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“There are many animals, who though far from being large,  
are yet capable of raising ideas of the sublime,  

because they are considered as objects of terror.  
As serpents and poisonous animals of almost all kinds.  

And to things of great dimensions,  
if we annex an adventitious idea of terror,  
they become without comparison greater.” 

 
—Edmund Burke1 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

                                                 
1 Edmund. Burke, "Terror: A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and 

Beautiful," in Documents of Contemporary Art: The Gothic, ed. Gilda Williams (London; Cambridge, 
MA: Whitechapel, 2007), 22.  
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Abstract 

A zoonosis (zoonoses pl.) is classified as an infection or infectious disease that is 

transferred from an animal host to a human. Up to seventy per cent of all new diseases 

have their genesis in animal hosts.2 My practice-led research uses drawing as a narrative 

tool, to consider human fear of animal hosts in the context of their association with 

zoonoses, and draws parallels between the representation of animals in fairy tales, myths, 

and rhymes. 

Three main areas of investigation inform and underpin my outcomes. The first area is the 

exploration of zoonotic diseases. Here I examine human culpability in the spread of 

zoonotic pathogens, our representation of animals in popular culture, and the resulting 

perception of animals in the context of fear of disease. This perception is informed through 

theorist Steve Baker’s concepts of “animal-endorsed” and “animal-skeptical”3 and 

sociologist Kay Pegg’s perceptions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ animals.4 Contemporary artists 

Roger Hiorns and Patricia Piccinini’s works inspired by zoonotic diseases/viruses or 

pathogens provide a contextual basis for examining the role of contemporary visual art in 

addressing these concerns. The second area of investigation references the role of fairy 

tales and rhymes, both historically and as a tool to subversively relay information in the 

present. I investigate the work of artists Katarina Fritsch, Paula Rego, and Kiki Smith who 

have explored myth, fairy tales, and rhymes as iconology within their practices. The third 

area addresses sociologist Stanley Cohen’s concepts of moral panic, social anxiety, and 

states of denial as outcomes of the media’s representation of zoonotic outbreaks. 

This research has resulted in the creation of lithographic diptychs, sculptures, and artist 

books containing created rhymes and wallpapers. These works use fairy tales, myths, and 

rhymes as a metaphor to discuss zoonotic outbreaks in a non-threatening and gentle 

manner. I employ these tropes within my studio practice and in the methodology that I 

share with Rego and Smith. By focusing on the narrative possibilities associated with 
                                                 
2 Stephen Love, "Zoonoses - Animal Diseases Transmissible to Humans," (Sydney: NSW Government, 

2010), https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/biosecurity/animal/humans/general-information/zoonoses-
transmission. 

3 Steve Baker, The Postmodern Animal (London: Reaktion Books, 2000), 9. 
4 Kay Peggs, Animals and Sociology, ed. Priscilla N. Cohn and Andrew Linzey, The Palgrave Macmillan 

Animal Ethics Series (New York; Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 76–
80. 



iv 
 

various host animals, I argue that we can use fairy tales and rhymes and associated 

anthropomorphism to both discuss and educate about zoonotic viruses and various animal 

hosts in a way that generates greater understanding of the natural world. 
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Introduction 

Animals play a significant role in human health and well-being through their roles as 

companions and as surrogates in laboratory studies that enhance medical knowledge. 

Conversely, up to seventy per cent of all new human diseases have their genesis within 

animal hosts.5 These hosts play an ongoing role in maintaining diseases in nature, with some, 

frighteningly, having the potential to be pandemic. A zoonosis is classified as an infection or 

infectious disease that is transferred from an animal host to a human. Many of the same 

animals that have been vital to human health through medical advancement are paradoxically 

also predisposed to being zoonotic hosts. Many of these animals are considered vermin and 

have been feared and demonised in the cultural imagination, where anthropomorphism 

attributes moral and ethical characteristics to human–animal relations and interactions. 

Zoonoses are an ongoing issue of bio-security with the Zika and Ebola pandemics in 2017, 

among the most recent infectious diseases to cause global concern. Locally, in Queensland, 

recent instances of zoonoses—including a Lyssavirus-infected bat found in 2015 at West 

End,6 outbreaks of the Hendra Virus, and the constant threat from Ross River Fever—mean 

that management of zoonotic diseases is an important issue for public health.7 Using drawing 

as a narrative tool in this research, I consider the human fear of animal hosts in the context of 

their association with zoonosis and draw parallels to the representation of animals in fairy 

tales, myths, and rhymes that have used anthropomorphism as a way to understand the natural 

world. As such my research asks the question: 

How can visual narratives, fairy tales, myths, and rhymes provide an understanding of how 

we consider animal hosts in the context of fear of zoonoses? 

Science and disease are important subjects for contemporary art. Visually representing disease 

through art assists in humanising scientific concepts making them comprehensible to general 

                                                 
5 Love, Zoonoses, 1; Rudolf Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception : A Psychology of the Creative Eye (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1974). 
6 Tom Snowden, "Fears after Diseased Bat Found in Brisbane," The Courier Mail, 2015, 

https://www.couriermail.com.au/news/queensland/fears-after-diseased-bat-found-in-brisbane/news-
story/d5dc3bf9e6c51d4b36ab948c3535ada3. 

7  L. F. Wang and G. Crameri, "Emerging Zoonotic Viral Diseases," Revue scientifique et technique 
(International Office of Epizootics) 33, no. 2 (2014): 569. https://doi.org/10.20506/rst.33.2.2311. 
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public audiences. As curator of Beautiful Science: Picturing Data, Inspiring Insight, a British 

Library exhibition, Dr Johanna Kieniewicz, states: 

Art helps us to think about big issues such as climate change and genetic modification 
that are rooted in science. Moreover, in the era of ‘big data’ where scientists analyse 
billions of events thrown up by natural or social phenomena, one of the only ways of 
understanding it is through visualisation.8 

As such, this research project aims to provide understandings of zoonotic disease using visual 

methods to explore complex aspects of human/animal relationships. I investigate the role of 

animals, insects, and parasites as the originators and spreaders of disease in relation to the 

Hendra Virus (Equine Morbillivirus),9 Giardia,10 Toxoplasmosis,11 the Bubonic plague 

(Yersinia pestis),12 West Nile Virus, Ross River Fever, Murray River Encephalitis, Japanese 

Encephalitis,13 and Tularaemia (also named Rabbit Fever).14 This research also endeavours to 

bring attention to these animal hosts to give a more balanced and considered opinion of their 

role in the world we live in. 

To further elucidate human relationships with animals, this research considers a range of fairy 

tales, myths, and rhymes that anthropomorphise animals. It correlates these narratives with a 

range of zoonotic hosts and their associated diseases, and in doing so, it examines some of the 

tensions that arise when we demonise animal hosts, whom we deem responsible for the spread 

of zoonotic pathogens. The research also considers the contradictory and culpable role we 

play in exacerbating the transmission of zoonotic diseases—an aspect I explore in conjunction 

with our often-conflicting treatment of animals. 

                                                 
8 Johanna Kieniewicz, "The Art V Science Debate," Evening Standard, 2013, 

http://www.standard.co.uk/comment/comment/the-art-v-science-debate-your-views-8619504 html. 402–03. 
9   Fisheries Queensland. Dept. of Agriculture and Forestry, eds., Guidelines for Veterinarians Handling 

Potential Hendra Virus Infection in Horses, vol. 3–4 (Brisbane, Qld: Dept. of Employment, Economic 
Development and Innovation, 2013). 

10 R. C. A. Thompson, "Giardia Infections," in Zoonoses: Oxford Medical Publications, ed. Stephen R. Palmer, 
E. J. L. Soulsby, and David Ian Hewitt Simpson (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 545–
61. 

11 J. P. Dubey, "Toxoplasmosis," in Zoonoses: Oxford Medical Publications, ed. Stephen R. Palmer, E. J. L. 
Soulsby, and David Ian Hewitt Simpson (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 579–85. 

12 T Butler, "Yersiniosis and Plague," in Zoonoses: Oxford Medical Publications, ed. Stephen R. Palmer, E. J. L. 
Soulsby, and David Ian Hewitt Simpson (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 948. 

13 C. J. Leake, "Mosquito-Borne Arboviruses," in Zoonoses: Oxford Medical Publications, ed. Stephen R. 
Palmer, E. J. L. Soulsby, and David Ian Hewitt Simpson (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 
402–12. 

14 A Pearson, "Tularaemia," ed. OiE World Organisation for animal health, Manual of Diagnostic Tests and 
Vaccines for Terrestrial Animals (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), http://www.oie.int/standard-
setting/terrestrial-manual/access-online/. 85–96. 
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This research aims to identify these conflicting positions of our perceptions of animals as 

hosts to disease and their benefit to humanity via research and development of vaccines. 

These aims are achieved through exploring key case studies and their relevant animal hosts, 

and by creating visual narratives and rhymes either in response to these anecdotal stories or 

by making associations to existing fairy tales and rhyme narratives. The creative aspect of the 

research will be explored in the following chapters. This exegesis is organised around animal 

host case studies and associated studio responses.  

The key case studies include the 2007 outbreak of Japanese Encephalitis at Badu Island in the 

Torres Strait, the 1907 outbreak of the Bubonic plague in Brisbane, an outbreak of Tularaemia 

in the US in 2007, and outbreaks of Giardia, West Nile Virus, and Ross River Fever, among 

others. These outbreaks form the basis for visual narratives that explore these issues in an 

understated and considered manner to enhance understanding of zoonoses and the zoonotic 

hosts and reduce social anxiety when addressing complex and frightening scientific zoonotic 

concepts.  

Many elements converged as influences to this research: my childhood, my health, my work 

life, my previous studio work, and my empathy for animals. Growing up in England—in 

Eastham village, which had its origins in the early Anglo-Saxon times—I am from an era 

where we skipped and recited rhymes in the primary school yard. 

I was alarmed many years later to discover that Ring-a-Ring o’Roses, a popular schoolyard 

rhyme, purportedly had its origins with the bubonic plague in the 1600s according to 

folklorists Peter and Iona Opie.15 Other examples of implied animal danger in nursery rhymes 

include Sing a Song of Sixpence, where the blackbird pecks off the maid’s nose, and Three 

Blind Mice, where the farmer’s wife cuts off their tails with a carving knife. While not very 

child-friendly, these rhymes are used as metaphors to discuss anything from political and 

religious views to taxes and diseases. I was drawn to the subversive nature of rhymes and 

fairy tales and the concept of using them as a tool to discuss both modern and historical 

zoonoses due to their role in creating myths around particular animals and their relationship to 

humans. 

                                                 
15 Iona Archibald Opie and Peter Opie, The Oxford Dictionary of Nursery Rhymes, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1997), 433. 
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My position is conflicted and at times contradictory: I am an animal lover, although not an 

activist; my health has benefitted directly from animal research; and I have previously 

contracted Ross River Fever, although not severely. I grew up with a fear of bats and rats, and 

many other maligned animals that are represented negatively, because of their association to 

zoonotic diseases in popular culture, yet was unaware that the animals I held in high esteem 

were also significant as zoonotic hosts. I have been quite naive to both my own and humanity 

as a whole’s, culpability in the origins and spread of zoonotic diseases and the risk of 

contracting a zoonosis.  

Methodology: 

This research project draws on three main fields of inquiry as a framework for interpreting 

and representing zoonoses in order to examine our fear of disease, our denial of zoonotic 

health risks, and the persecution and cruelty that we have inflicted on certain animals because 

of their predisposition to zoonotic diseases. These are first, cultural studies analyses of fairy 

tales, myths, and rhymes; second, scientific discourses on zoonotic virus and diseases as a 

source for generating visual narratives; and third, sociological concepts of moral panic, ‘folk 

devils’, and social anxiety.  

In his book Mythologies,16 Roland Barthes suggests that a myth is an object of 

communication, where anything can be a myth and participate in the creation of an ideology. 

He states: “Myth hides nothing and flaunts nothing: it distorts; myth is neither a lie nor a 

confession: it is an inflexion”.17 Advertising movies, TV, and social media have influenced 

contemporary myths. These interpretations reinforce particular stereotypes. An example is the 

rat; if represented as a snarling creature showing its teeth or in any way dirty or threatening, 

we automatically relate it to a plague host. However, if a rat is anthropomorphised and 

represented in a favourable light—such as ‘Remy’, the rat from Pixar’s Ratatouille,18 (Figure 

2) who endeavours to achieve the status of a Parisian chef, befriends a human-being, and is 

seen working in a kitchen as opposed to living in rubbish—the myth is changed. A similar set 

of circumstances presents itself if we view the animal as our ally in the production of 

vaccines. Barthes explains this as the language of an image, which is the strongest signifier, 

above words. 
                                                 
16 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (New York: Noonday Press, 1972). 
17 Barthes, Mythologies. 
18 Brad Bird and Jan Pinkava "Ratatouille," (CA: USA: The Walt Disney Company, 2007) 
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author of the book Art & Animals,22 Giovanni Aloi declares specimens preserved in a 

scientific cabinet as being in a state of isolation—a zoological reference from natural history 

that reflects an anonymous being, not an individual animal with its own history. The concept 

of having the perfect specimen and combining this with the diseased animal body infers an 

acquisition of an identity. Aloi states:  

Slight marks, broken legs and ruined wings signify the passing of time and the work 
of decay where bacteria, parasites and oxidation obliterate the utopian perfection 
expected of the specimen. The body in question thus acquires an identity and is 
acknowledged as something not fixed but in flux. It reveals a personal story of some 
description, one that clashes with the anonymity required of the specimen.23 
 

These sources for developing lithographs, drawings, sculptures, and installations are 

augmented by textual research and analysis. This approach combines scientific modes of 

observation derived from natural history along with illustrative techniques familiar to 

children’s books as a way of aesthetically drawing together the two main areas of study—

zoonosis and fairy tales, myths, and rhymes. I contend that this approach develops a unique 

mode of visual communication to convey scientific concepts in relation to cultural 

associations that makes this complex material accessible to a wide audience. 

This exegesis is arranged into four chapters. Chapter 1 provides the contextual framework for 

this research and explores the three main areas of investigation that inform and underpin this 

research. The chapter comprises three sections: Parts A, B, and C. Part A explores several 

zoonotic diseases, human culpability in the spread of these diseases, our representation of 

animals in popular culture, and the resulting perception of animals in the context of fear of 

disease. Part B examines the roles of fairy tales and rhymes, both historically and as a tool to 

subversively relay information in the present. Part C addresses moral panic, social anxiety, 

and states of denial as outcomes of the representation of zoonotic outbreaks within the media. 

Throughout all the chapters, key theorists are referenced along with artists, who work within 

the contextual framework that supports my own practice, while using both my created rhymes 

and existing tales to make associations to outbreaks of zoonotic diseases.  

