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ABSTRACT 

 

This research encompasses seemingly divergent disciplines, including 

scientific ethics, social science studies, environmental history, public policy 

and creative arts.  It finds that, where there has been a vacuum that cannot be 

addressed through the established methodology of mainstream research 

frameworks, the use of practice based research has provided an alternative 

pathway for the exploration and resolution of research questions, expanding 

existing knowledge and developing new research pathways.  This has 

necessitated the development of new skills and knowledge to resolve problems 

and more effectively integrate the theoretical and practical elements of the 

project. Ultimately, this research proposes a revised visual methodology via 

integrating visuacy into social research while, from a practice base, it has both 

rediscovered and reinterpreted a traditional medium. 

 

Hence, visual strategies are employed in order to probe societal perceptions of 

ubiquitous, introduced species that engender strong, albeit divergent, emotional 

reactions. The research also reviews the influence perceptions have on 

environmental management and public policy, and questions the validity of 

these perceptions in relation to scientific fact. It also examines why some 

species are vilified, while others (often far more destructive) are ignored, or 

even encouraged. 

 

The methodology focuses on a selection of four introduced, ubiquitous species 

endemic in suburban areas of the Townsville/Thuringowa region. These are the 

feral/stray cat, the Common Indian Mynah bird, the Asian house gecko and the 

Cane Toad.   In order to both evaluate and challenge popular perceptions of 

these species, artworks that both reflect and contest common perceptions of the 

selected subjects (through a visual framework that presents the four subjects in 

both objective and subjective styles) are exhibited for public review and 

reaction.  

 

The objective works emphasise the aesthetics of biology and form through the 

style of natural history illustration, with reference to the great illustrators of the 



 ix 

17th – 19th centuries.  In contrast, the subjective works are derived from the 

encounters that people have had with these species, presenting them in a style 

of heightened narrative.  Perspectives are slightly surreal, underpinning the 

emotional underpinning of the entire experience. 

 

The artworks were exhibited at Perc Tucker Regional Gallery in 2004.  Visitor 

reactions to the works were recorded via the Visitor book in the gallery; these 

were analysed to provide feedback on the extent to which the artworks had 

achieved their aim of both representing, and challenging, perceptions of the 

subjects.   

 

In terms of art practice, the practical works also provided an opportunity for 

experimentation with a variety of media and techniques. The artworks were in 

a variety of media, with paintings (in watercolour, gouache), fine art prints 

(lithographs and etchings) and drawings.  Of these, the most notable works 

proved to be those on vellum. Once a traditional support of natural history 

artists and derived from animal skin, it is now a medium rarely used except by 

a few specialist artists (mostly in botanical illustration).  No contemporary 

zoological artists were found to work on vellum although, historically, it was 

once popular. Used extensively throughout the exhibition, this research 

determined the most appropriate applications and techniques for working on 

vellum as well as the types of vellum best suited to painting. 

 

In applying visual methodologies, this research provides an alternative pathway 

for research via a creative arts framework (in this case, the application of 

visuacy).  Specifically, the research questions the impact of public perceptions 

on environmental management and public policy through alternative 

methodologies. It also advances current knowledge and understanding of 

creative arts practice.  Finally, while this study draws upon new and established 

theories within the cognitive sciences regarding advocacy of the use of visual 

methodologies, it also ensures that the visual works retain both authenticity and 

purpose, and are not minor elements within a broader research framework, but 

provide the mechanism by which research questions may be both asked and 

answered. 
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1 Introduction 
 

1.1 The Good, the Bad and the Ugly 
 

The environment, in a post-climate change, highly urbanised and industrialised 

society, is a continuing topic of extensive discussion and debate.  Despite the 

naysayers there is nevertheless a dawning comprehension that environmental 

factors impact on humanity: on health, on food security, standards of living, 

enjoyment of life, extending beyond the local to both national and global spheres.  

There is thus a push for cleaner, greener, more ecologically sustainable living 

whilst, at the same time, there is the often contradictory reality of living in a society 

where growing technology and industrialisation further distance humans from their 

environment.  

 

Extant research suggests that public perceptions are influenced by government, 

media, business and interest groups and thus can frame our view of what is positive 

and negative within the Australian environment. However, while public perceptions 

have the potential to influence the approach of policy makers to environmental 

management, they may not be supported by the weight of accepted scientific 

evidence. 

 

Within seemingly never-ending discourse on environmental issues, certain themes 

endure; however, despite their inherent complexity, issues are often presented in the 

most simplistic terms.  Whether it be a discussion on climate change and energy 

needs, on farming and food practices, on our native species and landscapes, or on 

owning a pet or planting a plant, the frame is good and bad, black and white.  In a 

society where there appears to be little time or interest in examining complex issues 

exhaustively, messaging and policy planning are often superficial and reactive.  

