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n the evening, in different sectors of the city, 15 peo-
ple are dressing to go out. Each experiences a sense
of excitement, anticipation. The men slick back their
hair, pull jackets on over their clean shirts, straighten
their ties or perhaps knot a silk Jacquard scarf at
their throat, pat the leather billfolds in their breast pockets,
switch off the lights and lock the doors of their apartments
behind them. Women lean in to their dressing table mir-
rors, adjusting powder, lipstick, shaping their brows,
smoothing their hair in a tight chignon or pulling it behind

one ear and fixing it with a tortoise shell comb. Misting
scent lightly at their throats, at their elbows and the bend
of their knees, then drawing their wraps around them, they
click shut their small leather handbags and hurry into the
street looking for taxis. All move eagerly, quickly to the ad-
dress indicated on a small white ticket printed with black
letters. They enter the indicated space, nod to each other,
exchange brief greetings in lowered tones and all move to-
ward the centre of the room where a slender young woman
with dark hair is waiting.
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There will be blood, a little pain.

Much effort has gone into preparing for this night; years of
study, contemplation, an examination of ritual. The young woman
lifts her eyes from the small ringed space on which she has been
concentrating. She looks around her at her audience of 15 people.
She smiles and says, “Welcome to the Cardoso Flea Circus.”

Maria Fernanda Cardoso graduated from Yale University with
an MFA degree in Sculpture. Although only in her early 30s, she
has already exhibited work in major galleries in the United States,
Canada and South America, and she wants, above all else, to be
noted as an accomplished flea circus trainer and to make a signifi-
cant film about fleas. It is also her heart’s desire to be buried, after
a full life, in a flea-shaped coffin.

Her conversation about the fleas (her collaborators) is spirited,
that is, inhabited by a sense of the spiritual, and also lively, hu-
morous and animated. These may seem problematic terms to use
when what you're discussing are parasites but, as with her other
work, what interests Cardoso are not noble or valuable or even
usual art materials. What she wants to do is bring us closer to the
world around us, the world of nature from which we’ve become
separated. It’s been so long since we've even sought to retrieve
the Golden Age of unity, that pre-lapserean Eden. If fleas can
show us the way—Ilead on. If you can see them.

What you see when you watch fleas perform are the costumes, yes
costumes, and the tiny circus devices which have been created for
them. You see a very small, coloured piece of silk wave as the insect
moves to escape light or you see a microscopic chariot dragged by
the flea following the carbon dioxide in the breath of its trainer.

Flea circuses anthropomorphize. Dressing insects and having
them perform like tiny humans closes the distance and narrows
the distinctions we’ve set between ourselves and the world around
us. We're chary of the foreign; alternately, we love what reflects us.
It’s a good idea to go the distance, to step outside and mark the flea.

Consider the dialectics of association fleas invoke. Beyond the
physical limitation there’s the vampiric and the religious—the
metaphoric ingesting of blood; see it otherwise and it’s a question
of nourishment. An infestation of fleas is social—about politics
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and power or about disease and death or, with circuses, about plea-
sure and entertainment. Maria Fernanda Cardoso has us train our
eye on insects, unlovely subjects. She tells us it’s a world and noth-
ing is too small to consider.

Robert Enright conducted this interview by line in November
1994 with Maria Cardoso who was at her studio in San Francisco.

BORDER CROSSINGS: I know nothing about flea circuses and to tell
you the truth, I didn’t know that flea circuses actually existed.

MaRIA CARDOSO: Well, they are almost like a lost art, so nobody
believes anymore that they exist.

BC: Have you done research on the history of the flea circus?

MC: There are some skills which are passed from trainer to trainer.
The story goes that there was a prisoner in Siberia who was many,
many years in prison. And he took to training fleas. Then he went
to Paris and became a success.

BC: So the first flea circus came out of duress, imprisonment and boredom?

MC: That’s part of the story but I don’t believe it. I have some
flea circus posters from around 1830 featuring Bertolotto. He
was the most famous flea impresario and his performances were
very elaborate.

BC: How elaborate could they get? First of all, how large an audience
can you have for a flea circus? It's not like the big top.

MC: Maybe 10 or 15 people at a time. Because you don’t use mag-
nifying glasses, you see them with your plain eyes.

BC: So, what would constitute an elaborate flea circus?
McC: He would do flea ballrooms, in which two fleas are dressed as

ladies and two as gentlemen and they dance a waltz. Here I'm
reading from his circus poster: “Twelve fleas at the orchestra
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playing different instruments of proportionable size. The music is
audible and the room, one inch square, is eloquently fitted up with
a glass chandelier.”

BC: This is even more picayune than miniature painting. A room that is
one inch square is an amazing idea.

MC: [ know. So too are costumed fleas. I have made some cos-
tumes, | have a Batman and Robin costume and [ have a wedding.

BC: Batman and Robin?

MC: It’s just two black capes that move. And I have a wedding cos-
tume for a flea—it has a big hat and a veil for the bride.

BC: What interested you in doing a flea circus in the first place?

MC: One of my uncles mentioned there was a flea circus in New
York and I just had this picture in my mind. Since I hadn’t seen
any [ just decided to make my own. It’s my lifetime desire since I
was a child. I did homework in my science class about the flea. I
drew a giant, enlarged flea looking through a magnifying glass and
[ wrote a description about its hairy legs and stuff.