Chapters 2, 3, and 4 are dedicated to individual animal hosts. Chapter 2 explores rats and bats, 

the most maligned of all creatures because of their association with zoonoses and their 

                                                 
22 Giovanni Aloi, Art and Animals (London; New York: I. B. Tauris, 2012); Aloi, Art and Animals. 
23 Aloi, Art and Animals, 36. 
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frightening representation in visual culture. The chapter compares rats and bats’ contradictory 

depiction as both zoonotic hosts and helpers to human health by further investigating their 

roles in medical testing and the development of vaccines—and bats separate role as one of 

nature’s great pollinators.  

Chapter 3 examines the position of tiny insects, such as fleas, mosquitoes, ticks, and biting 

flies; all insects that require a blood meal and hence both host and spread many zoonotic 

diseases. This chapter explores the disproportion of the size of the insect versus the scale of 

the potential carnage these creatures are capable of inflicting.  

Chapter 4 reflects on animal hosts such as rabbits, pigs, and our companion animals. This 

chapter illustrates humans’ ability to ignore zoonotic associations with the animals with 

whom we have a greater affinity; particularly those who live in our homes and are a part of 

our family. The conclusion follows Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 1: Contextual Framework 

Zoonoses, Fairy Tales, and Moral Panic 

This chapter provides an overview of the three main areas of investigation that have informed 

the visual representation of zoonotic hosts that underpin this research. This chapter examines 

the work of key theorists including Steve Baker’s dual concepts “animal-endorsing” and 

“animal-skeptical” from his book The Postmodern Animal, along with sociologist Kay Pegg’s 

book Animals and Sociology, which discusses perceptions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ animals.24 

These concepts are considered in relation to various zoonotic viruses, diseases, parasites, and 

pathogens that represent the greatest risk to human health within our lifetime.25 These ideas 

are considered in relation to the work of a range of contemporary artists who have used the 

topic of disease, animals, health, and human culpability in the rise of pandemics. Specifically, 

I will focus on the work of Patricia Piccinini and Roger Hiorns, who have produced work in 

response to either virus/disease or pathogens, and Paula Rego, and Kiki Smith, who have 

explored myth, fairy tales and rhymes as iconology within their practice. Finally, 

psychologists Bruno Bettelheim and Julius Heuscher are employed to discuss fairy tale 

concepts in relation to Piccinini and Rego and themes of sensationalism and morality.  

Part A: Zoonoses, Pathogens, Animals, and Art 

Up to seventy per cent of all new emerging diseases have their origins in animals.26 

Historically a great number of deadly diseases emerged from animal hosts. Veterinarian Mark 

Walters stresses the risk to human health resulting from the spread and cause of zoonotic 

diseases in the introduction to his book Seven Modern Plagues and How We Are Causing 

Them: 

An enormous reservoir of potentially disease-causing viruses resides in wild animals, 
with many of these microbes remaining undetected until they suddenly appear on the 
human horizon. What’s more when a particular virus exists in both humans and 
animals, as opposed to being present only in humans, there is no way to eradicate it. 

                                                 
24 Steve Baker, The Postmodern Animal (London: Reaktion Books Ltd., 2000); Kay Peggs, Animals and 

Sociology (New York: Macmillan Publishers Ltd., 2012)  
25 P. Nuki and A. Shaikh, "Scientists Put on Alert for Deadly New Pathogen – 'Disease X'," The Telegraph, 1 

July, 2018, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/03/09/world-health-organization-issues-alert-disease-x/. 
26 Love, Zoonoses. 
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The best we can do is identify the animal reservoir and try to protect ourselves by 
showing a healthy respect for the natural boundaries between the species and us.27  

Many factors are responsible for this increasing risk of potential zoonotic pandemics, 

including environmental issues, such as the spread of disease associated with global 

warming. As temperatures increase, conditions will arise that allow for the spread of 

mosquitoes, and hotter weather is shortening larvae incubation times.28 More mosquitoes are 

being bred and then breed more in turn, resulting in the spread of mosquito-borne zoonoses 

such as Malaria, Dengue Fever, Japanese Encephalitis, Murray Valley Encephalitis, Zika 

Virus, West Nile Virus, Ross River Fever, and several others. As such it is important to 

recognise the role of humans in creating conditions that escalate the impact of zoonotic 

diseases.  

Humans have unequivocally played an integral role in the spread of zoonoses through many 

methods. Scientist Peter Daszak, executive director of the Consortium for Conservation 

Medicine in Palisades, New York confirms human’s culpability in the spread of new 

diseases, stating: 

Show me almost any new infectious disease, and I’ll show you an environmental 
change brought about by humans that either caused or exacerbated it.29 

For example, in Australia it has become apparent that animals such as bats and rats are hosts 

to many zoonotic diseases partially because of their widespread existence, and partially 

because they are social creatures who live in communities. Bats are extremely sensitive to 

stress events, particularly through the destruction of habitats and the spread of urbanisation. 

This arises as human population numbers increase, and people are living in closer proximity 

to these hosts.30 The resulting overcrowding leads animals to become stressed,31 with stress 

comes compromised immune systems and susceptibility to disease.  

                                                 
27 Mark Jerome Walters, Six Modern Plagues and How We Are Causing Them (Washington: Island Press, 

2014), xxii. 
28 Molly M.  Ginty, "Climate Change Bites: As Temperatures Rise, Mosquitoes and Ticks Thrive. And So Do 

the Diseases They Carry," NRDC, 1 February, 2018, https://www.nrdc.org/stories/climate-change-bites.  
29 Peter Daszak as quoted in Walters, Six Modern Plagues and How We Are Causing Them, xvii. 
30  Karin Schneeberger and Christian C.  Voigt, "Zoonotic Viruses and Conservation of Bats," in Bats in the 

Anthropocene: Conservation of Bats in a Changing World, ed. Christian C. Voigt and Tigga Kingston 
(Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2016), 263–92. 

31 Nancy Bazilchuk, " Climate Change Boosts Lethal Hendra Virus," Scientific American, no. 29 November 
(2011). https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/climate-change-boosts-lethal-hendra-virus/. 
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Frequent international travel also plays an important role in the spread of disease. World 

Health Organisation (WHO) scientific advisor and head of the Viroscience Department of the 

Erasmus Medical Center in Rotterdam, Professor Marion Koopmans states:  

the frequency at which zoonotic diseases were appearing was becoming much more 
rapid. . . . The intensity of animal and human contact is becoming much greater as the 
world develops. This makes it more likely new diseases will emerge but also modern 
travel and trade make it much more likely they will spread.32 

Professor of Physics Emeritus, Freeman Dyson at the Institute for Advanced Study in 

Princeton prophesised a picture of our future where biological interventions will have 

transformed the ecosystem, while discussing his imaginings for a utopian future. His article 

titled Our Biotech Future, Dyson cautiously suggests, that scientific advancements should be 

viewed positively.33 While he acknowledges the dangers, Dyson encourages everyone to 

think through the ethics of their practices. The fear and uncertainty of the future often 

associated with scientific progress has become part of our social and cultural mythology, a 

subject for fictitious imaginings for what the future might hold. Author and Curator of Fairy 

Tales Monsters and the Genetic Imagination Mark Scala states:  

For many of us–perhaps even most of us–this vision of the future is not painted a 
bright, living green, but rather has a sulphurous and livid hue, a diabolical tinge. The 
prospect of kindergarten children hatching chimeras moves into nightmare territory, 
closer to the science fiction novel The Day of the Triffids (1951) than to a miracle 
cure from cancer.34 

Concepts of scientific miscalculation are also an area of investigation in artist Patricia 

Piccinini’s practice, in which she explores the potential negatives and positives of scientific 

advancement. This area of research considers viruses as the smallest and most abundant life 

forms on earth. Both good and bad viruses exist. The virus acts as a type of alien as it invades 

an animal or human cell. Piccinini explores this concept of creatures with illness taking over 

the body in her Still Life with Stem Cells (2002, Figure 5).  

                                                 
32 Nuki and Shaikh, "Scientists Put on Alert for Deadly New Pathogen”. 
33 Freeman Dyson, "Our Biotech Future," The New York review of books. 54, no. 12 (2007). 
34 Mark W. Scala, ed. Fairy Tales, Monsters, and the Genetic Imagination (Nashville, TN: Frist Center for the 

Visual Arts, Vanderbilt University Press, 2012), 34. 
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Figure 5. Patricia Piccinini, Still Life with Stem Cells, 2002. Silicone, polyurethane, clothing, and 

human hair, dimensions variable. 

Authors Christine and Margaret Wertheim discuss Piccinini’s investigation of teratoma 

tumours; in the Patricia Piccinini We are Family exhibition catalogue. They state: 

a teratoma may harbour liver, skin, muscle, fat, bone and thyroid tissues, and not 
atypically bits of hair and teeth as well. Though such jumbles of tissue fail to produce 
properly formed structures, a teratoma may equip itself with proto-organs, discernible 
fangs and fibrous locks. In a teratoma we observe not so much a fully blown creature 
as a mass of organic matter desperately trying to become one.35 
 

This concept has parallels to my own research, particularly as a narrative of horror. 

Piccinini’s sculptural works, although referencing similar topics of human–animal 

relationships to my own practice, adopt a more sensationalist approach. The method of 

sensationalism Piccinini uses refers to not only the appearance of her creatures but also the 

placement of them. She uses familiar environments as a tool to make the viewer 
                                                 
35 Linda Michael, Margaret Wertheim, and Christine Wertheim, Patricia Piccinini: We Are Family (Strawberry 

Hills, N.S.W: Australia Council for the Arts, 2003). 
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uncomfortable. If the sculptures were placed collectively, ‘freak’ with ‘freak’, we would 

immediately label the creatures as ‘monstrous’, but by regularly placing children with these 

creatures, interacting with them in an empathetic manner, Christine and Margaret Wertheim 

suggest that it raises awareness of the arbitrariness of our response.36 

Similarly, Sheila Dillon discusses Roger Hiorns’ contribution to the History Is Now, 7 Artists 

Take on Britain exhibition in 2015, which addressed the outbreak of Bovine spongiform 

encephalopathy (BSE), commonly known as Mad Cow disease, in the UK from the mid-

1990s to the mid-2000s. Hiorns’ installation comprises an assortment of information about 

the disease including narratives of the victims, and information regarding the cover-up by the 

British meat industry—it is a very literal exhibition, and through its presentation, the papers 

almost look like natural history specimens. Dillon’s essay investigates how the disease 

manifested itself, making public the abhorrent method of feeding cows mechanically 

recovered meat slurry (MRM), made from the carcasses of dead cows, sheep, and chickens. 

As Dillon argues, the actions were emphatic, fundamentally changing cows from herbivores 

to cannibals. This MRM was then used as a component in meat pies, sausages, and cattle 

feed. These meat by-products were also used in children’s food. The cattle were fed this 

protein to make them produce three to four times more milk and to make them larger by 

adding more meat. The British government tried to cover this up to protect the beef industry. 

Dillon’s essay was written to accompany the History Is Now exhibition and documents the 

changes that subsequently came to the British food industry because of this terrible zoonotic 

disease (2015, Figure 6). 

My practice differs from these approaches by creating visual narratives that subvert 

references to zoonotic disease to make softer, more digestible imagery that initially takes on 

the appearance of fairy tales. This veiled approach invites the viewer to make a closer 

inspection where the more frightening elements of the narrative become apparent. It is also 

less sensational and explicit in its approach than that of either Piccinini or Hiorns while 

addressing similar concepts of disease and contagion in a much gentler and decoratively 

subversive manner. The work engages the viewer by using the familiar tropes of natural 

history illustration and decorative elements to reveal some of the tensions that arise in the 

representation of zoonotic animals.  

                                                 
36  Michael, Wertheim, and Wertheim, Patricia Piccinini. 
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Figure 6. Roger Hiorns (Installation view of curated section at Hayward Gallery), History Is Now: 7 
Artists Take on Britain, 2015. Photographer: Linda Nylind. 
http://www.southbankcentre.co.uk/  

Hiorns and Piccinini share a similar approach to investigating the horrifying aspects of 

disease and illness and their association with the maltreatment of animals. Curator Samantha 

Comte identifies how Piccinini often depicts children side by side with her genetic misfits; 

particularly in Stem Cell displayed at the All the better to see you with: Fairy Tales 

transformed exhibition at Ian Potter Museum of Art, University of Melbourne. Piccinini 

creates work that considers the willingness of children to adapt to new and magical ideas 

without the same accompanying fear that scares adults.37 Conversely, the uncomfortable 

appearance of Piccinini’s hybrid sculptures in close proximity to children and adults also 

confronts and challenges us; the visible human/animal hybrid physical traits interacting in an 

anthropomorphic manner with humans prompts an emotive response. 

This ability to engage with an audience emotionally verifies the important position 

contemporary art takes in the assistance of understanding complex issues in science. While 

Piccinini and Hiorns discuss frightening and sensationalist aspects of science in their art 

                                                 
37 S. Comte, "All the Better to See You With: Fairy Tales Transformed," ed. Ian Potter Museum of Art 

(Melbourne: University of Melbourne, 2017), 15. 
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practice, their works assist in understanding the consequences of manipulating nature through 

genetics, and biogenetics, informing and warning the public of potential future scientific 

miscalculations and converts scientific data into more understandable visual explanations. 

Piccinini references Mary Shelley’s tale of horror, Frankenstein in many of her works, As 

she explained in a panel discussion at GOMA in May 2018, her work is built on empathy 

between viewer and specimen, mirroring empathy from the reader towards the monster in 

Frankenstein where “Frankenstein was not born a monster, he became one through 

dispossession and abuse”.38 He was objectified in popular culture through his visual 

representation. The same associations can be made to a number of animal hosts, because of 

their treatment and representation in visual culture and the media. Piccinini goes on to discuss 

scenarios of dichotomies between shock and sympathy in the book, which carries through to 

her work. Dr Jennifer Clement discussed the blurred boundaries between human nature and 

art and how we have more sympathy with the creatures we are closer to and most resemble.39 

This also has similar analogies to my research, where our perceptions of animal hosts are 

more sympathetic in relation to our companion animals.  

My studio practice similarly explores issues that frighten us and induce social anxiety. This is 

explored in several ways as previously indicated. One of these methods is focusing on the 

conflicting perceptions of animals as feared or revered, or as author Steve Baker terms these 

positions in his book The Postmodern Animal, the “animal-endorsing” or the “animal-

skeptical”.40 These two areas of inquiry are concepts that appear throughout my work when 

examining the relationship between the human and the animal, the revered and the feared, the 

healthy and the diseased. Baker describes “animal-endorsing” as a perception of validation of 

animals whereas the “animal-skeptical” is a contrary perception where negative 

representations in popular culture have influenced public opinion. 

Sociologist Kay Peggs explains this in her book Animals and Sociology where she states:  

                                                 
38 Dr Lisa O'Connell, Dr Karin Sellberg, Associate Professor Elizabeth Stephens, Dr Jennifer Clement and 

Patricia Piccinini. "Shelley's Legacy." By Professor Moira Gatens. Patricia Piccinini Curious Affection 
(Saturday 19th May, 2018 2018). 