 

Hence there is a need to probe popular environmental perceptions and attitudes, to 

focus on the concept of good and bad, and question the validity and appropriateness 

of such polarized perceptions.     
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1.2 In the Eye of the Beholder 

David Hume's (1742) Essays, Moral and Political Of the Standard of Taste, 

include the statement that: "Beauty is no quality in things themselves: It exists 

merely in the mind which contemplates them; and each mind perceives a different 

beauty.” (Hume, 1742: Para 7 http://www.bartleby.com/27/15.html). In 

contemporary terms Hume’s observation translates to beauty is in the eye of the 

beholder, a phrase that means that the perception of beauty is necessarily 

subjective.   

By extension, what is valuable to one individual may not be so to another. This is 

particularly the case when one considers environmental issues and notions of 

environmental good and bad, which characterize much popular discourse about 

humanity’s place and management of the environment, as well as the various 

environmental changes thus created.  The concept of good and bad encompasses 

most species; essentially, the perception of whether species are reviled or valued. 

While these labels are simplistic, the influences of the environment on human 

perceptions are multitudinous and complex. Why is a species deemed to be a pest 

or considered valuable?  To what extant does perception influence labelling of 

species considered to be undesirable – in short, what confers upon an organism or 

species the pest label?  

In order to examine such questions, it is important to understand the historical 

context underpinning humanity’s environmental perceptions. This research is sited 

within an Australian cultural perspective deriving from a Judaeo-Christian, 

Westernised perspective, while recognising that there are many indigenous and 

non-western cultures with very different environmental perspectives.  

Australia is a relatively well resourced, non-secular and socio-politically stable 

country with high levels of education and standards of living. It is also a country 

where the concept of the environment is deeply ingrained culturally, to the point 

where national identity is tied to the land, the species within it and the inalienable 

forces of the weather.   Indeed, to understand how deeply the concept of 

environment impacts on popular Australian culture, one needs to look no further 
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than Dorothea MacKellar’s (1883 – 1968) iconic lines from “My Country” (1908) 

...I love a sunburnt country, a land of sweeping plains 

Of rugged mountain ranges, of droughts and flooding rains, 

I love her far horizons, I love her jewel-sea, 

Her beauty and her terror, the wide brown land for me! (MacKellar, 

1908: 9) 

 

Despite its increasing multiculturalism, the population of Australia remains 

predominantly of European descent and as such, the origins of perceptions 

relating to the environment in Australia are here examined in that context.  

 

 

 

1.3 A Biological Perspective 

Humanity has always viewed its environment vis-à-vis self-interest, propagating 

and venerating species helpful to human survival or servicing cultivated rectitude.  

Similarly, humankind vilifies species perceived to be detrimental to such interests. 

These contrasting views are reinforced through cultural, scientific, political and 

religious belief systems, resulting in the creation and promotion of a variety of 

perceptions of other species, and of the human atop the ecological scale.    

 

In biological terms, humans are ecological engineers, redistributing resources and 

altering the environment accordingly. On a small scale, this activity is relatively 

benign - even, in some instances, beneficial, as other species have evolved to 

depend upon human activity and environs. However, humans have been so 

successful at survival that populations have increased exponentially.  Resources are 

dwindling, and other species are being squeezed to accommodate increasing needs 

and numbers (Flannery, 1994; Hartmann, 1999).  If, thus, we were to apply the 

same basic biological concepts we attach to species such as the Mynah bird, rabbit 

or feral cat to humans, we must consider ourselves to be far worse ecologically than 

evils perpetrated by any of these species.  In fact, humans could be viewed as the 

ultimate pest species and, ecologically, as the most devastating introduction to this 

country.  Yet humanity does not seriously consider itself to be part of the ecological 



4 
 

problem.  Instead, there is an insistence that other species (such as the rabbit or 

Cane Toad) are richly deserving of blame for environmental woes, many of have 

which become iconic in a one-sided propaganda war. 

 

Part of humanity’s reluctance to accept responsibility for ecological change is the 

Westernised view of nature as separate from humans. Nature is seen either as a 

competitor in human survival (Flannery, 1994) or as a holy-grail type entity to be 

worshipped from afar (Low, 2002).  There is a danger that this perception has 

resulted in an unbalanced approach to environmental and species management which 

is, at best paternalistic and, at worst, based solely upon human self-interest. Evidence 

of this imbalance is widespread - conservation organisations focus campaigns around 

popular issues such as mining or feral cats as opposed to the introduction of trout in 

our waterways for recreational fishing; fruit farmers prefer electrifying invading fruit 

bats to the cheaper option of netting trees; nurseries import potentially noxious plants 

to satisfy customer demand and they do so with few government restrictions.  Each 

group justifies its actions and interprets the problems faced by the Australian ecology 

largely on the basis of what is most profitable or beneficial for that group; this is then 

promoted to a largely unaware public which, typically, experiences only the 

environment of their suburban and inner city backyards.   

