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The Biennale of Sydne'.;( features a COFA artist and his partner
who share an intriguing preoccupation. By Rosalind Thomas.

Ross Harley’s work is a perfect
fit for the theme of this year’s
Biennale of Sydney, all our relations.

The COFA academic is the
co-creator of work descended
from a wildly successful
collaboration of a carnival
nature, 7he Cardoso Flea Circus.
The fleas’ offspring is much more
conservative in one sense — the
audience is relocated from the
circus to the museum. But look
very closely and see that the
smooth, pale, perfect sculptures
displayed in the MoCo, or
Museum of Copulatory Organs,
are anything but conformist.

“We’re interested in beauty,
but in a way we’re looking for it
in places you wouldn’t ordinarily
look, where you might say
‘yuck, don’t go there’,” explains
Harley, the Head of the School
of Media Arts. He’s referring to a
certain preoccupation he shares
with collaborator (and partner)
Maria Fernanda Cardoso — a
fascination with the genitalia of
tiny creatures.

Cardoso, who spent six years
training fleas for the circus that

toured globally, was intrigued
by their elaborate copulation
habits. “I read something that
described flea copulation as one
of the wonders of the insect
world,” Cardoso recently told
the Sydney Morning Herald. “1 was
intrigued.” Intrigued enough
to take the interest further.
The Harley-Cardoso duo turned
their gaze to the planet’s tiniest
creatures with the resultant
exhibition for the Biennale,
It’s not size that matters.

They delved into specimens
in the Australian Museum.
The MoCo’s exquisite pieces
are created using scanning
electron microscope imaging
to magnify and photograph the
tiny appendages. These black-
and-white photos, which are
also part of the exhibition
(see opposite page), are then
transformed into large resin
and glass sculptures. Harley
and Cardoso invite the viewer
to consider the beauty of these
sculptural forms, rendered with
scientific precision as they exist
in nature. Video work and 3D

prototypes will be displayed on
small LCD displays and iPods
as part of new media artist
Harley’s contribution.

“Our relationship to the
world, is far, far greater than
the world of humans,” muses
Harley. “The variety and diversity
are just incredible. Yet the lament
of the 21st century is that diversity
is shrinking.”

It’s apparent that despite the
subject matter, scandal is not on
this artist’s agenda. “I want to
amaze people, I want them to
have their eyes opened. Once
you've seen this show, you won’t
see the world in the same way
again,” says Harley.

As a long-time collaborator,
he knows the value of teamwork.
“The works artists create don’t
have to be the representation of
one person, or one artist. When
people are brought together
there’s something special that
happens,” he says.

The Biennale is one such special
happening with COFA students’
contributions crucial to the
staging and running of the art

show held in venues around and
on Sydney’s harbour.

“Apart from acquiring skills
in handling artworks, the
opportunity to work closely with
artists obviously gives students
a unique insight into that artist’s
material and conceptual practice,
in a way in which reading
critical reviews and academic
essays cannot,” says Virginia
Mitchell, Head of Education
at the Biennale of Sydney.

It also provides students with a
chance to gain real-world experience
of working in the arts. “[It’s] not
always clean and refined,” she
continues. “The only way to know
if you are cut out for the industry
is to really get involved.”

Some students will act as guides
for audiences visiting Cockatoo
Island, where Harley and Cardoso’s
work will be displayed alongside
COYA graduates Jonathan Jones
and Khaled Sabsabi — just another
example of this year’s Biennale
keeping it in the family.

The Biennale is on from 27 June
to 16 September.
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PHOTOGALLERY

This image shows the magnified genitalia of the Sydney mangrove-dwelling snail. The creature,
the Phallomedusa solida phallus, is named after its spectacular and distinctively medusa-like member.
This and other black-and-white biological photographs are part of It’s not size that matters at the
Biennale (see opposite page).
Specimen from the collection of the Australian Museum, microscopist Sue Lindsay.
Other images are available at mariafernandacardoso.com
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