39  Moira Gatens, "Shelley's Legacy" (paper presented at the Patricia Piccinini: Curious Affection, public 
lecture, Cinema A (public Lecture) and Cinema B (panel discussion), Queensland Gallery of Modern Art, 19 
May 2018). 
Panel discussion with Dr Lisa O'Connell, Dr Karin Sellberg, Associate Professor Elizabeth Stephens, Dr 
Jennifer Clement, and Patricia Piccinini after Professor Moira Gatens talk. 

40 Baker, The Postmodern Animal, 9. 
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The rat in the laboratory is a suffering device who is viewed as a ‘good animal’ 
because she or he acts as a valuable tool for humans; however, the freer and better off 
rat in the city is conceptualized as a ‘bad animal’, as ‘vermin’.41 

Animal hosts often instil fear in humans. Philosopher, Edmund Burke discusses the impact of 

terror and fear when he states that it is all encompassing, and that it can prevent rational and 

reasonable logic. This principle applies directly to the fear of many animals and parasites, 

small or large. As Burke observes: 

As serpents and poisonous animals of almost all kinds. And to things of great 
dimensions, if we annex an adventitious idea of terror, they become without 
comparison greater.42  

Burke also alludes to the concept of how we may deem an animal so perfectly fearful and 

dangerous in its form and nature that it acquires a position as sublime. His essay resonates 

with my research, which is mindful of the fact that mosquitoes, fleas, and ticks are all tiny 

creatures in comparison to an adult human, but have monstrous potential for producing 

catastrophic carnage as zoonotic hosts.  

The fear of animal hosts and the social anxiety and moral panic that are associated with 

pandemics can also be attributed to how, as a generation, we have access to visually consume 

many animals in our homes and on TV. We can detach ourselves from their feelings and treat 

these animals with indifference. Historically, through myths, rhymes, and fairy tales, 

misconceptions arose about the demonic nature of some animals. Today, we do not 

necessarily agree with the poor treatment of animals, but when contemplating famous 

human/animals who instil us with fear and horror—such as Bram Stoker’s bat, Dracula, and 

Edgar Wallace’s gorilla, King Kong—we reinforce our fear of animals and justify our 

indifference to their treatment. We are afraid of many animals, particularly those that bite, 

infect, or eat us, such as mosquitoes, bats, rats, sharks, and spiders. This fear forms part of the 

basis of demonisation.43 

In examining the relationships between zoonoses and host animals, my research reveals 

conflicting positions regarding how animals are viewed. I will explore these issues further in 

Chapters 2, 3, and 4 in relation to specific animal case studies that inform the studio work. 

                                                 
41 Peggs, Animals and Sociology, 81; Peggs, Animals and Sociology, 81. 
42 Burke, "Terror: A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful," 22. 
43 Randy Malamud, An Introduction to Animals and Visual Culture, ed. Priscilla N. Cohn and Andrew Linzey, 

The Palgrave Macmillan Ethics Series (New York: Macmillan Publishers Limited, 2012), 47–49. 
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Part B: Fairy Tales, Myths, and Rhymes 

When exploring fairy tales, myths, and rhymes, a number of theorists add credence to my 

position on the benefit of employing fairy tale, myth, and rhyme narratives and imagery to 

discuss concepts of zoonoses. These theorists include mythologist, Joseph Campbell; child 

psychologists, Bruno Bettelheim and Julius Heuscher; literary studies theorist, Marguerite 

Johnson; and chief curator of Fairy Tales, Monsters, and the Genetic Imagination exhibition, 

Mark Scala.  

Mythologist Joseph Campbell’s opinion that the principal theme of classic mythology—that 

the “secret cause of all suffering is mortality itself”44— underlines the role that humans play 

in their own downfall. This stance has resonance with my research, particularly when 

considering the gothic underpinnings and subversive ideology of using nursery rhymes and 

fairy tales as methods to discuss zoonoses. In his book The Hero with a Thousand Faces, 

Campbell comments on the relevance of fairy tales and myths: 

The happy ending of the fairy tale, the myth, and the divine comedy of the soul, is to 
be read, not as a contradiction, but as a transcendence of the universal tragedy of man. 
The objective world remains what it was, but, because of a shift in emphasis within 
the subject, is beheld as though transformed.45 

Fairy tales, which are generally optimistic in narrative, often have improbable storylines that 

are presented in an ordinary way, implying that it could happen to us. Myths nearly always 

have fantastical storylines and, being generally pessimistic, tragic endings, whereas fables 

and folklore (nursery rhymes) tend to act as cautionary tales, which, by arousing anxiety, 

prevent us from acting in ways which could be harmful. Child psychologist Bruno Bettelheim 

explains: 

A fable seems to be, in its genuine state, a narrative in which beings irrational, and 
sometimes inanimate, are, for the purpose of moral instruction, feigned to act and 
speak with human interests and passion.46 

My research argues that fairy tales, myths, and rhymes can be a valuable tool when 

discussing aspects of zoonoses because they can express concepts of fear of disease, and the 

                                                 
44 Stephen Rauch, Neil Gaiman's the Sandman and Joseph Campbell: In Search of the Modern Myth (Holicong, 

PA: Wildside Press, 2003), 61. 
45 Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, 2nd ed., Bollingen Series (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 1968), 21. 
46 Bruno Bettelheim, The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales (New York: 

Vintage Books, 1976), 42. 
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realities of such, in a euphonic way, enabling readers to potentially engage with what would 

otherwise be frightening subject matter. 

This approach is explained by literary studies theorist, Marguerite Johnson in her article 

Friday Essay: Why grown-ups still need fairy tales where she states: 

Fairy tales are excellent narratives with which to think through a range of human 
experiences: joy, disbelief, disappointment, fear, envy, disaster, greed, devastation, 
lust, and grief (just to name a few). They provide forms of expression to shed light not 
only on our own lives but on the lives beyond our own. And, contrary to the 
impression that fairy tales always end happily ever after, this is not the case - therein 
lies much of their power.47 

Johnson’s essay substantiates the method of combining fairy tales with zoonotic concepts and 

contemporary art, and in doing so, proves it is not necessary to have a happy ending. An 

outbreak of a zoonotic disease does not generally end well, but the narrative still needs to be 

told. A fairy tale narrative approach allows me to discuss often moralistic and sometimes 

controversial topics in a gentle and sometimes humorous way.  

Johnson reiterates the importance of fairy tales, rhymes, and myths when she states; 

it is apparent that fairy tales are still needed today, even for grown-ups. In an 
uncanny, sometimes inexplicable way, we consciously and unconsciously continue to 
tell them, despite advances in logic, science and technology. It is as if there is 
something ingrained in us—something we cannot suppress—that compels us to 
interpret the world around us through the lens of such tales. And if we are not the 
tellers, we are the greedy consumers.48 

In many cases, fairy tales and rhymes make references to magic: princesses kissing frogs who 

turn into princes from the Grimm’s fairy tale The Frog King.49 Often animals speak and 

appear anthropomorphised such as in Puss in Boots (1697), where we also happily accept that 

the ogre in the story shape shifts into a Lion and then a mouse prior to being devoured by 

Puss in Boots. This reference could be applied to my studio work, where combining specific 

animals that are hosts to particular zoonoses creates hybrid animals. These creatures explore 

the alchemy that allows zoonotic viruses to jump from species to species and evolve.  

                                                 
47 Marguerite Johnson, "Friday Essay: Why Grown-Ups Still Need Fairy Tales," The Conversation 24 

November (2017), https://theconversation.com/friday-essay-why-grown-ups-still-need-fairy-tales-87078. 
48 Johnson, "Friday Essay: Why Grown-Ups Still Need Fairy Tales". 
49 Bettelheim, The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales, 287. 



19 
 

Historical fairy tales are a useful vehicle for reflecting on the morality of my own created 

tales in my studio practice, while acknowledging the concepts of moral panic Johnson 

suggests in her article when she says: 

Fairy tales are also extremely moral in their demarcation between good 
and evil, right and wrong. Their justice references the ancient tradition of an eye for 
an eye, and their punishments are ruthless and complete. Originally for adults 
(sometimes for children), fairy tales can be brutal, violent, sexual and laden with 
taboo.50 

Fables are often similarly structured and tell cautionary tales. For example: 

The Wolf in Sheep's Clothing - The wolf covered himself with a sheep skin. A lamb 
followed him and was eaten. The moral is, ‘Appearances often are deceiving’.51  
 
A Raven desired a Swan’s white feathers. He thought the colour was due to the water 
so he went to live in the lake. Not being a water animal and going hungry, he 
perished. The moral being ‘Change of habit cannot alter nature’.52 

The fairy tale is less specific than some rhymes and leaves room for some personal 

interpretation and debate over the strength of the accompanying illustrations. For example, 

JRR Tolkien asserts that the use of illustrations in fairy tales can stifle the imagination of 

children because they do not build their own visual associations.53 However, this argument 

fails to consider that fairy tales and myths are not just told to children, and that these stories 

develop and change over time to suit particular cultural needs where illustrations can help 

serve this transition. Bettelheim suggests: “The child’s unconscious processes can become 

clarified for him only through images which speak directly to his unconscious”.54 

As child physiologist Julius Heuscher suggests in his book A Psychiatric Study of Myths and 

Fairy Tales, the fairy tale can be a useful tool to enable discussion on a broad range of topics: 

The spiritual wealth contained in folklore is beautifully shown also in the variability 
of the stories. The fairy tale is not static, is not a rigid image of an immutable 

                                                 
50 Johnson, "Friday Essay: Why Grown-Ups Still Need Fairy Tales". 
51 Aesop and Edward J. Detmold, The Fables of Aesop, The Classic Collector's Series (Ware, Hertfordshire: 

Omega Books, 1985), 18; Aesop and Detmold, The Fables of Aesop, 18. 
52 Aesop and Detmold, The Fables of Aesop, 16. 
53 Bettelheim, The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales, 59–60. 
54 Bettelheim, The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales, 61. 
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situation. It is subject to all kinds of modifications which depend on the psychologic 
make-up of the narrator as well as on his [her/my] cultural environment.55 

Figure 7. Kiki Smith, Pool of Tears 2 (After Lewis Carroll), 2000. Etching, aquatint, and 
dry point with watercolour additions, 129 x 189.2 cm. New York: Universal 
Limited Art Editions. 

 

 

 
Figure 8. Kiki Smith, Born, 2002. Lithograph, 172.7 x 

142.2 cm. Brooklyn Museum, Emily 
Winthrop Miles Fund, 2003.17. ©artist or 
artist's estate. Photographer: Brooklyn 
Museum. 

                                                 
55 Julius E. Heuscher, A Psychiatric Study of Myths and Fairy Tales: Their Origin, Meaning, and Usefulness, 

2nd ed. (Springfield, Il: Charles C Thomas, 1974), 389.  
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The exhibition ‘All the better to see you with’ at the Ian Potter Centre, Melbourne, 

November–March 2018 explored the relevance of fairy tales to contemporary art. 

Participating contemporary artists reinterpreted fairy tales to address contemporary issues, 

often in a subversive manner, which allowed for an easier entry point to the works and 

greater discussion and understanding for a broader audience than would be realised when 

addressing these issues head-on. For example, artist Kiki Smith references myths and fairy 

tales within her art practice. Smith’s Pool of Tears 2 (after Lewis Carroll) (2000, Figure 7) is 

an enormous, almost life-sized etching, representing Lewis Carroll’s Alice, almost drowning 

in her own pool of tears shared with several animals and birds. 

Birds populate many of Smith’s works because they share parallel associations of frailty and 

strength. The etching is hand-coloured with watercolours—a technique I also use in my work. 

The print talks of a shared sadness between the animals and Smith. 

Campbell discusses how a fairy tale can narrate a whole new world of a story and completely 

set the scene for the tale with the assistance just of a few appropriate words: 

The wonder is that the characteristic efficacy to touch and inspire deep creative 
centres dwells in the smallest nursery fairy tale – as the flavour of the ocean is 
contained in a droplet, or the whole mystery of life within the egg of a flea.56 

In the large, almost life-sized, coloured lithograph Born (2002), exhibited in both the All the 

better to see you with: Fairy tales transformed exhibition in Melbourne, 2017, and the Fairy 

Tales, Monsters and the Genetic Imagination exhibition in Nashville, 2012. Kiki Smith uses 

fable, myth, and religious inspiration for the Little Red Riding Hood narrative (Figure 8).  

Exhibition curator Samantha Comte notes in the exhibition catalogue that Smith’s style of 

drawing in this work is evocative of Victorian fairy tales.57 Smith inverts the position of 

power held by the characters within the fairy tale; the grandmother and Little Red Riding 

Hood appear to be born from the wolf rather than its victims—in fact, the wolf lies back in a 

submissive position. Smith uses representations of Red Riding Hood as Saint Genevieve—

the patron Saint of Paris, usually represented accompanied by sheep and wolves—in many of 

her Red Riding Hood images.58  

                                                 
56 Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, viii. 
57 Comte, "All the Better to See You With: Fairy Tales Transformed," 10–11. 
58 Helaine Posner, Christopher Lyon, and Kiki Smith, Kiki Smith (New York, NY: Monacelli Press, 2005), 34. 
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as well as her Baa Baa Black Sheep etching (Figure 13) are of particular relevance to my 

work. Her narrative-driven drawings, prints, and paintings often refer to animals within fairy 

tales drawing upon her Portuguese heritage and the myths that her aunt told her as a child. 

The necessity of creating artworks that are associated with tales, myths and rhymes is verified 

when exploring sociologist Professor Stanley Cohen’s theoretical concept of “state of denial” 

in his book States of Denial – Knowing about Atrocities and Suffering. This concept sheds 

some light on why uncomfortable and fearful realities are often avoided, an association that 

can be made to zoonoses, where Cohen states that 17 million people a year die from 

infectious and parasitic diseases, not all are zoonotic, but many are. Cohen suggests we use 

denial as a defence mechanism, and it could be argued that people are in states of denial more 

than ever before because of the oversaturation of graphic images showing the truly abhorrent 

things happening in the world on TV and on the internet and social media.61 

I argue that fairy tales, myths, and rhymes provide the perfect vehicle in which to 

metaphorically discuss zoonotic outbreaks in a non-threatening and gentle, yet clear and 

visual manner, and I substantiate this claim using texts by Bettelheim, Heusler, and 

Campbell. I employ these tropes with my own studio practice, and in the methodology I share 

with Rego and Smith. I will explore specific narratives in relation to my studio work and 

associated rhymes and fairy tales further in Chapters 2, 3, and 4.  