 

An important element influencing human environmental perceptions is an underlying 

current of collective guilt, promoted and utilised to a large extent by conservation 

interest groups, which focus upon human destruction of that which is generically 

termed as nature.  It is argued that, through measures such as supporting control of 

feral species, other, more destructive environmental mismanagements might thus 

somehow be redeemed (Low, 2002).   However, in adopting this attitude, we run the 

risk of by-passing larger environmental issues or, worse still, dismissing the vital role 

that many introduced species, such as the rabbit (the primary prey for many native 

raptors) now play ecologically.  Such a romanticised concept also ignores a 

fundamental realisation - that, in essence, nature is a constructed perceptual myth.  It 

does not exist; rather, a multitude of interlinked organisms – including humans – 

seek to exist and reproduce.    
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Pragmatism further affects the attitudes and actions of groups claiming interest in the 

environment.  For example, there is a view in conservation circles that it is difficult 

to argue the merits of weed eradication in forested areas when most of the public 

grow those very weeds in their own gardens (Low, 1999), or see them promoted on 

lifestyle gardening programs.  Similarly, such groups realise that cultural attachments 

to certain species hinder the promotion of control measures, as seen in the iconic 

status of the feral horse (brumby).  Although instrumental in the spread of weeds and 

the destruction of native habitat, the brumby is promoted as a proud part of 

Australia’s cultural heritage.  Consequently, any control measures tend to be met 

with public resistance, despite repeated attempts by wildlife authorities to educate the 

public on its ecological impact.   

 

1.4 The Stark Reality 

It is obvious that the environment concerns government, industry and the public: 

 

Vertebrate pests, such as rabbits, foxes and feral goats now make up 

about ten per cent of Australia's mammal fauna. They have adapted 

and spread into most of Australia's agricultural systems and natural 

environments. None have been eradicated, despite considerable effort. 

With available control techniques, it is unlikely to be technically, 

economically or socially feasible to eradicate any established, 

widespread pest from the Australian mainland.  (Department of 

Agriculture, Forests and Fisheries (DAFF), National Feral Animal 

Control Program (NFACP) 2004, 

 http://www.affa.gov.au/content/output.cfm?ObjectID=D2C48F86-

BA1A-11A1-A2200060B0A06278 Accessed 29.03.08). 

 

In a press release by David Kemp MP, then Environment Minister, on 11th February 

2004, it was reported that the total Commonwealth spending on the environment in 

2003-04, across all portfolios, was, for the first time, over $2 billion.  Alone, the 

federally funded and administered National Feral Animal Control Program 

(NFACP) was allocated a total of 17.5million from 1996 – 2001.  However, the 

NFACP admitted that the program was unlikely to be successful in any total 
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eradication of established pest species; instead, management of these species was 

advocated, with funding allocated to initiatives that managed and contained 

approved invasive species.  

 

The Common Indian Mynah, a bird which occurs naturally from Afghanistan 

through India into Indochina, is a case in point.  The smallest member of the Mynah 

family, it is considered highly intelligent and gregarious, and welcomed by local 

farmers for its insect catching abilities. Often kept as pets in their native homeland 

and throughout Asia, the Mynah’s affectionate nature and ability to mimic a wide 

variety of sounds, including the human voice, is prized.  Indeed, they are one of the 

world’s most successful competitors, resourceful and adaptable to almost any 

environment.  

 

In Australia, however, the Indian Mynah is known as the  “Cane Toad with wings” 

(Phillipps, 1994).  Introduced deliberately to Australia, urban populations of the 

bird have increased to the point where the Indian Mynah is now considered to be a 

major feral pest and nuisance. It is a common sight in many coastal cities and towns 

in North Queensland, where homeowners are kept busy during summer months 

removing Mynah nests from gutters and eaves.   

 

It is, in the most basic sense, a situation in which familiarity has bred contempt. 

This attitude is not levelled at the Mynah alone, however, but is also evident 

towards a wide variety of animal species that co-habit with humans in the home 

environment.  Humans actively support and encourage the presence of many 

introduced species (such as livestock or pets) deemed to have value, either in a 

practical, aesthetic or emotional sense.  Other species co-existing in the home 

environment, however, are not perceived as beneficial to humans.  Should these 

species be numerous, they are considered to be a nuisance (even feral), often 

irrespective of their direct impact on human activity. 

 

One of the most common accusations levelled at such ubiquitous species is their 

impact on the natural ecology.  Despite the obvious fact that this has already been 

disturbed substantially by human activity (such as through land clearing, 
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suburbanisation, roads, rural and commercial industries and the increasing effects 

of pollution), there is mounting evidence supporting the view that the success of 

species such as the Common Indian Mynah is at the cost of native species already 

threatened by human activity.  Ironically, however, many of these introduced 

species are not as successful outside the suburban environment as they are when in 

close proximity with humans. The substantial populations of many of these species 

- increased due to the provision of food, shelter and protection from predation - is a 

direct corollary of human activity.   

