And then you get in the water with them and they look at you—it just blows your mind.”

Carolyn switched to marsupials after the birth of her second child. “To be honest, I wasn’t really sure I wanted to study them, I

mean, who wants to be up all night [her study subjects are largely nocturnal], but doing fieldwork with whales around the

world wasn’t very conducive to family life.”

Her reservations soon dissipated, however, when she started work on Tasmanian devils in an effort to tackle the emerging

problem of facial tumours, which threatened to wipe out the population. “It’s an ongoing scourge and I spend time in the

field each year working with them. The devils are some of my most challenging, and rewarding, subjects.”
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