Part C: Moral Panic and Social Anxiety 

Cohen, explores several theoretical concepts important to the contextual framework of my 

research, providing some explanation to public perception and behaviour when challenged by 

potential pandemics. These ideas can also be understood in relation to the work of Patricia 

Piccinini and Paula Rego, who both draw upon the morality of fairy tales and the moral panic 

evoked when analysing responses to animal hosts and zoonotic diseases. First, the 

sociological theory of 'moral panics' is explored through the lens of ‘contagion effects’ or 

spread of the mass hysteria generated by sensationalism within the media. (Figure 10–Figure 

11). This leads to the production of modern day 'folk devils' created from the paranoia, 

exaggeration, and speculation prevalent in mass media and popular culture.  

                                                 
61 Stanley Cohen, States of Denial: Knowing About Atrocities and Suffering (Cambridge: Polity, 2001), 287. 
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Figure 10. Brennan, R (2016, Feb 25). ZIKA 
AND DESTROY, The Courier Mail. 

Figure 11. Miles, J. (2014, Oct 27). DON'T  
PANIC, The Courier Mail.  

Cohen makes the association to paedophiles, bogus refugees, and welfare cheats, along with 

international doctors and nurses who travelled to treat Ebola victims. These medical 

professionals were at risk of contagion, became 'folk devils' or products of misrepresentation 

and sensationalism.62 Cohen specifically describes this concept in his book Folk Devils and 

Moral Panics when he explains:  

Societies appear to be subject every now and then, to periods of moral panic. A 
condition, episode, person or groups of persons emerges to become defined as a threat 
to our societal values and interests; its nature is presented in a stylised and 
stereotypical fashion by the mass media; the moral barricades are manned by editors, 
bishops, politicians and other right-thinking people; socially accredited experts 
pronounce their diagnoses and solutions; ways of coping are evolved (or more often) 
resorted to; the condition then disappears, submerges or deteriorates and becomes 
more visible.63 

Moral panic can be interpreted as the discourse and sociology of deviance, crime, and 

control. The concept has been adapted and expanded beyond this sociological context with its 

relevance acknowledged by several authors when discussing concepts surrounding zoonoses 

and pandemics.64 

Cultural historian, Sander Gilman’s journal article titled ‘Moral Panic and Pandemics’65 

examines the history of the terms pandemic and epidemic and the associated risks of inciting 

                                                 
62 Stanley Cohen, Folk Devils and Moral Panics (Oxon, NY: Routledge, 2002). 
63 Cohen, Folk Devils and Moral Panics, 1. 
64 Sander L. Gilman, "Moral Panic and Pandemics," The Lancet 375, no. 9729 (2010). 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(10)60862-8; Peter Atkins, "Fear of Animal Foods: A Century of 
Zoonotics," Appetite 51, no. 1 (2008): 18–21. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2008.02.006. 

65 Gilman, "Moral Panic and Pandemics." 
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panic by using such terms in the media. Scientist, Colin Blakemore states that a pandemic is 

an epidemic that has spread across the world; has a metaphoric link to deadly diseases such 

as the plague; and can be classified as “large-scale temporary increase in the occurrence of a 

disease in a community or region, which is clearly in excess of normal expectancy”.66 

Gilman witnessed the outbreak of moral panic resulting from Swine Flu or H1N1 influenza in 

Hong Kong in December, 2009, and stated that it was:  

reminiscent of the 2003 outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS). 
SARS quickly became a ‘moral panic’, which spread worldwide, being accompanied 
by a true sense of stigma. In the 21st century, spreading quickly by plane rather than 
slowly by ship, SARS was set to invade and destroy “civilization”.67 

When we refer to zoonotic diseases of our past and consider the ease of zoonoses spreading 

across the planet through air travel and through the spread by migrating avian hosts, this 

evokes fear and panic. Thus, creating a perfect environment for the creation of a ‘folk devil’. 

A ‘folk devil’ can be interpreted as a virus/disease, animal host, or person that is represented 

as disproportionately dangerous or evil in public opinion or media representation. Moral 

panics or social anxiety arise as a consequence to the escalation of these myths. My three-

dimensional sculptural creatures explore concepts surrounding the distortion of size and scale 

of a host and the risk it represents. They have been created using the traditional method of 

lithography, combined with the modern methods of high-resolution digital scanning and 

high-resolution printing. I have created several large fleas and a large mosquito. The Giant 

Flea, (2017, Figure 12) is a suspended paper sculpture that acts as a metaphor, juxtaposing 

the size of the host to the size of the threat of its zoonoses. This work acknowledges the flea’s 

historical past, along with its current public health risk, with the most recent outbreaks of the 

plague in Madagascar, Africa, and India. The WHO has recognised the plague as a re-

emerging infectious disease.68 With the possible threat of plague fleas being used in 

                                                 
66 Colin Blakemore and Sheila Jennett, The Oxford Companion to the Body (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2001). 
67 Gilman, "Moral Panic and Pandemics." 
68 Stefan Riedel, "Plague: From Natural Disease to Bioterrorism," Baylor University Medical Center. 

Proceedings 18, no. 2 (2005): 118. 
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bioterrorism as it was during World War II,69 the bubonic plague shares the title of being 

both a historical and contemporary zoonosis.  

 
 
Figure 12. Nicola Hooper, The Giant Flea, 2017. Hand-coloured lithograph on foam board with 

fishing line, 130 x 140 cm. 

Artist Paula Rego often depicts fairy tales and nursery rhymes within her work that represent 

concepts of moral panic. She adopts these narratives to reflect and challenge the values of 

contemporary society.70 She is concerned with the treatment of children, and suspicious of 

the power of men. She explores the power of adults over children and depicts women 

overpowering men and animals having power over humans.  

                                                 
69 Nicholas D Kristoff, "Unmasking Horror—a Special Report: Japan Confronting Gruesome War Atrocity," 

The New York Times, 1995, https://www nytimes.com/1995/03/17/world/unmasking-horror-a-special-report-
japan-confronting-gruesome-war-atrocity.html. 

70 Comte, "All the Better to See You With: Fairy Tales Transformed," 11. 
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Figure 13. Paula Rego, Baa Baa Black Sheep, 1989. Etching and 

aquatint, 52 x 38 cm, edition of 50.71 

Her etching Baa Baa Black Sheep (1989, Figure 13) anthropomorphises the black sheep to 

become a sexually charged man/ram, yet the girl appears an active participant as author 

Rosenthal notes: 

you cannot help feeling that the ram and girl are oddly well met in the picture that 
positively vibrates with forbidden but clearly enjoyable concupiscence.72 

Rego creates uneasiness by seemingly suggesting bestiality could be at play. The little boy 

from down the road looks on, hinting at either voyeurism or that the girl is using the ram to 
                                                 
71 Rosenthal, Paula Rego, 30. 
72 Rosenthal, Paula Rego, 28–31. 
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rival the boy. Obviously, there is a dark narrative to this work that goes beyond the nursery 

rhyme.73 

 Ba Ba black sheep, have you any wool, yes sir, yes sir, three bags full, 
One for the master, one for the dame, and one for the little boy  
who lives down the lane.74 

Rego’s moral representation of animal and human relationships can be related to how moral 

panic has aided and abetted the demonisation of many animals. In the context of my work I 

consider how animals are portrayed as morally responsible for the spread of zoonotic diseases 

in the media. This coupled with their visual representation in popular culture and our 

moralistic judgement of the worth of these animals has fuelled this misrepresentation. My 

work seeks to address these tensions by using the familiarity of rhymes and fairy tales, their 

narratives, and modes of representation in order to develop more nuanced understandings of 

animal–human relations in the context of zoonotic disease. These ideas will be explored 

further in relation to the case study animals discussed in the following chapters. 

                                                 
73 Rosenthal, Paula Rego, 30. 
74 Opie and Opie, The Oxford Dictionary of Nursery Rhymes, 101. 
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Chapter 2: Rats and Bats 

Rats and bats are among the most maligned of all creatures because of their representation in 

the cultural imagination. They are both prominent examples of animals that have been feared 

throughout history because of their association with disease and consequentially have been 

subject to negative visual representation. This chapter will consider some of these negative 

associations related to reports on the plague, news stories, and folk lore, and it investigate 

how these have been interpreted by artists Katerina Fritsch and Marcel Dzama. 

Edward Armstrong outlines in his book Man, Myth and Magic: Animals and Animal Symbols 

in World Culture,75 that the bat, a creature of the shadows, can hunt prey in the dark, and the 

vampire bat is a drinker of blood.76 It has been represented in folklore and popular culture as 

a demon, familiar, or devil. It is well known that the bat is a reservoir to many zoonotic 

viruses, but offsetting this statistic is that most bat species are fantastic pollinators of plants 

and trees.77 

Armstrong also states that in Germany, historically, rodents have negative associations, the 

black rats are said to be stained by sin, and rats gnawing on land or sea are said to be a 

predictor of death. They are also reviled for their fecundity, their destructive habits, and their 

ability to carry disease.78 Terrifying examples of mythical rats and bats provide insight into 

how these animals are represented in popular culture. A ‘rat king’ is not only a product of 

German folklore but also a real phenomenon. There are reportedly up to fifty examples in 

museums in Germany, Estonia, France, and even New Zealand.79 

Robert Durham discusses the ‘rat king’ myth in his book Modern Folklore.80 A rat king is a 

collection of rats fused and knotted together at the tail with ice, faeces, and mud. It normally 

occurs with the longer tailed black rats. The earliest ‘rat king’ was documented in 1564, with 

                                                 
75 Edward Allworthy Armstrong, Animals and Animal Symbols in World Culture (Man, Myth and Magic) (New 

York: Cavendish Square Publishing, 2014). 
76 There are three species of vampire bat (Desmodus rotundus) of over 1300 different species of bat. The 

vampire bat that lives solely on blood. Tiny sharp teeth pierce the skin, the bat is nocturnal and feeds mainly 
on sleeping cows and horses but has been known to feed on humans. 

77 Armstrong, Animals and Animal Symbols, 18–19. 
78 Armstrong, Animals and Animal Symbols, 95. 
79 These museums contain a vast selection of specimens from various eras of natural history. 
80 Robert B. Durham, Modern Folklore (RB Durham, 2015). 
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the largest, and most recognised specimen– found in 1828 and consisting of thirty-two rats–

housed at the Mauritianum Museum in Altenburg, (Figure 14). The rat king is recognised as a 

bad omen and not surprisingly a precursor to the plague.81  

 
Figure 14. Rat King 2005. Photographed at Naturkundliches Museum 

Mauritianum, Altenburg, Germany, 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rat_king#/ 
media/File:Ratking.jpg  

German artist and representative at the Venice Biennale in 1995, Katharina Fritsch created a large 

circular sculpture consisting of an enormous circle of black polyester rats titled Rattenkoning/Rat 

King (1993, Figure 15). 

 Beautiful Decay zine author Paul Ochi describes Fritsch’s work as a love of the uncanny and 

strange, exploring elements within our deepest fears and most vivid dreams.82 Fritsch’s 

sculptures employ scale and references to myth to invoke fear, as evidenced by her sculpture 

Mann und Maus / Man and Mouse (1991–92, Figure 16). This work incorporates an all-white 

sculptural man asleep in bed with a giant black mouse standing on his stomach, perhaps 

crushing the breath out of him. It was made just prior to Rattenkoning and uses scale to evoke 

                                                 
81 Durham, Modern Folklore, 316. 
82 Paul Ochi, "Katharina Fritsch’s Uncanny Sculptures," Beautiful Decay (2013). 
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fear: a technique I employ in my works The Giant Flea (2016/17, Figure 27) and The Giant 

Mosquito (2017, Figure 29). 

Figure 15. Katharina Fritsch, Rattenkoning, 1993. Polyester resin and paint, 280 x 1300 
cm. http://www.matthewmarks.com/new-york/artists/katharina-
fritsch/selected-works/#/images/4/  

 

 
Figure 16. Katharina Fritsch, Mann und Maus, 1991–92. Polyester 

resin and paint, 226 x 128 x 236 cm. Gift of the Virginia 
and Bagley Wright Collection, in honour of the 75th 
Anniversary of the Seattle Art Museum, 2007.83  

                                                 
83 Ochi, "Katharina Fritsch’s Uncanny Sculptures". 118. 
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Figure 17. Nicola Hooper, James the Rat King Diptych, 2016. Hand-coloured lithograph, 115 x 115 

cm. James the Rat King Artists Book, 2016. Digital print of hand-coloured lithograph with 
encaustic cover, 10 x 7 cm.  

My large lithograph and artists book, titled James the Rat King Diptych (2016, Figure 17) is 

based on the outbreak of the bubonic plague in Brisbane between 1900 and 1907, brought in 

by rats that arrived on cargo ships that docked at a site adjacent to the current QCA campus 

and Maritime Museum. This work also references the rat king legends but subverts the 

imagery by using the decorative elements as signifiers to the narrative. The John Oxley 

library contains the Report on Plague in Brisbane 1900-1907 by Dr B. Burnett Ham (Figure 

18),84 which documents this dark chapter in our local history. During this period there were 

                                                 
84 B. Burnett Ham, "Report on Plague in Queensland: 1900–1907," ed. Queensland Department of Health 

(Brisbane: Qld. Dept. of Health, 1907). 
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499 cases of the plague in Queensland and 219 people lost their lives. James the Rat King 

Diptych focusses on the event in 1907 at New Farm. Garnett’s Produce store, on the block 

bordering James St, Annie St, Hawthorne St, and Browne St, contained plague-infected rats. 

During this outbreak, eleven school children contracted the bubonic plague, along with five 

others, during the January school holidays. Of the sixteen infected, six died.85 

Figure 18. B. Burnett Ham, Report on The Plague in Queensland, 1907. 
John Oxley Library. Photographer: Nicola Hooper.  

During the investigation of this site, floor-boards were lifted to find rat skeletons, seemingly 

the perfect place for a rat king to fester. The tale of James the Rat King is a gothic fiction, 

almost too ghastly to be real, birthed out of the factual events from 1907. This lithograph and 

accompanying artists book and rhyme visually and verbally narrate this tale via the mandala 

format. The work draws on Jung’s concept that the mandala can evoke healing, relating this 

to the use of rats in the development of vaccines and juxtaposed to the representative horror 

of the plague. Sixteen rats create the rat king, six of them dead, represented as skeletons, the 

tails fused with Hawthorn berries, flowers, and rotting fruit and vegetables, which signified 

death by plague during medieval times. The skeletonised rats are positioned in a wretched 

manner, almost relaying an anguished and remorseful compassion inferring they are victims 

too.  

                                                 
85 Ham, "Report on Plague in Queensland." 
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Rats have also been the topic of other works I have created such as Rats and Fleas across the 

Tasman Sea (Figure 19), created by layering two hand-coloured lithographs. This work 

references the plague rats that left Sydney on route for New Zealand in the early twentieth 

century via ship rats on cargo ships.  