 

In addition, while it may justifiably be argued that the environmental impact of 

many of these successful species is considerable, the collective damage inflicted by 

activities such as the clearing of land and grazing of stock is far greater.  It may be 

argued that the greatest threat to the Australian environment is not the cat, but 

cattle.  However, the public reaction to the feral cat is far more extreme than it is to 

an animal relied upon for its production of milk and meat for human consumption. 

 

It is the perception of successful species, living in close proximity to humans and of 

no obvious use or intrinsic value, which casts species in a negative context as they 

are no longer seen in terms of their own attributes, but instead in a highly subjective 

light.  The Indian Mynah is thus not seen as an intelligent and resourceful survivor, 

but rather as the usurper of native wildlife and a public nuisance.  Such a subjective 

perception runs the risk of promoting an unbalanced approach to environmental 

management, with resources and funding focused on unpopular species (such as the 

Indian Mynah) while other destructive species are ignored or, in some cases, even 

promoted.   The question arises, therefore, as to what motivates human perception 

of other species, and to what degree does this perception influence the way in 

which species (and the environment) are managed?  
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1.4.1 Factors Shaping Perceptions 

Clearly a range of factors influence the perceptual and cognitive processes which 

shape individuals’ interpretation of the world.  To identify these factors it is 

necessary to define, in general terms, the act of seeing and interpreting both 

conscious and unconscious information, for it is this interpretation of information 

which, in turn, influences humanity’s view of itself and its surroundings.  The 

physical act of perception arises from cognitive processes informed by the senses.  

Furthermore, one may perceive an object, thing, place or idea in order:   

 

1.  to gain knowledge of through one of the senses; discover by 

seeing, hearing etc.;  2.  to apprehend with the mind; understand. 

(Delbridge, Bernard, Blair, Butler, Peters and Yallop , 1997: 1594) 

 

Perception, however, is also a psychological event, and, as such, may be defined as 

the: 

 

…event in the person or organism, primarily controlled by the 

excitation of sensory receptors, yet also influenced by other factors 

of a kind that can be shown to have originated in the life history of 

the organism. (English and English, 1958: 378) 

 

According to English and English (1958), perception is a process of initial 

recognition of information that is then interpreted through a combination of 

experience and instinct. The person or organism creates a perceptual schema that, in 

turn, enables the appropriate reaction to the stimulus situation.  In terms of basic 

survival, this process alerts a lizard to the presence of a predator, or activates the 

realization that a tasty looking insect is actually poisonous.    

 

In terms of human experience, however, perception is more than an instinct for 

survival.  Humans use perception as a tool for interpreting and labelling the 

environment and all that contains, thus determining what is good or desirable and 

what is dangerous or abhorrent.  Moreover, it is individual needs and, essentially, 

values which shape an individual’s perception so that, on this basis alone, 
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perception of a common stimulus/object/situation may vary greatly between 

individuals and groups. Perception is also influenced by broader social factors, such 

as popular opinion and ideology, all of which help to shape the actions of the 

individual.  It may be argued that the conceptual and physical consequences and 

outcomes of human perception, in both societal and individual terms, provide the 

basis for many of the value judgments humans place on that which surrounds them.  

 
 

 

1.5 Rationale for and Aims of the Study 

 

It is clear that those species with which the public is familiar and which already 

connote negative and emotive labels are far easier to promote as environmental 

vandals.  Such bias is based largely upon the perceptions of these species, influenced 

by both the ubiquity of the species, as well as the promotion of the species impact by 

environmental and interest groups. Consequently, cats and Cane Toads, sparrows and 

starlings, rabbits and Common Indian Mynahs rank amongst the most vilified of the 

introduced species, while other species, less obvious but at least as destructive, 

remain unnoticed, unmolested and, in some cases, are even venerated.   Why does 

this occur?  

 

These dissonant views warrant further exploration, and, indeed, publicity.   Despite 

the presence of objective data to the contrary, many ill conceived, unsubstantiated 

and illogical perceptions of certain species persist, and even spread, generating what 

might be termed as perceptual hypocrisy.  An excellent example can be found by 

comparing the Asian House Gecko and Common Indian Mynah. Both introduced and 

extremely ubiquitous species live in close proximity to humans.  Both are ferociously 

territorial, ousting native species without ceremony through an effective combination 

of aggression and competition.  They are both resourceful and adaptable, and well 

suited to living in a human centred ecology.  However, while the gecko is considered 

by many in North Queensland to be an entertaining little lizard that also controls the 

insect population, the Common Indian Mynah is publically reviled as a winged 

version of the Cane Toad.  
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What shapes such perceptions in relation to these species?  To what extent do these 

perceptions influence behaviour and decision making? How do we interpret what we 

see, and to what extent is it possible to distinguish between subjective and objective 

views? Finally, how might these perceptions be challenged? 

