SMALL WONDERS

MARIA FERNANDA CARDOSO ONCE STUMBLED ON A QUOTE
ABOUT HOW THE FLEA'S PENIS IS ONE OF THE WONDERS OF THE
INSECT WORLD. IT'S PROVED STRANGE BUT FRUITFUL INSPIRATION
FOR HER LATEST BODY OF WORK, WHICH IS ALL ABOUT THE PRIVATE
PARTS OF UITTLE CREATURES VWRITES ASHLEY CRAWFORD. PORTRAIT BY
NICHOLAS WATT.

Alien. monstrous, too weird to be real.
But thoey are.

Mana Fernanda Cardoso became renownedl
In 1994 for her bizare Cardoso Flea Circus, a
mosmarising and suriedl pivce that made use of
live floas. Her obsessive fascination with insect life
and other biological entities has taken numerous
forma over the years, but perhaps none so odd as her
current output. Artists tend to find inspiration in the
most unlikely of places, but her latest works are evaen
more extreme than most in terms of subject matier:
Insect penises.

Thare may be stranger subjects out there to tackle,
but Cardoso's fixation is indisputably out there. But
what’s aven wairder is the stange and eerie beauty
she hos found in these minuscule private parts.

“I have been drawn and fascinated by nature. in
particular insects, ever since | was a child.” Cardoso
says. "Everyday [ experience awe at the extraordinary
litde bugs that visit my garden. | have what I call an
oye for beautiful forms and those are found in all the
diverse creatures that inhabit this planet. EO Wilson,
the famous scientist who coined the term biodiversity,
also coined a term called biophillia which | think best
explains my fascination with nature.”

Cardoso quotes Wilson as noting that “to explore
and offiliate with life 1s a deep and complicated

E 5 trange shapes seem to quiver and pulsate.




process in men:al development. To an extent still undervalued in
philosophy and religion, our existence depends on this propensity, our
gpint ia woven Jom (t.”

Cardoso’s army of soft-core porn stars embraces mites, daddy-long-legs.
weevilg, spiders, snails and more. It all began when she started research
for the Cardoso Flea Circus. “1 found a quote that fascinated me. in which
sclentists described the flea penis as one of the wonders of the insect
world,” she says. "Many years later | decided to research whether it was
only fleas that had extraordinary penises. or if many other animals were
ag interesting. What [ found out in my research blew my mind, you won't
believe the diversity and the complexity of animal penises | found. So |
have been worling on this project since 2003, slowly developing a body of
work inspired by the private parts of little creatures.”

Along with a dozen different species of harvestman mites from Tasmania
she also discovered a Sydney mangrove snail that was recently named
Phalloredusa solida, which as its name suggests, has a penis that looks and
behaves like a medusa head. “Half a dozen other snails [make use of] love
darts. like cupid, they throw arrows at their (hermaphrodite) lover, which
pierce his (or] her skin and seem to hurt, [but] nevertheless contain some
lind of love poton ... several Australian snake penises. all spiky; a bean
weevil with the most scary apparatus you will ever see; pseudoscorplons,
damselflies. ... micro-bats (yes, tiny little Australian bats).”

To research her project Cardoso made use of the collection of the
Ausualian Museum, which retaing penis collections of harvestman. snnis,
micro-bats and snakes. The museum allowed her access to its elactron
microscope unit, where she worked with microscopist Sue Lindsay
in order to scan the tiny specimens and Allan Jones. director of the
University of Sydney microscope unit. to exaecute CT scans of the snako
penises from the museum collection.
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To the uninitiated the results resemble plant life. hinting at the
universality of natural forms. “Yes, animals that look like plants. and planta
that look like animals " she says *Thara are abouvt five phillia (life form
pauterns) around this planet and somehow we all follow some of those
basic architectures. Also | am particularly interested in mimicry strategies
between plants and animals, I find it completely puzzling, and I think the
art of copying is not exclusive to human culture but belongs widely In
nature.”

Indeed. her PhD research into animal genitalia is aimed at “egtablishing
tho link between form and evolution and aesthetics™.

The results come in forms almost as multitudinous as the subject. Some
are rendered In resin, using computer modelling and rapid prototyping
The damselfly penises she rendered in bronze, pseudoscorpion
spermatophores in flamed glass, some are drawmngs. some are pigment
pnnts from the scans. 7 like to explore different technologies and
techniques according to the charactenstics of the specimens.” she says

The results, strangely tantalising, are like stills from a collaboration
between David Cronenberg and David Attenborough — proving that
nature, like art, can be a strange place indeed. =

New work by Maria Fernanda Cardosgo will be exhibited at Arc One
Gallery in Melbourne from 26 April to 21 May 2011

Maria Fernanda Cardoso. Dead and graen leaves [Nowecastlo Chast/. 2010 Doad loal
buttarfies (Kallimno inachus inachua). lof tnsecta (Phyfium gigantoum), branch. pina
lonrn and glasn. 336 x 64 x 9.5cin. Commusmened by Newcanste Region At Qallury
COURTESY THE ARTIST AND NEWCASTLE REGION AHT QALLERY NEWCASTLE