 
 
Figure 19. Nicola Hooper, Rats and Fleas across the Tasman Sea, 2016 and 2018. Hand-coloured 

lithograph paper cut and mounted onto lithographic frame, 50 x 50 cm.  
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Figure 20. Nicola Hooper, Dicky Ducks, 2016. Hand-coloured lithograph, 115 x 115 cm.  

My work often uses the format of the diptych to bring together positive and negative 

representations, showing animals at both their most endearing and in beautiful decay. The 

animals form a vessel or mandala (Figure 20). When discussing the composition of the 

mandala, Carl Jung mentions the significance of the circle and quaternity in its formation, 

and the expression of the totality of the outer and inner world, with both sides represented by 

light and dark–positive and negative imagery. These act in a therapeutic manner on the 

viewer because, according to Jung: 

They often represent very bold attempts to see and put together apparently 
irreconcilable opposites and bridge over apparently hopeless splits. Even the attempt 
in this direction usually has a healing effect.86 

                                                 
86 C. G. Jung, Mandala Symbolism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1972), 5. 
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It is therefore not unusual for individual mandalas to display a division into a light and dark 

half, together with their typical symbols. . . . The fact that images of this kind have under 

certain circumstances a considerable therapeutic effect.87 

Marcel Dzama is a Canadian artist whose practice references social commentary by using 

imagery of bats and other animals with humans, anthropomorphic plants, and hybrid 

creatures, but where familiar dimensions and natural laws no longer apply (Figure 21). These 

elements are used as metaphors for governments, terrorism, dictatorships, and concepts of 

democracy depicted through a fairy tale world.88 Dzama, similarly to my practice, chooses 

fairy tale imagery to soften the entry point to his imaginary threatening world, making the 

work more accessible, and often humorous. My work uses a similar technique to discuss 

frightening zoonotic concepts (Figure 22).  

Figure 21. Marcel Dzama, Welcome to the Land of the Bat, 2008.89  

 

                                                 
87 C. G. Jung and Anthony Storr, The Essential Jung (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1983), 237–38. 
88 Paul Carey-Kent, "Marcel Dzama," Border Crossings 32 (2013): 92–93. 
89 Scala, Fairy Tales, Monsters, and the Genetic Imagination, 61. 
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Figure 22. Nicola Hooper, Demon Bat, 2015. Encaustic lithograph on board, 

25 x 25 cm.  

My studio work, similarly draws on the ability to create art works that at first glance appear 

to be almost ‘child-friendly’, but on closer inspection infer a darker sensibility. The work 

references our fears of potential zoonotic catastrophes by grouping zoonotic hosts and 

representing them in both a healthy and decayed manner. Particularly concerning is the 

duality that some host animals play in both spreading disease and their use in medicine. For 

example, the lithographs Rats with Wings Diptych and the James the Rat King Diptych use 

the 4-part mandala formation. They can be interpreted as referencing both the animal hosts 

and their role in the spread of disease to humans, as well as their role in science and the 

development of vaccines and drugs; in other words, they depict both the positive and negative 

ways in which these animals are viewed Sociologist Kay Peggs suggests that opinions on 

‘vermin’ animals such as rats have a flow-on effect with other ‘vermin’ animals such as 

pigeons who are similarly inhabitants of our cities and are symbols of pollution. These birds 

have been named ‘rats with wings’, which reinforces our judgement of rats being on the 

lower margins of the animal pecking order. Peggs makes this association when quoting 
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authors Birke, Arluke, and Michael from their book The Sacrifice: How Scientific 

Experiments Transform Animals and People: 

The conceptualization of rats as vermin also explains the relative acceptability of rats 
(e.g. in contrast to other animals thought of as ‘pets’) . . . the verminisation of rats has 
aided the verminisation of another much maligned creature in the urban environment, 
the pigeon.90  

Pigeons acts as host to the zoonotic disease Psittacosis and the zoonotic faecal fungal 

diseases Histoplasmosis and Cryptococcosis.91 The hand-coloured lithographic diptych titled 

Rats with Wings (Figure 23) explores concepts of demonisation and idealisation associated 

with the pigeon’s dual role as carrier of both disease and messages.  

 
 
Figure 23. Nicola Hooper, Rats with Wings Diptych, 2015. Hand-coloured lithograph, 

115 x 115 cm. 

                                                 
90 Birke, Arluke, and Michael as quoted in Peggs, Animals and Sociology, 82. 
91 Stephen R. Palmer, E. J. L. Soulsby, and David Ian Hewitt Simpson, eds., Zoonoses, Oxford Medical 

Publications (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 53, 893, 930. 
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The carrier and passenger pigeons have an interesting history. During World War I and II, 

carrier pigeons were used as military messengers, and several were awarded medals for 

bravery. The extinct passenger pigeon was the most populous bird in recorded history with 

between three to five billion estimated in the United States in the mid-1800s. However, they 

were an inexpensive delicacy and were treated despicably before being literally eaten to 

extinction. A single passenger pigeon was caught, and, with its eyes stitched closed and feet 

bound to a tree branch, it would flap its wings and cry out, audibly distressed. Since pigeons 

are flock animals, its calls would attract the others from the flock, and they would be shot.92  

Rats with Wings employs elements of morality and social anxiety, where the pigeon is cast as 

a ‘folk devil’. It can be deemed to be an animal host that has been represented 

disproportionately in the context of association to disease in public opinion. The pigeons’ 

negative position in a classifying order allowed an ambivalence to their treatment. The Rats 

with Wings diptych is an example of this and confirm humanity’s abhorrent record in the 

treatment of some animals. 

 Rats’ relationship to disease and their presence in the home meant that during the end of the 

nineteenth century almost every Victorian household kept arsenic for the control of rats. The 

wallpapers created for the ‘Hosts’ and ‘Zoonoses’ exhibitions reference this method of 

poisoning as well as William Morris’s green arsenic wallpapers (Figure 24, Figure 35, Figure 

36, and Figure 44). Morris’s beautiful green ornately patterned wallpaper was highly 

fashionable at that time and had recently become more affordable for the working class. Paris 

green and Scheele’s green—the most vibrant of colours—were both created by using arsenic. 

This wallpaper was often used in terraced houses, many of which suffered from rising damp. 

The damp reacted with the arsenic content of the wallpaper and tiny particles flaked off. 

These particles were inhaled, and over time a number of people died. People knew of the 

arsenic in the wallpaper, they knew that it killed rats, but it seems that most ignored the 

association, believing that it was only harmful if tasted or licked.93 This perception has 

similar analogies with the same ignorance and social anxiety that exists today in regards to 

attitudes towards zoonosis and certain zoonotic hosts.  

                                                 
92 Peter Charles Doherty, Sentinel Chickens: What Birds Tell Us About Our Health and Our World (Carlton, 

Vic: Melbourne University Press, 2012), 165–67. 
93 Lucinda Hawksley, Bitten by Witch Fever: Wallpaper & Arsenic in the Victorian Home (London: Thames & 

Hudson, 2016), 90-91. 
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Figure 24. Nicola Hooper, Ode to Morris Zoonotic Wallpaper, 2017. Hand-coloured 

lithograph, size variable.  

The William Morris inspired wallpaper I created, titled Ode to Morris Zoonotic Wallpaper, is 
used as a backdrop for my 3D lithographic fleas. It depicts fleas, rats, cats, crows, and 

mosquitoes, along with the beautiful but deadly oleander and the flower of the plague: the 

Hawthorn. Botanists have discovered that the chemical trimethylamine is present in 

Hawthorn flowers, it is also one of the first chemicals formed in decaying animal tissue, 

hence, because it smells of death, it was associated with the plague.94 The wallpaper explores 

death, the plague, and toxoplasmosis utilising the shades of Scheele’s green and Paris green 

with their associations to arsenic. The wallpaper, appropriating Morris’s opulent style, was 

first trialled for exhibition in Hosts at Redlands Regional Gallery between 15 October and 16 

November 2017. The exhibition was staged in three rooms, the first, relaying zoonotic 

narratives in regards to fleas, the second, housing the zoonotic wallpaper, and the third, 

becoming the mosquito room. 

Rats such dense populations because of their adaptability.95 Both rats and bats have several 

redeeming features such as bats ability to pollinate and rats being the great defenders of 

human health in their role in science, and as such they are undeserving of their solely 

                                                 
94 Trees for Life. "Hawthorn." 2017. https://treesforlife.org.uk/forest/mythology-folklore/hawthorn/ 
95 Peggs, Animals and Sociology, 73. 
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negative representation. The work 3 Blind Mice and the Cannonball Tree (Figure 25) 

explores the role of the mouse as ‘a good animal’ as it is employed in the narrative 

referencing the rodents used in scientific testing. The Cannonball Tree is also both revered, 

for its amazing flowers, yet feared, because it can maim if the cannon ball falls from the tree 

and hits an admirer or passer-by. The tree has properties that are useful in the treatment for 

Malaria. The work explores the cruelty inflicted on the rodents with ‘the farmer’s wife, 

cutting off their tails with a carving knife’ as a metaphor to reflect their treatment. This 

torturous treatment is perceived as acceptable when the animal is being a useful tool for 

humans and justifiable when the animal is considered a ‘bad animal’ with no redeeming 

qualities. 

 
 
Figure 25. Nicola Hooper, 3 Blind Mice and the Cannonball Tree, 

2018. Hand-coloured lithograph, 47 x 27 x 27 cm.  
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Through investigating stories related to the plague and rats in visual culture, I have explored 

the way in which these animals have been demonised, I have related these to zoonotic 

concepts within my work. I also reference the major links between rats and the spread of 

disease and their relationship to smaller zoonotic hosts such as fleas, mosquitoes, and ticks—

creatures which in turn are the topic of Chapter 3. 



43 
 

Chapter 3: Mosquitoes, Fleas, Ticks, and Flies  

This chapter looks at the role insects play as zoonotic hosts and discuss how they have 

inspired my art. Insect hosts play an important role within my studio work, with their 

responsibility in spreading disease. While mosquitoes are pollinators and food to many 

animals, alas, female fleas, ticks, and biting flies have very few, if any, redeeming features or 

positive attributes in the human mind, and they all need to eat blood to reproduce. This 

chapter discusses the representation of insects and their associated diseases in news stories, 

folk myth, and fairy tales in relation to the work of Maria Fernanda Cardoso.  

Both fleas and mosquitoes play roles as characters in several rhymes, fairy tales, and myths 

that I explore within my practice, where morality is at the core. For example, ‘The Flea’ from 

Giambattista Basile’s work, the Pentamerone (1575–1632) explores the tale of the King who 

befriends a flea and feeds and tends to it with devotion. He is overcome with grief upon its 

death and organises for it to be skinned and its hide tanned. His love for his pet flea had 

overtaken his love for his daughter, the Princess. She comes of age and wants to marry. The 

King selfishly states that she is only to marry the one who identifies the skin, thinking this is 

impossible and that the Princess will be his alone and under his control. An ogre correctly 

guesses the identity of the skin, and so earns the hand of the Princess. She eventually kills the 

ogre and comes back and marries a prince. The moral being, the relationship between the 

King and the flea is disproportionate, the King’s devotion should belong with his daughter. 

The Princess was empowered and managed the situation herself. The flea, in reality, a tiny 

annoying, biting creature that is also a parasite and host for the plague. The King’s 

disproportionate moral compass is a feature of this work.96  

Thomas Butler, a plague expert and contributor to the Oxford University Press book 

Zoonoses, Biology, Clinical Practice, and Public Health Control, writes that the bacteria 

(Yersinia pestis)—better known as the plague is—transmitted among natural animal hosts via 

flea bites. Throughout history, rats have been an important disease reservoir, and because of 

their adaptability, they have been able to travel on ships and spread to large areas both urban 

and further afield. In recent times vaccines have been widely used to control outbreaks of the 

plague. Rodents are the blood hosts of the plague. The flea or parasite is the vector of the 

                                                 
96 Giambattista, Basile (1575-1632), "The Flea," in Il Pantemerone: The Tale of Tales, or, Entertainment for 

Little Ones (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2007), 76–82. 
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plague and lives on the rat and while getting its blood meal it infects the rat, the rat can die of 

the bacteria. The flea needs a blood host, and often prior to an outbreak of the plague, dead 

rats are found. Rodents often live near humans, the flea jumps off the dead rodent, onto 

humans and bites them. This infects humans with the bubonic plague.97  

 
 
Figure 26. Nicola Hooper, minimus exhibition, 2017. Webb Gallery. Photographer: Louis Lim.  

My large sculptural lithographic creatures, were created after both reassessing my studio 

work after confirmation and researching the use of plague fleas as weapons of terrorism 

during WWII. I have created three Giant Fleas and two Giant Mosquitoes, along with small 

prototypes of each (Figure 26–Figure 27).98  

These creatures reference Edmond Burke’s earlier quote and Giambattista Basile’s fairy tale 

‘The Giant Flea’. The flea sculpture, created using lithography, acts as a metaphor for the 

plague. The tiny flea, the transmitter of this zoonotic disease, is responsible for the death of 

reportedly twenty-five million people during the dark ages. Its size is certainly not reflective 
                                                 
97 Butler, "Yersiniosis and Plague," 287. 
98 These sculptures were first exhibited at my solo exhibition titled minimus at the Webb Gallery, Griffith 

University (2017) and have gone on to be exhibited at the Hazelhurst Gallery in Sydney as part of the 2017 
Hazelhurst Works on Paper Finalist exhibition (Figure 27), the 2017 Gippsland Print Prize in Victoria, and 
the Waterhouse Natural History Prize at the South Australian Museum in 2018 . 
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of its deadly capabilities, and with The Giant Flea, it becomes far more threatening and 

foreboding because of its size: particularly when darkly lit with a single spotlight as used in 

my minimus exhibition in June 2017 (Figure 26).  

 
 
Figure 27. Nicola Hooper, The Giant Flea, Hazelhurst Works on Paper exhibition, 2017. Hazelhurst 

Gallery. Photographer: Silversalt Photography.  