 

The current research locates itself clearly within this questioning framework, and 

aims specifically: 

a) to establish frameworks which distinguish between objective and 

subjective views of target introduced species; 

b) to create a visual realisation of the two frameworks; and 

c) to utilise the visual realisation to provide a visual challenge to human 

perceptions of introduced ubiquitous species.   

 

 

 

1.6.1 Structure of this Study        

 

1.6.1 Theoretical Approach 

As this study is positioned within a creative arts framework, it draws upon a range 

of different disciplines and methodologies in order to prosecute its aims.  The effect 

of accessing these areas is not to present a melange across disparate disciplines, but 

rather to integrate research areas in a cross disciplinary manner to provide a new 

and alternative method of examining the research terrain.  

 

Hence, through various theoretical approaches, this study’s methodology identifies 

and questions popular perceptions of selected ubiquitous, localised feral species.  It 

takes into account the historical development of the feral issue, tracing the growth 

of the public’s perception of feral animals and noting those forces that have been 

significant.  The study interrogates the genesis of these perceptions, and examines 

the impact of these views on the management of the selected species.  Integral to 

this process is the imperative to examine the relevant scientific literature relating to 

each of the selected species, and the subsequent alignment of this evidence to the 
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perceptions of each species perceived impact in both a social and environmental 

context.   

 

1.6.2      Practical Approach 

This research seeks to examine and challenge the perceptions of the viewer by 

presenting a selection of commonly known introduced species in a visual manner 

that contradicts popular and uniform biases towards these species. 

 

In order to identify and challenge the viewer’s perceptual bias, the work will 

present these species in two different styles - a completely objective style, where 

the subject is examined solely upon biological aesthetics, and a style of heightened 

narrative, in which accounts of human interactions with these species are depicted.   

 

These two completely different styles are designed to represent perceptual extremes 

- the highly subjective personal experience of the individual - and the analytical and 

objective scientific examination, wherein the subject is assessed on its own 

biological merits.  It is through the juxtaposition of these extremes that re-

examination of the viewer’s pre-existing perceptions is facilitated by encountering 

the contrary.  

 

The practical work also supports investigations into the technicalities of media.  

With the advent of digital technology, many traditional illustrative techniques and 

materials risk extinction.  Whilst this focus on traditional illustrative materials and 

styles is reflective of a desire to preserve knowledge, there may also be a 

temptation to link it to the wider anti-establishment reaction to the growth of 

digitalization and technological consumerism.  Although there is support for such a 

philosophy, the primary rationale for the employment of traditional materials in this 

research is practical, as many of these materials hold unique properties and qualities 

impossible to replicate through any other medium. 

  

1.6.3  Organisation of the Thesis 

The literatures that inform this study, consistent with a creative arts framework are 

diverse. As a result, approaching this study with a conventional organisation of 
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chapters, beginning with the literature review to directly inform the methodology of 

the study, is likely to be less than optimal.  In this thesis, the literatures are diverse 

and are presented within each relevant frame. 

 

The organisation of this thesis is thus constructed around discrete, but interlocking 

elements.  Building upon the introduction provided in Chapter One, Chapter Two 

surveys the historical and social impacts of perceptual frames.  In doing so, it 

reviews extant literature and examines the use of social impact research in assessing 

public perceptions of pest species. This forms the backdrop for Chapter Three 

which introduces the methodology of the study, and, most importantly, outlines the 

selection processes for animal pest species for detailed study as well as data 

collection techniques, fieldwork and data treatment styles, including the trajectory 

of natural history illustration which informs the selection of the objective scientific 

visual approach. Chapter Four supports the practical component of this study, 

outlining the technical experimentation in media required in order to execute the 

artworks.  It also reviews a number of contemporary practitioners with a focus on 

feral species, each different in their artistic style and philosophy, but all utilising the 

selected media to create their works.  

 

Chapters Five to Eight are the major artistic case study chapters relating to the 

selected animal subjects. In each case the study is preceded by a comprehensive 

literature based overview of each subject’s history, its environmental impact, 

control methods (where applicable) and the popular perceptions documented in 

relation to the species.  Each of the case study chapters details both the purpose and 

the processes associated in the execution of the practical works for each subject, 

dealing firstly with the objective works and then followed by the subjective works. 

As these chapters follow each other, the amount of detail diminishes;  thus, as the 

first of the animal chapters, Chapter Five is the most substantial.  It positions both 

the supporting research and the practical works within the context of the aims of 

this study. In order to avoid needless repetition, subsequent chapters dealing with 

the remaining animal subjects refer, where appropriate, to explanations provided 

within Chapter Five.  