BC: When did you start this particular project?
McC: Over two years ago and it’s going to take more years.

BC: Ave these cat fleas you're using?

MC: The ones that I'm using right now are cat fleas. But the
traditional flea for the flea circus is the human flea. It’s called
pulex irritans.
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BC: Probably for good reason.

MC: They are not available in this country. They have been almost
extinct and that’s a problem for flea trainers all over the world.
They anguish about not finding enough and not finding the right
kind of fleas.

BC: Are there characteristics that the human flea has that make it more
desirable as a performer than say, cat fleas?

MC: Some say that they're easier to feed. Some say they might be
stronger. [ believe that. But they'’re not larger. [ ordered one from a
biological supply house to compare. I put it on a slide and they
look exactly the same size. You can also feed them yourself. That’s
part of the training. You have to feed them yourself because you
have to establish a relationship with them.

-

BC: Do fleas have individual characteristics?

MC: They do have different personalities. I didn’t believe it until I
started to test them. I have maybe 300 fleas, and I would take the
little ones and put them in this big plexi box, one in one and one
in another box. One would be very passive and the other would
just be jumping everywhere. I could command it to jump in cer-
tain directions with a lamp. That’s my trick; I can direct the heat
of the lamp in a spot and then I can make it jump where I put the
light. You can sometimes make them jump with your own breath
because they like carbon dioxide. They think it’s an animal walk-
ing around, so they jump to try to get on. They're also very sensi-
tive to vibrations and to darkness. They want to go to dark areas to
hide. I¢’s a survival thing.

BC: So you have a whole series of provocations that you use to make
them mowe in the direction you want?

MC: Yes, but there are talented fleas and there are fleas that are
good for nothing.

BC: Just like people. Among your 300 fleas have you been able to deter-
mine what percentage look like they’re going to be first rank performers?

MC: I think there’s probably 10 or 15. Also, the males are no good.
BC: This is circus imitating life is it?
MC: It’s true.

BC: So the females are the performers.
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MC: Yeah. But you can name them with male names. The females
are larg\e‘mthey have these big round bellies, they’re much stronger

and they liveJonger.
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BC: What are you training them to do now?
MC: Right now I'm trying to train a flea to wave a flag. And I'm
doing a flea golf game. I'm trying to make a flea wave the little flag

that marks where the hole is.

BC: Do fleas have a memory track? [ mean once you teach this flea how
to wave a flag, will it wave a flag forever, or does it retire?

MC: You can only train them for one trick. One flea, one trick.
You have to go over and over and over. Once you've chosen them,

you have to keep them separate.

BC: [ gather there’s a strong sense of playfulness and humowr in what
you're doing with the flea circus.

MC: Yes, definitely.
BC: But it’s also a thoroughly serious pursuit.
MC: Yeah. | want to be remembered as a flea trainer.

BC: [s it gratifying?
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MC: To me it is very gratifying. | have a great time even though, at
the same time, it’s very boring. It takes hours and hours and you
need a lot of patience. So it doesn’t seem fun sometimes. But every
aspect is so bizarre and every conversation I have about it is hilari-
ous. Still, it’s very difficult because I don’t have a master.

BC: There’s no mentor system for you, then? No apprentice system?

MC: No, so I have to figure things out just by observation, by trial
and error and by calling people. I call scientists and I call people
who have seen flea circuses. I have spoken with two flea trainers,
including a retired flea trainer who was also self-taught. He did it
just for fun. I asked them their secrets but they don’t tell you be-
cause it’s their livelihood.

BC: Do you use tweezers to handle the fleas?

MC: [ got tweezers but I ended up using my own fingers because it’s
easier. It’s hard to calculate the pressure and you can kill them.
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BC: Have you ever killed one accidentally?

MC: Yes.

BC: 'm sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.

MC: It’s terrible. In one way they’re very strong because they are
made to survive a dog or cat scratching itself, but you also have to
be really delicate about how you handle them.

BC: Do they really sword fight?

MC: They do.

BC: What would compel them to fight? Why wouldn’t they just move in
opposite directions and stage a spontaneous retreat on both sides?

MC: Well, they're attached to the stage. So they cannot go away.
BC: So they're obliged to fight. It’s either that or just hang there, limply?

MC: Yeah. You attach the swords to their arms. They try to get rid
of the swords and that’s what makes their moves so desperate. It
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looks like they’re fighting. You know, I want to make a movie
where the stars are the fleas and they have flea voices and speak in
different languages and they perform all the acts.

BC: Would you move in very close as if it were Ben Hur except that in
your film it would be fleas pulling around this little chariot?

MC: Yeah. I want it to be a projection of these gigantic fleas.
So the skill is not much about human skill, but about flea

circus skill.

BC: There’s a danger of it being like a B-movie. “The Invasion of the 50
Foot Flea.” Has anyone ever made a film of a flea circus?

MC: There is a film in which there are three seconds of fleas per-
forming. They’re pulling a chariot and some are dancing—moving
in little circles.

BC: [ don’t want to sound too politically incorrect, but do they have rhythm?
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