The bubonic plague has been one of the most devastating pandemics in human history, 

second only to smallpox. In the first half of the twentieth century, India suffered ten million 

deaths from a plague epidemic.99 Infected fleas were also used as a bioterrorist weapon 

during World War II. The New York Times journalist Nicholas Kristoff wrote ‘Unmasking 

Horror – A Special Report; Japan Confronting Gruesome War Atrocity’, published in March 

1995.100 The story reported that the Japanese Imperial Army’s Unit 731 strategically dropped 

plague-infected-flea bombs over Ningbo in Eastern China and Changde in North Central 

China for the process of ‘field testing’: to see whether they could initiate an outbreak of the 

plague. The United States indemnified all those responsible from prosecution for war crimes 

in exchange for their data. Japanese and American documents show that the United States 

helped to cover up these experiments.101 The plague has also been recognised for its 

                                                 
99 Butler, "Yersiniosis and Plague," 286. 
100 Kristoff, "Unmasking Horror—a Special Report: Japan Confronting Gruesome War Atrocity." 
101 Riedel, "Plague: From Natural Disease to Bioterrorism," 401. 
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bioterrorism potential in recent history. It is truly abhorrent and immoral that this zoonotic 

disease is being considered a possible tool for biological warfare. In his essay Plague: From 

Natural Disease to Bioterrorism Stefan Riedel states:  

While the USA did not succeed in making quantities of plague bacilli sufficient to use 
as an effective weapon, Soviet scientists were able to produce large quantities of 
plague organisms suitable for placing into weapons.102 There is little published 
information indicating actions of autonomous groups or individuals seeking to 
develop plague as a biological weapon. However, in Ohio in 1995, a microbiologist 
with doubtful motives was arrested after deceitfully acquiring Y. pestis by mail.103  

In the 1960s and 1970s, Vietnam was the leading country for plague infections, with more 

than 10,000 cases per year. During the Vietnam War, more than ten million Vietnamese were 

vaccinated bringing the epidemic under control.104 Frighteningly, and more recently, between 

2010 to 2015 there were 3,248 cases reported worldwide naturally, including 584 deaths. 

2017 has seen Madagascar suffer a devastating outbreak of both the bubonic and pneumonic 

plague. Between 1 August 1 and 22 November 2017, Madagascar Ministry of Public Health 

reported a total 2,348 cases, including 202 deaths.105 These narratives are explored via the 

large suspended The Giant Flea (Hooper, 2017/2018, Figure 12), which references the 

marionette puppet, historically used as a trope to tell tales of morality. 

Australian/Colombian artist Maria Fernanda Cardoso has also explored fleas in her practice, 

creating ‘Cardoso Flea Circus’ (1995–2000, Figure 28). This work draws on the art of the 

flea circus, once popular in the nineteenth Century, where fleas were trained and performed 

circus acts.  

The theatrical aspect of this performance art is enhanced by Cardoso, as she, dressed as a 

circus ringmaster, projects the performance on a large screen for viewers to observe. It took 

Cardoso six years to fulfil her concept, by learning to train fleas. According to Professor Ross 

                                                 
102 Alibek K, Handelman S. Biohazard. New York: Random House, 1999. 
103 Riedel, "Plague: From Natural Disease to Bioterrorism," 121. 
104 Butler, "Yersiniosis and Plague," 286. 
105 T. Jasarevic.World Health Organisation. "Madagascar's Plague Epidemic Is Slowing, but We Must Sustain 

the Response." 2017. http://www.who.int/news-room/detail/27-11-2017-madagascar-s-plague-epidemic-is-
slowing-but-we-must-sustain-the-response 
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Harley, Dean of UNSW, who collaborated with Cardoso, “the Flea Circus was all about 

elevating something very tiny and inconsequential to epic proportions”.106 

Figure 28. Maria Fernanda Cardoso, Cardoso Flea Circus (installation detail showing tightrope artist 
with balancing pole, tent, and circus arena with props), 1995/2000. 244 x 600 x 305 cm. 
https://farm4.staticflickr.com/3560/3370649549_c45b74046a_b.jpg 

I have similarly exploited this idea with the creation of The Giant Fleas and The Giant 

Mosquitoes, but I use the scale as a metaphor for the disproportionate size of the tiny insect to 

the resulting risk these creatures have on the health of humanity. With the addition of the 

large-scale suspended insects and my zoonotic wallpaper to create an installation; this also 

adds to the theatre and drama of the final exhibition.  

The Giant Mosquito 2017, is a large lithographic sculpture, three metres long, and created in 

the same manner as the lithographic flea sculptures. These large lithographic sculptures 

                                                 
106 Emma Watts "The Wonderful World of Professor Cardoso," Artscape, season 3, episode 7, aired April 28, 

2012 (Sydney: ABC TV, 2012), Television Broadcast. http://mariafernandacardoso.com/animal-art/tv-
documentary-the-wonderful-world-of-professor-cardoso 
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address how the scale of the creature represented is disproportionate to the resulting risk 

these tiny insects have on the health of humanity (Figure 29). Time was spent at the 

Queensland Museum drawing the Aedes and Culex mosquitoes under the microscope. The 

sections of The Giant Mosquito lithograph are dissected and printed in pieces, which when 

assembled create the sculpture. The wings are printed onto Perspex. The sculpture is 

suspended from the ceiling and similarly to The Giant Flea sculptures evokes traits of 

marionette puppets. The success of these works in communicating the threat that these insects 

represent in terms of spreading disease is evidenced by their use as a backdrop to Tweed 

Council’s mosquito monitoring campaign and their appearance on Channel 7 news (Figure 

30). The Tweed Council have also commissioned a Giant Mosquito fabricated in a more 

durable substrate to be created for use as the feature for the 13th Mosquito Control 

Association of Australia Conference 2018, 2–5 Sept at Kingscliff NSW along with the Ross 

and Morris at the River Zoonotic Wallpaper and will be used for educational purposes. 

 
 
Figure 29. Nicola Hooper, The Giant Mosquito (with Ross River Wallpaper in the background), 2018. 

Zoonoses exhibition, Boyd Gallery, Tweed Regional Gallery, NSW. 
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Figure 30. Dr Cameron Webb on ME 7 News North Coast in front of The Giant 

Mosquito with Ross River Wallpaper in the background, 15 March 2018. 
Zoonoses exhibition, Boyd Gallery, Tweed Regional Gallery, NSW  

Like rats, cats, and bats; fleas and mosquitoes have been associated with witches, and in 

British myth, it is stated that one could eliminate fleas from a person by jumping over the 

Midsummer bonfire.107 Mosquitoes also have cacodemonic origins; the Ostyak people of 

Western Siberia, state that: 

A hero, sometimes said to have been born of a virgin, attacked a  
man-devouring monster and slew him. From his decaying carcass came clouds of 
mosquitoes to plague mankind.108 

The Native American folk tale The Monster Mosquito narrates the tale of ‘Mosqueto, the 

Lake Odondaga man-eating monster’. These are said to be ancestors of today’s bloodthirsty 

mosquitoes. The Tuscarora people stated that the creature would slay people whenever he 

was hungry and pick his teeth with their rib bones. The creature stood guard at the Lake, 

killing all who passed, until ‘Holder of the Heavens’ came down and killed it. Unfortunately, 

the giant mosquito turned into a swarm of small mosquitoes that stung him horribly.109 

                                                 
107 Armstrong, Animals and Animal Symbols, 86. 
108 Armstrong, Animals and Animal Symbols, 87. 
109 Charles M. Skinner, The Hudson and Its Hills, vol. 1, Myths and Legends of Our Own Land (Lippincott 

Company: Project Gutenberg, 2006), 129–30. 
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Environmental issues, such as the spread of diseases associated with global warming, are also 

an area of interest for this project. As the temperatures warm, the conditions will allow for 

the spread of mosquitoes, and hotter weather shortens larvae incubation times.110 More 

mosquitoes are being bred and then breed more in turn, resulting in the spread of mosquito-

borne zoonoses such as Malaria, Dengue Fever, Japanese Encephalitis, Murray Valley 

Encephalitis, Zika Virus, West Nile Virus, Ross River Fever, among others. These diseases 

prompted the creation of the works for the ‘Watermarks’ exhibition and the more recent 

Patricia in the Pig-pen book and drawing, based on waterborne zoonotic viruses. 

 

Figure 31.  Nicola Hooper, Sing a Song of Sixpence, 2018. Hand-coloured lithographs on Arches 
aquarelle, mulberry, and Washi papers with fimo and thread, 45 x 35 x 25 cm. 

                                                 
110 Ginty, "Climate Change Bites”. 
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West Nile Virus is another mosquito borne virus with mainly crows as hosts. Crows are often 

topics of folklore, fairy tales, and rhymes, and Hope Werness discusses the corvids’ role as 

both negative and positive symbols. Being black, corvids are deemed to represent death. 

During the nineteenth century, local traditions suggested they appeared in dreams as symbols 

of ‘ill omen’.111 My lithographic sculpture Sing a Song of Sixpence, 2018. (makes 

associations to an outbreak of West Nile Virus in New York City and to the rhyme of the 

same name. 

While researching anecdotal stories about mosquito-borne viruses such as Ross River Fever, 

Japanese Encephalitis, West Nile Virus and Murray Valley Encephalitis, I reflected on my 

own experience in contracting Ross River Fever, and the process of manifestation of this 

virus resulting in my infection.  

 
 
Figure 32. Nicola Hooper, Ross@the River, 2016. 

Lithographic citronella artist book, three 
colour on first side, two colour on 
second side, printed with combined ink 
and citronella oil with citronella 
encaustic cover, 20.5 x 16.5 cm.  

 
 
Figure 33. Nicola Hooper, Murray@the 

Valley, 2016. Lithographic 
citronella artist book, hand-
coloured lithograph with 
citronella encaustic cover, 13.5 x 
25 cm. 

I was inspired to try and create a series of citronella or mosquito repellent artist books after 

researching about Sri Lanka’s Mawbima’s World Health and Dengue Fever day celebratory 

                                                 
111 Hope B. Werness, The Continuum Encyclopedia of Animal Symbolism in Art (New York: Continuum, 2004), 

106. 
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citronella newspaper—the newspaper printed two editions, the morning and the evening, 

corresponding with the times when the mosquitoes were biting. The Mawbima Newspaper also 

published citronella posters, which were hung at bus stops promoting the event. Although the 

citronella acted as a short-term mosquito repellent, the smell along with the stories re-iterated 

the importance of being Dengue aware.112 

I created my lithographic citronella artist books Ross@the River (Figure 30) and 

Murray@the Valley (Figure 33) with the intention of them becoming augmented books. As 

practical mosquito repellent books, they relayed a childlike, rhythmic narrative educating the 

reader on the perils of zoonoses and the benefits of being pro-active in defence of contagion.  

 The World Health Organisation states that mosquitoes are the deadliest insect/animal in the 

world.113 Mosquito bites are responsible for over one million deaths per year. Across the 

globe, health authorities battle against Dengue, Zika, Malaria, West Nile Virus, and 

Australia’s own Ross River Fever.  

In 2017, Victoria’s unusually heavy spring rainfall caused the State's largest outbreak of Ross 

River Fever. The steady volume of water that flooded large areas of the state increased 

mosquito activity. In January 2017, the Victorian Minister for Health, Jill Hennessy 

announced an additional $4.6 million funding boost to combat the spread of mosquito-borne 

viruses for the summer of 2017. Preventative measures included adding sentinel chicken 

programs and mosquito monitoring to ten new council areas in addition to the existing seven 

original areas that already had the monitoring. Sentinel chickens are the first line of defence 

in mosquito control. After consultation with Dr Stacey Lynch—Senior Research Scientist, 

virology and biosciences research for the Government of Victoria—I visited the sentinel 

chickens at Baringhup West in February 2017 to see and sketch the chickens (Figure 34). 

Since mosquitoes bite chickens before biting humans, the chickens are tested for mosquito-

borne diseases, and if they test positive, the councils spray for mosquitoes.  

                                                 
112 Lizzie Dearden, "The Newspaper That Saves Lives – Sri Lankan Paper Fights Dengue with Mosquito-

Repellent Ink," Independent UK, 1 July, 2014, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/the-
newspaper-that-saves-lives-sri-lankan-paper-fights-dengue-with-mosquito-repellent-ink-9576020.html 

113 World Health Organisation. "Mosquito-Borne Diseases." Neglected Tropical diseases, 2018. 
http://www.who.int/neglected_diseases/vector_ecology/mosquito-borne-diseases/en/  



53 
 

 
 
Figure 34. Nicola Hooper, Sketches from Baringyup West, Sentinel Chickens, and lithographic plate 

in progress.  

My citronella artist book titled Murray@the Valley was created to make a mosquito repellent 

book. It discusses the role of the sentinel chickens and their role as protectors against 

mosquito-borne disease and was completed and presented at ABBE 2017.114 It is now part of 

the Latrobe University’s Microbial Sciences, Pests & Diseases, Agriculture Victoria 

Research art collection. 

The creation of the zoonotic wallpapers—which reference the mosquito-borne arbovirus, 

Ross River Fever—appropriates William Morris’s decorative style, using the subversive 

concepts present in my work. This research has also led to the creation of my lithographic 

zoonotic wallpapers titled Ross and Morris at the River (Figure 35 and Figure 36) created in 

response to the Ross River Fever outbreak. This paper once again references both the 

decorative of Morris’s traditional prints and the arsenic used in the colours. It was created 

using lithography in the same method as Ode to Morris wallpaper (discussed in Chapter 2).  

                                                 
114 ABBE 2017—The first annual Artists’ Books Brisbane Events (ABBE) was held in Brisbane from 6 July to 

18 July 2017 by GCCAR with the aim of contributing to critical conversations surrounding artists’ books and 
sustaining the dynamic nature of the field.  
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Figure 35. Nicola Hooper, Ross and Morris at the River Zoonotic Wallpaper, 2018. Digital 

print of hand-coloured lithograph, size variable. 

 

 
 
Figure 36. Nicola Hooper, Ross and the Morris at the River Zoonotic Wallpaper, 2018. 

Digital print of hand-coloured lithograph, size variable. 
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Ross and Morris at the River Zoonotic Wallpaper acted as a backdrop to The Giant Mosquito 

sculpture and the citronella artist books (Figure 35 and Figure 36) at the Zoonoses Exhibition 

at Tweed Regional Gallery in 2018. The wallpaper design consists of mosquitoes, kangaroos, 

gum leaves, and spirals to represent mosquito coil repellents. The hand-coloured lithograph, 

once again printed in replicated Paris green and hand-coloured with shades of Scheele’s 

green and blue. This work also recognises the disease’s origins and association with our 

parochial animal the kangaroo, and this acts as a signifier when discussing this local 

zoonosis. 

 
 
Figure 37. Nicola Hooper, Xenopsylla Rattus, 3D Flea 

combined with rodent fur (Flea/Rat), 2018.115 

 
 
Figure 38. Nicola Hooper, Tabanidae 

Leporidae, 3D Fly combined 
with rabbit fur (Horse 
Fly/Rabbit), 2018.116 

Furthermore, I have experimented with combining animal hosts in proportions relative to 

their responsibility in spreading certain zoonoses. I have created hybrid creatures using 3D 

                                                 
115 Original Flea pattern by Scintilla and is licensed under the Creative Commons - attribution - non-commercial 

license. 
116 Original fly pattern by Yahoo JAPAN is licensed under the Creative Commons - attribution - non-

commercial license. 
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is housed in. Playing with scale this way reinforces concepts of horror and disease and the 

tension created when a creature is about to burst out of its cage.  

 
 
Figure 41. Nicola Hooper, The Giant Horse Fly, 2018. Hand-coloured lithograph on board and on 

Perspex, 110 x 130 cm.  