 



13 
 

Chapter Nine presents the exhibition of the practical works created as a result of 

this the research while Chapter Ten concludes the study with a synthesis of its 

achievements in terms of the aims. The implications of the study for further 

research are then explored and the directions for future practice scoped.  
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2. Overview of Historical and Social Impacts of Perceptual 
Frames 

 

2.1 Exploring Perceptual Frames  

As noted in 1.2, this research draws upon the Judaeo-Christian framework as the 

dominant philosophy influencing environmental management in Australia; hence 

the roots of this philosophy and its impact on perceptions of the environment 

require foregrounding. Social and cultural theories which define perceptual frames 

and their particular application to questions of the environment are also scoped and 

examined. 

 
 

2.2 Westernised Attitudes: Ethics and Perceptions 

In Western society, perceptions of the environment and their impact on the 

management of other species are influenced by a variety of forces, ranging from 

cultural and religious beliefs through to the realities of commercialism. The root 

of these forces, however, may be traced back to a common, biological beginning.  

Humans, like most other organisms, have a most basic sense of survival, in which 

the need to propagate and expand is paramount. 

 

2.2.1 Populate or Perish 

It is a popular biological tenet that ecology shapes that living within it – whether it 

be animal, plant or microbial.  Flannery (1994) notes this in relation to the 

indigenous people living in Australia prior to European settlement. A central 

component of his argument is that not only the survival of these groups, but their 

cultural and religious beliefs, were shaped by their environmental ecology.  Whilst 

Flannery is a contentious author, his view has support from others, including both 

those favoured by Flannery (e.g. Rolls, 1993), and those critical of his theories, 

such as Horton (2000): 

 

Aboriginal people had realised, perhaps instinctively, perhaps as a 

result of some bitter experience, that this country had to be handled 

like fine china…These people are so intimately linked with the land 



15 
 

that understanding Australia is inextricably linked with 

understanding them. (Horton, 2000: 29) 

 

Early Europeans were likewise tied to their environment, although it may be argued 

that it was uneasy relationship.  While there is evidence in many early pagan 

religions of nature worship linked directly to environment, the climate did make 

existence difficult.  High mortality rates were common with environmental factors 

impacting on disease and nutrition.  Importantly, the seasonal cycle in Europe could 

be extreme and it may be argued that this contributed to the underlying perceptions 

that shaped European beliefs and society.  Indeed, history records that, in areas with 

severe climatic conditions (such as present day Norway, Sweden and Denmark), 

adverse environments were often seen as the driving force for emigration and 

conquest. Some evolutionary biologists support the view that there is an 

evolutionary, even genetic, pre-disposition by humanity for a “red in tooth and 

claw” (Northcott, 1996: 175) approach to the environment.  In simple terms, it is 

argued that 

 

Humans are the strongest species; their domination and reordering of 

the non-human world is simply the logical outcome of the evolutionary 

process. (Northcott, 1996: 175)    

 

Evolutionary biologists that support this view argue that, in terms of genetics, it is 

logical for one species instinctively to place itself above others - a basic survival 

instinct.  The alternate viewpoint, however, is that such a premise could also 

underpin Westernised attitudes to modern environmental management.  In 

particular, it may be argued that such a human centric perspective has led to the 

need to attach a value (be it economic or aesthetic) to the environment, so that it 

can be determined if there is a benefit for humans to be gained, allowing a worth to 

be assigned, which then impacts on environmental management practices. 
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2.2.2 The Love-Hate Relationship between Humanity and Nature 

In humanity’s early history, environmental impacts were initially held in check by a 

hazardous hunter-gatherer lifestyle, high disease and child mortality rates and harsh 

environmental conditions.  Therefore, while having an undoubted presence, 

humanity’s influence over the wider ecology was limited.  Thus the long term 

success of the human species in adapting to new environments, propagating those 

plants and animals deemed useful to it, and the advent of new technologies led to 

population increases over a relatively short period of time.   

 

In biological terms, humans were traditionally fringe dwellers, living on the edge of 

habitats and existing on the resources found there (Northcott, 1996; Flannery, 

1994). It should come as no surprise, therefore, to discover that many of today’s 

pests and weeds are those which produced well in these forest fringe areas.  Plants 

that grew quickly and utilised resources such as available sunlight tended to have 

large numbers of fruit or nutritious leaves that were soft and edible; such plants 

attracted animals like pigs, cows, sheep and fowl (Flannery, 2004).  Humans are 

omnivores, and hence able to make use of both animal and plant resources in these 

fringe areas.  This led to the cultivation of such areas with the eventual reduction 

(and in some cases, the entire removal) of forested areas in order to create new and 

similar habitats.   