Mann Pornandn Cardego. Phaflomedusa Porys. 2008-10 Archival pigmaont print on cotion
mg. edition of 10. 31 X 24em. COURTESY THE ARTIFT AND AAC ONE QALLERY MYLBOUTNE
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FRAN CLARK
CO-DIRECTOR, ARC ONE GALLERY

“We wete bowlea over by Maria's huge suspended
ingtallation of starfish woven together at Victoriaa National
Gallery. She intrigued us too, being Columbian and having
just represented ner country with thig extraordinary worlk at
the Venice Biennale,” says Fran Clark, who is co-director of
Melbourne's Arc One Qallery with Suzanne Hampel

That was in 2003. The experience ignited the directors’
curiosity with Cordoso’s unigue play with the natural world.
Clark says: “Our ‘ascination with her ritualistic working with
plants and animals urged the desire to exhibit her [work|.”

At this point Cordoso had already established a
gignificant reputation overseas. Her work was represented
in respected collections such as that of Leonora and Jimmy
Belilty in Pans; Diane and Bruce Halle's collection of Latin
American art in Phoenix; and the Darcs Latin Amencan
private collection in Zurich, which 18 soon to become a
Museum.

Clark says Cordoso's work has bean rapidly attracting
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povate and institunional collectors in Austalia, whete sho
has been acquired by the National Gallery of Australia,

the Museum of Contemporary Art in Sydney and regional
gallones in Newcastle and Tamwaorth and on the Gold Coast
Since residing in Australia there has been no 1egistered
auction house acuvity for her worle on the secondary market

Works in her forthcoming exhibition include electron
microscope scans of Insect penises and snails. In editions of
10, they wiill sell for $1,800. Also on show are small bronzes
measuring two to 10 cenumetzes and objects in resin at 30
centimetres tall in editions of five selling for $6.500.

Cordoso has a lineage of impressive exhibjtions that
includes 20 solo shows. a myriad of group exhibitions and
performances, and commissions such as a wall installation
completed for the Museum of Medern Art in New York in
2000, all auguning well for a longevity as a practitioner of
quirky and engaging work.

Courtney Kidd

www.arlcollector.nar,
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Mann Fornnndn Cardogo.
Intromitont organ of tho
Alnbunun dintncta, 2008-9
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Intronutunt organ of tho
Taolbunus mirabilug, 2008-9
Ranin, glags. motal. oditien ol 6.
2 x6x6em

Mara Fernnnda Catdeao,
Intonutont organ of the
Thaencbunun sp hovoestnan.,
2008-9 Renin. glads. motal.
ediuon of 6. 28 % 6 x 6em

COUNTESY THE ARTIST AND ARC
OHI QALLEY. MELAOUINNE

Qv




ELIZABETH ANN MACGREGOR
DIRECTOR, MUSEUM OF CONTEMPORARY ART

Elizabeth Ann Macgregor's interest in Cordoso’s work began in the
early 1990s while researching Latin American artists. [t wasn't until
the aruist moved to Sydney that Macgregor had the opportunity to see
the work during studio visits which resulted in the 2003 Zoomorphia
exhibition at the Museum of Contemparary Art in Sydney. 1 suddenly
remembered having seeing this artist's work and being attracted to

it some years earlier, the way it engaged with the natural world.” sho
5ays.

Zoomorphia was a very succassful exhibition, and followed from
Cordosao's Flea Circus, something Macgregor notes was Just “so
onginal and unicque”.

Macgregor believes Cordeso’s work 1s unfailing in the way 1t
continues o develop, to arouse curiosity. “Contemporary art often takes
itnolf too senously and thores a strong strand of humour in Cordoeo’a
work, such as when haer Flea Circus was at the Opera House, which
takes it out of the art world into another broader audience.” she says

“That the Flea Circus moved ... into the Opera House was just
fantastic. It was totally onginal and unique. This was an artist that
didn't shy away from tough 1ssues. She 1s emotive, political, employs
a scientific investigation of new and novel things then explores them
with the eye of an artist.”

Courtney Kidd
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Marnn Fornanda Cardoso. Ernu Wrap, 2006-8 Lambdn print on photogrophic
papuor. odition of 3. 168 x 110an. COURTESY) THE ARTIST AND ORANTIIUIIL SYDRIEY

www.,arlcolloclior.nol,

au




AN 11289306 Vet Mo cxwened (22330700100 @ RRP NZ §25.50 (Incl. GST] AUD $19.95 (ind. GST)

e
COLLECTOR

EDWARD COLLESS ON
EX DE MEDICI

JOHN HURRELL ON
REUBEN PATERSON

TIMOTHY MORRELL ON
RAMMEY RAMSEY

COLLECTOR'S DOSSIER
MARION BORGELT

WHAT NOW?

NEW WORK FROM
IMANTS TILLERS, SYDNEY
BALL, STEPHEN BAMBURY
AND MORE
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