In developing these ideas further, I also used ticks and horseflies in my work, to reference 

how several zoonotic diseases are spread via ticks, such as Tularaemia, Rickettsial disease, Q 

Fever, Queensland tick typhus, and Lyme Disease. Tularaemia, a zoonotic disease common 

throughout America and Europe, also called Rabbit Fever, has been reported on several 

occasions in Tasmania, spread via ticks and possums, and in America, spread via biting flies 

and rabbits. As with previous examples I experimented with scale and drew on my 

observational drawings at the museum to develop installations that convey to the viewer the 

terror associated with these small animals when considered as zoonotic hosts. 
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Figure 42. Nicola Hooper, Tick Studies, 2018. Watercolour drawings, Queensland Museum.  

In Chapters 2 and 3 I have considered how animals that are often maligned are further 

demonised in the context of zoonoses and the ways that fairy tales, myths, and rhymes have 

traditionally reinforced these narratives. In the following chapter, I consider animals that hold 

more positive perceptions in human–animal relations and consider some of the tensions that 

arise when these companion and working animals are zoonotic hosts. 
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Chapter 4: Other Animals Including  
Companion and Working Animals  

Many other animal hosts, both wild and domestic, have been the inspiration of my work 

during this research. This chapter explores our most highly regarded ‘companion animals’ or 

‘pets’: the more positively perceived cats, rabbits, horses, and pigs. Understanding how many 

people have both the ability to revere their companion animals and treat them as family 

members and, dichotomously, to be ambivalent and ignorant to the obvious ill-treatment of 

other animals can be difficult to decipher. Sociology Professors Arnold Arluke and Clinton 

R. Sanders discuss contradictory human/animal relationships and the sociozoologic scale 

within their book Regarding Animals (1996).119 They state that humans are at the top of the 

scale, followed by our pets, who—because they are tame and act as part of our families—are 

regarded as almost human (170).120 They suggest that popular culture depictions of 

animals—such as those by Disney characters or in fairy tales—influences not only our 

concepts of their scale but also our perceptions of their ‘wildness’, stating: 

“wildness” comes to mean distance and danger with “tameness” its converse. Many 
learn what a “tame” animal is by owning one themselves. Parents often acquire pets 
for their children who themselves in turn attribute personlike qualities to these 
animals and protect them from the dangers that lurk outside in the world of nature.121 

Scaled animals are judged on their usefulness to humans, and in Chapter 1 of this exegesis, I 

discussed Baker and Peggs’ concepts of ‘bad animals’ or ‘animal-skeptical’ regarding both 

animals’ relationships to humans and their associations to zoonoses. Arluke and Sanders 

suggest that companion animals are those that benefit us in science and also fulfil a need for 

humans such as chickens providing eggs and meat and so forth. Such animals are viewed as 

‘decent citizens’.  

Companion Animals  

Sociologist Kay Peggs quotes fellow sociologist Leslie Irvine when discussing our 

companion “tame” animals, she states:  

                                                 
119 Arnold Arluke and Clinton R. Sanders, Regarding Animals (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1996). 
120 Arluke and Sanders, Regarding Animals, 170. 
121 Arluke and Sanders, Regarding Animals, 10. 
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Observations show that other animals enrich our lives and our sense of who we are. In 
order to do so, Irvine argues, they must have selves as we interact with them as 
individuals.122  

Companion animals are often considered family members and are anthropomorphised by 

many. Peggs explains how this can be explored from differing perspectives; such as author 

Terry O’Connor (1997) who suggests that the relationship between humans and pets is one of 

symbiosis and as such, is one between equal partners that serves to benefit both humans and 

animals. Arluke and Sanders support this view when they suggest that it is a shared ‘love’ 

when they state: 

Pets seem to love their place in the social order, appearing almost genetically 
predisposed to be part of the civilized world and eager to learn and follow its ways.123  

Peggs points out, however, that a contrasting viewpoint, such as that of Pierre Ducos, 

disputes the idea of symbiosis and argues that humans impose domestication on other 

animals.  

Author Cary Wolfe, in his book Animal Rites: American Culture, the Discourse of Species, 

and Posthumanist Theory, discusses Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s concept of animality 

in their book A Thousand Plateaus. They suggest that animals should be categorised into 

three groups, the first being family pets. Deleuze and Guattari suggest with sentimentality, 

that animals in this first group, “invite us to regress, draw us into a narcissistic 

contemplation”.124 The second group are the animals who live in their natural state, and 

finally, the third group is judged to be more demonised animals.125 

Further conclusions regarding human to pet relationships can be drawn when examining the 

seven-month research project undertaken by Arluke and Sanders’ interviewing workers of an 

animal shelter to study the contradictory actions of both caring for and euthanising 

companion animals. They found that workers try to distance themselves from emotional 

attachment with the institutionalised pets, and often try to avoid euthanising them, stating: 

                                                 
122 Peggs, Animals and Sociology, 116. 
123 Peggs, Animals and Sociology, 170. 
124 Deleuze and Guattari as quoted in Cary Wolfe, Animal Rites: American Culture, the Discourse of Species, 

and Posthumanist Theory (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 169. 
125 Wolfe, Animal Rites: American Culture, the Discourse of Species, and Posthumanist Theory, 169. 
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In addition to learning to think differently about the proper fate of animals in 
institutions, workers must learn to feel differently about them in that situation.126  

This concept mirrors Stanley Cohen’s sociology concept of states of denial and acts as a 

strategy in coping with the distressing situation of euthanising a companion animal. 

Arluke and Sanders went on to discuss how many of these workers felt an almost spiritual 

connection to the animals and were of the opinion that companion animals have a ‘sixth 

sense’ and can sense or smell death.127 

Cats 

Cats are represented dually: positively because they are pets and companion animals and 

negatively because they are associated with witchcraft. The zoonosis ‘Toxoplasmosis’—as 

previously discussed in Chapter 2 on rats—is certainly an issue in human health, despite 

showing no symptoms in the majority of the population. More than one-third of the world’s 

population is infected, and the effects on human behaviour are currently being studied. The 

cat is the principal host, with the rat being the ‘worker’ host. Parasitologist, evolutionary 

biologist, and author Jaroslav Flegr suggests that the parasite rewires circuits in parts of both 

the human and the rodent brain that deal with emotions such as fear, anxiety, sexual arousal, 

and recklessness, and he makes links between neurological disorders such as schizophrenia 

and toxoplasmosis infection.128 In rodents, the parasite tricks the brain into ‘loving’ cats 

because the parasite needs to get back into the cat’s stomach to reproduce.  

Toxoplasmosis is transmitted via toxoplasmosis gondii cysts, which may be found in cat 

faeces, poorly cooked foods, unpasteurised milk, unwashed fruits and vegetables, and 

occasionally in blood transfusions. It can prove to be fatal to those with impaired immune 

systems, such as sufferers of cancer or HIV aids, and to unborn children if their mother is 

infected during pregnancy. Approximately thirty to fifty per cent of the world’s population is 

infected while showing no symptoms. The cysts secrete neuroactive compounds into rat 

brains (or cast a spell).129 

                                                 
126 Arluke and Sanders, Regarding Animals, 83. 
127 Arluke and Sanders, Regarding Animals, 103. 
128 Kathleen McAuliffe, "How Your Cat Is Making You Crazy," The Atlantic Monthly Group March (2012), 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2012/03/how-your-cat-is-making-you-crazy/308873/. 
129 Jaroslav Flegr, "How and Why Toxoplasma Makes Us Crazy," Trends in Parasitology 29, no. 4 (2013): 3–4, 

6. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pt.2013.01.007. 
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My large Puss in Boots (Figure 43) lithograph explores this zoonotic disease. Puss in Boots’ 

method of tricking the ogre into shapeshifting into a rodent, parallels with the Toxoplasma 

gondii parasite’s method of brainwashing and taking control of the rat brain in order to 

reproduce. The story of Puss in Boots is used to discuss the terrifying idea that one-third of us 

have parasites at work in our brain. The concept that a parasite can manipulate our reactionary 

perceptions and our thought processes is truly terrifying. It gives credence to the term ‘crazy cat 

lady’.  

 
 
Figure 43. Nicola Hooper, Puss in Boots, 2018. Hand-coloured lithograph, 115 x 115 cm. 
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Rabbits  

Rabbits and hares are historically symbolic. They are associated with fertility, rebirth, and 

fecundity, and have strong affiliations with the moon and lunar myth—Buddha myth, for 

example, suggests the rabbit’s face can be seen on the moon.130 In Queensland, the 

perception is more conflicted, as it is the only state in Australia to ban rabbit ownership 

because of historical land and crop devastation. European rabbits were introduced during the 

late 1800s for sport, food, and fur, but because of the colossal environmental damage from 

wild rabbits, rabbit-proof fences were quickly constructed. During the 1930s the Queensland 

sections were all placed under the ownership of the Darling Downs–Moreton Rabbit Board 

fence, which still exists.131 During the early 1950s, myxomatosis animal disease was released 

as a means of controlling rabbit populations. This disease is spread from rabbit to rabbit via 

mosquitoes.  

The role of rabbits and horseflies as zoonotic hosts is explored through the Utah Public 

Health Report on the outbreak of Tularaemia in Utah, US in 2007.132 This outbreak occurred 

during the summer months at a bible retreat, on the West side of Lake Utah and of the 

attendees, sixteen people were infected. During the outbreak, both rabbits and horse flies 

tested positive for Tularaemia. 

 The Utah outbreak drew associations in my mind to Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Peter 

Rabbit and inspired the creation of The Giant Horsefly (Figure 46). It also prompted the 

creation of Tularaemia (Rabbit Fever) Zoonotic Wallpaper (2018)—a visual representation 

of rabbits and flies (Figure 44) made as a backdrop to accompany The Giant Horsefly (Figure 

46)—and the Peter Rabbit lithograph (Figure 45).133 Both the fairy tale The Tale of Peter 

Rabbit and the rhyme Little Peter Rabbit had a Fly upon his Nose reference and draw on the 

association between the rabbit as host for Tularaemia and blood meal for the female horsefly. 

                                                 
130 Werness, The Continuum Encyclopedia of Animal Symbolism in Art, 339. 
131 Craig Hunter, Kym  Johnson, and Rachele Osmond, eds., Rabbit Control in Queensland: A Guide for Land 

Managers (Brisbane, Qld: Dept. of Primary Industries and Fisheries, 2008), 1, 8, 39, 44. 
132 Renee M. Calanan et al., "Tularemia Outbreak Associated with Outdoor Exposure Along the Western Side of 

Utah Lake, Utah, 2007," Public Health Reports 125, no. 6 (2010). 
https://doi.org/10.1177/003335491012500614.  

133 J. S. Eden, "Explainer: What Is Tularemia and Can I Catch It from a Possum?,"  The Conversation June 27 
(2017), http://theconversation.com/explainer-what-is-tularemia-and-can-i-catch-it-from-a-possum-79839. 
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The Tale of Peter Rabbit makes mention of Peter Rabbit’s father having an accident at the 

farm, and ending his life as the contents of the farmer’s pie. 

 
 
Figure 44. Nicola Hooper, Tularaemia (Rabbit Fever) Zoonotic Wallpaper, 2018. Digital print of 

hand-coloured lithograph, size variable.  

Since eating or handling diseased or dead rabbits can also infect humans,134 the narrative I 

have illustrated suggests Peter’s father died as a result of Tularaemia, and that members of 

the farmer’s family could have been infected by eating the pie made from rabbit meat. The 

horsefly infects Peter Rabbit by biting his nose. The fly acts as a parasite and principal host, 

feeding on the rabbit then biting the human, thereby spreading the Tularaemia virus to 

humans through a dual infection method.  

Moral associations are made in many aspects of this tale, including the naughtiness and 

subsequent punishment of Peter Rabbit—he was punished by being sent to bed without any 

dinner in the Beatrix Potter’s book The Tale of Peter Rabbit (1903).  

                                                 
134 Pearson, Tularaemia, 267. 
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Figure 45. Nicola Hooper, Peter Rabbit, 2018, Hand-coloured lithograph, 130 x 100 cm. 
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Daphne Kutzer, the author of Beatrix Potter: Writing in Code suggests that Potter uses many 

of the narrative elements within the story as metaphors for her own life, particularly her 

relationship with her ultra-conservative Victorian family and background. Potter was isolated 

socially from all social structure apart from her family and subject to the moral judgements 

they bestowed on her growing up. In quiet rebellion, Potter wrote coded journals narrating a 

social commentary from which she created her tales. Kutzer adds: 

These issues of domestic constraint and social upheaval surfaced in Potter’s books, in 
whose miniature pages are coded references to her domestic political unhappiness. 
Nearly all of them are preoccupied with hierarchy and power, many of them uneasily 
address the issue of domesticity, and some of them directly address issues of the 
day.135 

Tularaemia has been reported on a couple of occasions in Tasmania spread via ticks and 

possums. 

 
 
Figure 46. Nicola Hooper, Little Peter Rabbit had a Fly Upon His Nose, (installation including 

Tularaemia (Rabbit Fever) Zoonotic Wallpaper, The Giant Horsefly, and Peter Rabbit), 
2018. Hand-coloured lithograph, 360 x 234 x 50 cm.  

My studio work Demonised/Revered (Figure 47) also features rabbit imagery. The 

monochromatic images represent the animals we demonise because of their association with 

zoonoses, and the revered animals are hand-coloured. The ‘revered’ works comprise small 
                                                 
135 M. Daphne Kutzer, Beatrix Potter: Writing in Code (London, UK: Routledge, 2003), 30. 



67 
 

encaustic wooden panels featuring hand-coloured lithographs, overlaid with printed perspex 

covers. The perspex overlay—representing zoonotic disease—not only provides a separation 

from the base image but also references the separation in human perception between the 

animals we hold in higher regard and their associated zoonotic diseases.  

 
 
Figure 47. Nicola Hooper Demonised/Revered, 2016–2017, Encaustic  

hand-coloured lithographs on board with printed perspex covers.  

Horses  

Horses are strong, elegant animals that have been admired since antiquity. According to 

Armstrong, they are recognised as a symbol of power, speed, and pride: they are also host to 

the deadly Hendra Virus.136 This zoonosis was first identified in the Brisbane suburb of 

Hendra in 1994, at the stables of horse trainer Vic Rail. Flying foxes and microbats are the 

natural hosts for the virus who then pass it on to horses; it then can spread to other horses and 

                                                 
136 Armstrong, Animals and Animal Symbols, 76. 
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humans. The Hendra Virus occurred not long before an outbreak of the Malaysian Nipah 

virus. Both Hendra and Nipah viruses were and are a serious threat to public health. 

Malaysian Nipah virus has its origins in Malaysia, and the reservoir host is once again the 

flying fox, with the pig being the intermediate between the bat and the human. 

 

 
 
Figure 48. Nicola Hooper, Bats, Cats and Rats and The Sad Tale of Cash the Horse, 2015. Hand-

coloured lithograph, 135 x 95 cm.  