 

However, it is unlikely that development was due solely to a logical analysis of 

preferred farming methods by early peoples.  Indeed, an emotional and 

superstitious perception of the environment may have had even more of an 

influence over environmental attitudes (Flannery, 2004; Nash, 1973).  Like all 

superstitions, there is a certain element of truth that justifies a natural distrust – 

unknown environments such as forests were dangerous, especially when humans 

could be considered part of the food chain.  Evidence of humanity’s visceral dislike 

for forests is rife throughout traditional European folklore in which witches, 

demons, ghosts, giants and other unspeakable terrors awaited in sunless and sinister 

interiors.  This distrust, however, has earlier roots; the Catal Huyuk cave-drawings, 

dated 6,000 BC, depict hybrid leopard-men figures hunting, and the Epic of 

Gilamesh (2,000 BC) provides the first literary evidence of Lycanthropy.  
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With this respect for the potential of environmental forces to influence life, early 

pagan religions drew heavily upon nature worship, and divine deities (both positive 

and negative) often took the forms of animals and plants (Northcott, 1996; 

Flannery, 1994).  The Celts, for example, believed deer, horse, bears and ravens to 

be divine animals, the salmon being considered the wisest of all creatures 

(Flannery, 1994).  This nature-worship influence continued in later religions and 

mythological traditions – the linkage of animals such as toads, dogs, cats, hares, 

rats, chickens, crows, owls, and goats to witchcraft and satanic worship was 

widespread during the Christian purges of the 16th and 17th centuries with, in many 

cases, the possession (or even the accusation of ownership) of such animals 

considered justification for charges of witchcraft and death. (Rolls, 1993)  Indeed, 

in many traditional European myths and legends, witches were popularly believed 

to hold their unholy rites and rituals in the relative safety of dark and foreboding 

forests, where they could commune with inhabitant spirits and demons. (Flannery, 

1994) 

It can be argued that the Christian church, in its anti-pagan propaganda, highlighted 

the close relationship between pagan religions and the environment. (Nash, 1973) 

In 1320 the Inquisition added the practice of wicker religion (witchcraft) to its list 

of heresies, and Pope Innocent VIII’s papal edict against witches further fuelled 

anti-pagan sentiments in 1484.  In its attempts to override other religions, the 

church made use of humanity’s instinctive fear and distrust of the unknown and 

unfamiliar. (Nash, 1973)   However, somewhat hypocritically, the church itself has 

also made use of cultural links between humanity and nature worship and, in many 

areas, incorporated local pagan cultural practices into Christian practice – for 

example, according to Vine (1997) Vine's Expository Dictionary of Old and New 

Testament Words, the cross symbol was originally taken from ancient Chaldea, and 

used as the symbol of the god Tammuz (being in the shape of the mystic Tau, the 

initial of his name) in that country and in adjacent lands, including Egypt (Vine, 

1997: 256). 

Similar records indicate that the major Christian celebrations may be linked directly 

to pagan nature worship practices. For example, Christmas, while celebrating the 
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birth of the Christ, draws heavily from Celtic Yule festival (held on the Winter 

solstice) and the Roman celebration of the sun god Mithras, (observed on Dec. 25), 

representing the rebirth of light.  Moreover, the tradition of a Christmas tree is 

linked with the pagan practice of bringing a live tree into the home so the wood 

spirits had somewhere to keep warm during the cold winter months.  Bells were 

hung in the branches so one could tell when a spirit was present, and food and treats 

were hung on the branches for the spirits to eat. (Nash, 1973)  Other Christian 

traditions also have their roots in much earlier rituals – the pagan celebration of 

Ostara is linked to Easter, and falls on the Spring Equinox (March 21).  Ostara or 

"Eostara" was the Celtic Goddess of spring, and the blessing for a fruitful year was 

sought in honouring this event.  Eggs and rabbits (or hares) were considered sacred 

and seen as symbols of life and fertility. (Nash, 1973)    

Such linkages have been noted and there is a call in many conservative religious 

circles for the rejection of symbols and practices in Christianity that may have had 

roots in pagan religions and nature worship.  The Restored Church of God, for 

example, proselytises thus: 

 

The pagan cross symbol was “Christianized” into mainstream 

Christianity.  But God’s one true Church has never done this.  It has 

always seen the cross symbol for what it is – pagan!  The Bible clearly 

teaches that God’s people must not practise or tolerate any pagan 

ways, customs, traditions or practices (Deut. 7:1-6; Jer. 10:1-5, Rev. 

18:1-4).   (The Restored Church of God, 2003. 

http://rcg.org/home.html Accessed 24.05.03) 

 

This instinctive distrust of the uncontrolled environment still survives in modern 

times, despite substantial ecological changes.  The 20th century writer and academic 

J.R.R. Tolkien, (1892 – 1973) drew upon European mythology in the creation of 

Mirkwood, in which a cast of evil characters dwell and prey upon the unsuspecting 

(Dickson and Evans, 2006).  Even in a technology encapsulated world, movies such 

as the independently released Blair Witch Project (1999) successfully tap into the 

audience’s fear by setting the action in an unfamiliar, remote and claustrophobic 

woodland, which, according to legend, is inhabited by the spirit of an evil witch. 
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Western civilisation now inhabits an interesting, if somewhat duplicitous, ethical 

landscape in relation to perceptions of the untamed wilderness.  It has enshrouded 

itself in technology as a means to protect itself from the impact of the environment.  

