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Sculptor Maria Fernanda Cardoso has spent her life observing tiny things that most people don’t notice - sparkly
drops of water on a spiderweb, fleas hiding in a cat’s fur, fungi, feathers and flies.

This has inspired her 335 square metre mural - completed
last week and believed to be the largest by an Australian
artist in Sydney’s CBD - covering 11 storeys of a new
building with magnified images of microscopic water
droplets.

Unlike other public art, Ripples and Droplets, as the work
is called, won’t peel or wash off its large concrete canvas.
“It is a tattoo,” said award-winning architect Angelo
Candalepas who worked with Cardoso from 2014 to
develop a public artwork that would be part of the fabric
of his new Castle Residences mixed development in the
city.

Best viewed by pedestrians walking south up Castlereagh
towards the corner of Bathurst Street, the mural uses a
paint made from natural minerals that bonds with the
concrete to last as long as the building.

Cardoso also developed a new technique and tool that
allowed her to paint and draw simultaneously to create
droplets. She won’t show it: “That would be giving away
my secret.”

She wanted her work to complement - and not compete
with - the art of Candalepas’ design, including his use of
arches, circles and colours.

Candalepas Associates has won a range of architecture
awards. This month it was selected to design the new
NGV (National Gallery of Victoria) Contemporary gallery
in Melbourne.

Architects usually commission art towards the end of the
project, said Cardoso. “Normally they call you after the
building is designed.” She and Candalepas worked in
tandem to develop the art with the site.

Several ideas were proposed and abandoned. “I was doing work with emu feathers at the time, and [Candalepas] said,
‘Give me a hairy building’,” said Cardoso. That didn’t progress. Other ideas celebrated bubbles and water, a theme in
her work here and overseas.
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Cardoso and Candalepas settled on the 11-storey wall between the facade of the new development at 116 Bathurst
street. It then rises to a height of 36 stories with a cantilever over the heritage-listed 142-year-old Porter House next
door that was also refurbished.

Cardoso’s work has included public art, sculpture and live performances across the world. One of her earlier works was
a flea circus in Paris’s George Pompidou Centre in 1998 that was projected on to a large screen. An Australian citizen,
she had trained kangaroo and cat fleas by the hundreds, and then prompted her stars to do tricks wearing harnesses.

The daughter of celebrated architects in Colombia, Cardoso’s interest in tiny things started as a child when her father
gave her a powerful German magnifying glass. “I had a bit of a mad scientist in me,” she said. “I would look at the
flies, and observe how they wipe their hands. I would look at the fleas on the cat. ”

“Looking is my profession,” said Cardoso.

“It’s a little more than that,” responded Candalepas. He said he preferred art, like poetry, that observed the world and
reflected it back.

“I’m always talking to artists because artists are the soul of the earth,” said Candalepas. “They are the people that
matter. They will leave something behind in our consciousness. I think the artists of our time are really making a
statement.”

Public art curator Amanda Sharrad said Cardoso’s design of concentric circles and spirals like ripples on a pond or the
silky thread of a spider web reflected her creative career.

“[She] is fascinated by the natural geometry of the world, and this work has allowed her to magnify the sort of details
that remain hidden from sight,” said Sharrad.

The Morning Edition newsletter is our guide to the day’s most important and interesting stories, analysis and
insights. Sign up here.
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Maria Fernanda Cardoso’s performing her flea circus, The Queen of the Fleas. BEN BLACKWELL
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Maria Fernanda Cardoso training a flea. JENNIFER SOO