 

After ‘9/11’, with the genuine fear of global terrorism, American military scientists worked 

side by side with Australian experts to develop a vaccine. The worldwide concern about the 

use of zoonotic viruses as tools for terrorism led to American help in funding the 

development of a vaccine for Hendra Virus, which also worked for the Malaysian Nipah 

virus.137 This research inspired the creation of several works that explore zoonotic hosts as a 

whole and our perceptions of these hosts, and the ability of these hosts, if infected, to cause 

incredible harm to humanity (Figure 48–Figure 50). 

 

                                                 
137 Jamie Walker, "High Stakes," The Australian Magazine  (2013): 10. 



69 
 

 
 
Figure 49. Nicola Hooper, Weapons of Mass 

Destruction I, 2015. Hand-coloured 
lithograph, 55 x 55 cm.  

 
 
Figure 50. Nicola Hooper, Weapons of Mass  

Destruction II, 2015. Hand-coloured 
lithograph, 55 x 55 cm. 

 

 
 
Figure 51. Nicola Hooper, Kiss, Scratch, Bite I, 2016. Hand-coloured lithograph, 55 x 55cm. 

Accompanying artist book digital print of hand-coloured lithograph, 7 x 10 cm.  
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Pigs  

Pigs are important zoonotic hosts as well as occupying multiple anthropomorphic positions in 

many fairy tales, myths, and rhymes and they are perceived in both negative and positive 

lights. I have created several artworks concerning pigs and zoonotic diseases—such as 

Japanese Encephalitis, Malaysia Nipah Virus, Swine Flu, and several others. They are an 

important animal host and inspired a body of work to which I feel a deep and personal 

connection.  

For many years I was the recipient of pork insulin for the treatment of illness, and as such 

feel a strong affinity for the animal. Pigs are hosts to several zoonoses and have been widely 

used for cultivating organs and cells for human transplant because of their similarities in 

genetic makeup to humans; however, this could be a contributing factor in the spread of 

zoonoses. We are also conflicted by the treatment of pigs. Bred in abundance for the leanest 

of meats, pigs are not only Sunday roast, but also play a significant role in children’s petting 

zoos, as potential companion animals, and as test subjects in science. Ingo Niermann alludes 

to this parallel perspective in his essay titled “A Pigs Life”,138 which explores children’s 

books containing pigs within their narrative. He notes that children’s farms are often small 

with the animals being disproportionally large in comparison to their homes; perhaps 

inferring a position of power within the natural order of animals. This is a concept pertinent 

to my tiny created zoonotic rhyme books, where the books are designed to evoke the small 

nursery rhyme and fairy tale books from my childhood. These little books use rhymes and 

illustrations to relay zoonotic narratives. 

The Celts, Anglo-Saxons, and Normans all adored pork—as is the case in many modern 

societies—however, because of their association to disease and their alternate position as a 

‘good animal’, pigs are often perceived in conflicting positions. Christian teaching infers 

representations of both good and evil. The pig is represented in many myths, with some, such 

as Celtic folklore, hailing the pig as a totem that if consumed is fatal, and others, such as 

Manx folklore, regarding pigs as fairy creatures.139 

                                                 
138 Ingo Niermann, "A Pi's Life," in Animals, ed. Filipa Ramos, Documents of Contemporary Art (London; 

Cambridge, MA: Whitechapel and MIT Press, 2016), 53–56. 
139 Armstrong, Animals and Animal Symbols, 102–5. 
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Author Hope Werness suggests that during ancient times pigs, particularly sows, were 

associated with ‘Goddess’ narratives. The pig, often used sacrificially, was thought to 

accompany the dead to the underworld. Western religions generally make negative 

associations with pigs, linking them to gluttony, lust, selfishness, obstinacy, and ignorance.140 

Both the Jewish and Muslim faiths outlaw consuming pig products. 

 
 
Figure 52. Nicola Hooper, Patricia in the Pig-pen, 2016. Watercolour 

drawing, 70 x 100 cm. Photographer: Nicola Hooper.  

                                                 
140 Werness, The Continuum Encyclopedia of Animal Symbolism in Art, 328–29. 
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Figure 53. Nicola Hooper, Patricia in the Pig-pen (citronella 

artist book), 2016. Watercolour drawing, 7 x 10 
cm. Photographer: Nicola Hooper. 

In response, my Patricia in the Pig-pen drawing (Figure 52) and artist book (Figure 53) 

narrates the tale of an outbreak of Japanese Encephalitis at Badu Island in the Torres Strait in 

2000. These works emulate fairy tale and nursery rhyme iconology with my rhyme narrating 

the story of the communal piggery housed next to dwellings on Badu Island. The migrating 

Nankeen herons and Culex mosquitoes, all hosts to the zoonotic virus, led to the infection of 

three and death of two of the residents.141  

Buzz, buzz, Summer rain, rain, rain, Patricia in the pig-pen, pig, pig, pig. 
Nankeen in the night, Mosquitoes give heron a fright, Mozzies, mozzies, scratch 
& scratch, Stiff neck by morning, death could be calling. 

Pigs have now been kept away from homes, mosquitoes have been monitored, and there have 

been no further deaths or outbreaks. My cautionary rhyme not only acts as an anecdotal news 

story but also promotes a more sustained association with the visual narrative. 

                                                 
141 Queensland Government. "Japanese Encephalitis." Queensland Health: Guidelines for Public Health Units, 

2011. https://www health.qld.gov.au/cdcg/index/jev 
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The drawing is a watercolour on burnt paper, and it takes on the appearance of a children’s 

illustration of an anthropomorphised pig, herons, and mosquitoes. My small accompanying 

book relays my rhyme, which hints at the outcome of the combination of hosts. The 

combined drawing and small illustrated book are in no way sensationalist; they offer a 

subversive and subtle method for engagement.  

The work creates tension by combining the zoonotic hosts, and the rhyme also explores the 

dichotomies of disease hosts and revered animals. It uses the pig as a symbol that has been 

both revered and demonised in equal measure. According to Edward Allworthy Armstrong, 

author of Animal and Animal Symbols in World Culture, domestic pigs are generally 

considered unclean and gluttonous.142 Australian Academy of Science suggests the pig has 

many similarities anatomically and physically to humans; such as hair, skin, fat deposits, and 

organ size and function; hence their use in medical research.143 This work questions who is 

more responsible in the spread of zoonotic disease Is it the pig because it is considered more 

human—and could, therefore, have a greater understanding than other creatures—and 

because of how it is represented in popular culture? Does its close genetic makeup to humans 

reduce its position of disease carrier? Is it the migrating Nankeen heron because of its ability 

to travel and spread pathogens? Alternatively, does the majority of blame fall on the tiny 

female mosquito who needs blood to reproduce and does this by biting the other hosts, which 

spreads the disease on to humans? These are questions of morality. Does the mosquito 

become the ‘folk devil’, or does that position fall to the pig or the heron? These questions and 

more arise out of the visual narratives. The decorative approach helps to subtly inform the 

viewer and to entice them to keep looking to uncover some of the more frightening narratives 

within the works.  

 

 

  

 

                                                 
142 Armstrong, Animals and Animal Symbols, 102–5. 
143 Loren Grush, "Why Pigs Are So Valuable for Medical Research," Fox News, 9 May, 2014, 

http://www foxnews.com/health/2014/05/09/why-pigs-are-so-valuable-for-medical-research.html 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, my research explored various zoonotic concepts, topics, and concerns, 

including why and how we demonise animals in the context of fear of disease along with how 

animals are represented in the media. Another concept considered, was our ambivalence 

towards and ignorance of the zoonotic risk associated with many animals we revere, such as 

our pets and companion animals. These contradictory positions can be difficult to 

comprehend, and I undertook this research to better understand, as Arluke and Sanders state:  

what it is about modern society that makes it possible for people to shower animals 
with affection and to maltreat or kill them, to regard them as sentient creatures and as 
also utilitarian objects.144  

This exegesis also explored how culpable humans are in exacerbating the transmission of 

zoonotic diseases. Contradictorily, while reproachable on this front, humans often become 

consumed by social anxiety and moral panic when reacting to media coverage of pathogen 

outbreaks.  

My studio practice also examined the use of scale as a metaphor while researching tiny 

zoonotic reservoirs such as mosquitoes, fleas, ticks, and microscopic parasites. This trope is 

one also employed by German sculptural artist Katarina Fritsch and one I feel that is effective 

in relaying the extreme differences in scale between culpable host versus the size of potential 

zoonotic catastrophe. 

Employing subversiveness and a semiotic approach as important elements in the creation of 

these works, enabled greater engagement with the viewers. In response I found many children 

along with adults were both interested and engaged with the work as I addressed the research 

question:  

“How can visual narratives, fairy tales, myths, and rhymes provide an understanding of how 

we consider animal hosts in the context of fear of zoonoses?” 

As my exhibition practice developed the educative element of the work surfaced as an 

important consideration regarding how audiences experienced my installations. It became 

clear through the various iterations of the project, be it artist books or large-scale sculptures, 

that my works had the potential to engage audiences with complex and sometimes frightening 

                                                 
144 Arluke and Sanders, Regarding Animals, 5. 
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subject matter in ways that were accessible and easily comprehensible. This view is 

supported by Dr Cameron Webb, a Clinical Lecturer, Medical Entomologist, and author. In a 

personal letter to me (see Appendix 1), he suggested that the studio research ‘Zoonoses – A 

Visual Narrative’ is significantly improving the understanding of the spread and causes of 

zoonotic outbreaks, he goes on to state: 

these pieces achieved an objective to replace the fear of animals (including 
mosquitoes) with fascination for the processes involved with pathogen transmission 
risk . . . I strongly feel that artwork such as yours places an important role in raising 
awareness of vector-borne disease in the community, establishing a foundation from 
which the public health messages of local authorities are more likely to prompt 
behavioural change and reduce the rates of disease in the community.145  

With our current climate of over saturation of graphic imagery and sensationalist reporting on 

zoonoses, Webb’s response coincides with and validates my intention to discuss and educate 

the viewer in a non-threatening manner, engaging audiences to consider the complexity of the 

spread of zoonotic viruses. This intention was achieved by using combined scientific methods 

of observation familiar to natural history illustration alongside narrative elements and modes 

derived from children’s books, fairy tales, and myths. As discussed in Chapter 1, Part A, the 

rhetoric spoken by scientific experts can be more frightening to the public if they do not 

understand these responses.  

Zoonoses is a topic that has been researched extensively through science but has little 

research within contemporary art, with the exception of contemporary artist Roger Hiorns. 

My work contributes to discourses within contemporary art that have scientific subject 

matter—as was discussed in relation to the work of Patricia Piccinini and Hiorns in Chapter 

1. However, in adopting less sensationalist imagery, I address scientific concepts that are 

often difficult for the general public to understand in a humanising manner. The topic of 

‘Zoonoses’ and the very relevant risk to human health is a current and real issue that remains 

relevant.  

My minimus solo exhibition at the Webb Gallery, Griffith University, Southbank, 16–30 June 

2017, was used primarily as a method of testing the large lithographic sculptures I had 

created in response to Edmund Burke’s quote. I also used it as an opportunity to exhibit 

zoonotic kaleidoscopes I had created. The original way I hung the sculptures proved to be a 

little cumbersome and lead me to both refine the hanging method and to manipulate light to 

                                                 
145 Dr Cameron Webb, (2018) 
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maximise shadows. The placement of the shadows falling from the creatures heightened their 

sense of foreboding and uneasiness experienced by the viewer.  

Hosts exhibition at Redland Art Gallery was a solo exhibition where I showcased my 

lithographic works created during the duration of my research (Figure 54). 

 
 
Figure 54. Nicola Hooper, Hosts (solo exhibition), 13 October–26 November 2017. Redlands 

Regional Gallery. Photographer: Nicola Hooper.  

It focused on the animal body as a host, and how we perceive these animal hosts in the 

context of fear of disease. The gallery space comprised three rooms, with the first dedicated 

to lithographs and drawings of rats and fleas. The second room was covered in my 

lithographically created zoonotic wallpaper and offset with small lithographic ‘natural 

history’ inspired drawings, referencing Victorianesque imagery and colours. This room 

became claustrophobic and overwhelming with the intense wallpaper, and the smell from the 

citronella books that filtered through from the third room. The third room was dedicated to 

mosquitoes and mosquito-borne diseases and hosts. The room contained The Giant Mosquito 

and my citronella artist books, the low ceiling coupled with the citronella’s aroma made 

associations to mosquito repellents. The exhibition was accompanied by a floor talk and a 
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polyester plate lithography workshop for adults. This participatory project further helped 

facilitate educational discussion around issues of public health. 

 
 
Figure 55. Nicola Hooper, Zoonoses (solo exhibition), 2 March–20 May 2018. Tweed Regional 

Gallery. Photographer: Nicola Hooper. 

Zoonoses solo exhibition at The Boyd Gallery, Tweed Regional Gallery, 2 March–May 

(2018, Figure 55), was a comprehensive exploration of concepts surrounding zoonoses. The 

exhibition included the two wallpapers I had created, which, along with the creatures, were 

the focus of the show. The accompanying public program I facilitated during the April school 

holidays entailed children colouring-in my lithographic wallpaper tiles with a limited colour 

palate inclusive of shades of green to mimic the green zoonotic wallpaper I created for the 

exhibition. Once coloured, they were mounted on the wall in the main entrance (Figure 56). 

The public program will accompany my Zoonoses exhibition both at Logan Art Gallery in 

Oct 2018 and at Caboolture Regional Gallery in June 2019. I intend to continue to research 

this topic with an emphasis on toxoplasmosis. 
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Figure 56. Zoonoses (collaborative wallpaper public program), April 2018. Tweed Regional 
Gallery, NSW. Photographer: Nicola Hooper. 

The feedback on the show was very positive, and it received extensive media coverage in a 

subsequent newspaper story, an appearance on TV news, a video produced by Tweed 

Council, and a publication put out by Tweed Gallery News. In addition, there was substantial 

social media publicity. The Giant Mosquito was used as a backdrop for a council promotion 

and competition to raise awareness of Zika monitoring in the area. It also led to a commission 

to produce a large mosquito to be used for educational purposes by Tweed Council in their 

mosquito monitoring program. I also illustrated and featured in Tweed Council’s 

international conference paper/booklet. 

The various iterations of the project have culminated in the final exhibition at Logan City Art 

Gallery. This exhibition curates together a range of stories and visual approaches that I have 

developed over the duration of the project into a single installation drawing on the aesthetics 

of a gothic Victorian parlour. The wallpaper, books, lithographs, and sculptures are presented 

as a cohesive body of work that examines human/animal relationships, perceptions of fear 

related to zoonotic disease, and our conflicting perceptions of animals and their roles in 
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society and culture. In sharing the stories of zoonosis with a public audience through visual 

narratives of fairy tales, myths, and rhymes my work continues to pass on valuable 

information just as traditional folklore intended.  
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