In biological terms, this has had a positive effect on species survival, as factors such 

as population, longevity and species distribution have ballooned to plague-like 

proportions.  However, in protecting itself from the elements, the west has a 

tendency to romanticise the relationship between humanity and the environment.  In 

1914, American Joseph Knowles (1869 – 1942) achieved celebrity status for his 

book Alone in the Wilderness (1914) in which he fictitiously claimed that for two 

months he had lived naked (apart from a self fashioned bearskin cloak) in the wilds 

north of Boston, existing on berries and trout.  Today, this love affair is widespread 

- city dwellers seek to get away for the weekend; real estate that offers a slice of 

nature (sedate and controlled) is highly prized; and green protesters will risk life 

and limb living for months in a tree marked for clearing.  The recent revival of 

pagan religions and beliefs (neo-paganism) can be linked closely to the desire to get 

back to nature.  Yet society continues to be disturbed by its susceptibility to the 

environment – shown every time there is a report of a missing tourist in the 

Australian desert, a shark attack on a surfer, or a major flood or fire.  All at once, 

humanity fears, loathes and loves the concept of nature.  However, as is argued by 

many biological ethicists, humans lack a true understanding of their place and role 

within these systems.   

 

 

2.2.3  Judaeo-Christian Beliefs and the Fear of Wilderness  

The view that our environment should be adapted to our own needs (rather than the 

reverse) has long been a cornerstone in Western philosophy.  This is reflected 

particularly through Judaeo-Christian beliefs that have, until recently, held 

considerable sway over western ideology: 
 

Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; 

and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the 

birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over 

every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth." So God created 

man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male 
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and female he created them. And God blessed them, and God said to 

them, "Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and 

have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air 

and over every living thing that moves upon the earth." And God 

said, "Behold, I have given you every plant yielding seed which is 

upon the face of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit; 

you shall have them for food.” (National Council of Churches of 

Christ in America, undated. http://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/r/rsv/rsv-

idx?type=DIV1&byte=1801 Accessed 24.05.03)1

 

 

The perceptual bias of humanity as the evolutionary pinnacle has been advanced as 

justification for the manner in which Western ideology has consistently expressed 

the desire to control and even subjugate its environment.  Initially a result of living 

within the some time harsh environmental conditions of the northern hemisphere, 

the perception of the necessity to subdue the environment was given philosophical 

grounding through the introduction and spread of Judaeo-Christian beliefs.  Indeed, 

the “…taming of the wilderness has long been viewed as a Christian task” (Nash 

1973:2), and the wilderness is a consistent theme and feature of the Bible, both 

symbolically and as part of the narrative.   The term wilderness is referred to 245 

times in the Old Testament (Revised Standard Version) and 35 times in the New 

Testament (Revised Standard Version).  There are also several hundred uses of 

words such as “desert” and “waste”, interchangeable with the concept of the 

wilderness. (Nash, 1973:11).  Judeo-Christian belief sees the wilderness as a cursed 

land, and while God’s approval sees a land abundant with water, his displeasure 

sees it transformed to drought and barren wilderness. Wilderness was also used as 

punishment for the sins of humanity; in Nash’s seminal work, Wilderness and the 

American Mind (1973) he noted that 

 

When the Lord of the Old Testament desired to threatened or punish a 

sinful people, he found the wilderness to be his most powerful 

weapon: “I will lay waste the mountains and hills, and dry up all 

                                                 
1 For ease of reading, all biblical sentence numbers have been removed from direct quotes. 
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their herbage; I will turn the rivers into islands, and dry up the 

pools…I will also commend the clouds that they rain no rain upon it.” 

The cities of Sodom and Gomorrah became parched wastes of salt 

pits and thorny brush as a penalty for the sins of their citizens. (Nash, 

1973: 14) 

 

The Judaeo-Christian notion that the wilderness was a frightening and forbidding 

place also led to the concept of its being a place to seek connection with God, and 

that, in suffering in a the harsh environment, enlightenment can occur.  Such 

themes are repeated in both the Old and New Testaments; with Moses, Elijah, the 

Essenes, John the Baptist and Christ all battling evil in the wilderness, ultimately 

finding redemption and enlightenment. (Nash, 1973) 

 

Such a view carried through to early and medieval Christianity. As Christian beliefs 

spread through Europe, the clearing of wild forests and sacred groves was seen as 

removing the pagan beliefs of the people to be converted, thus saving their souls. 

(Nash, 1973)   Indeed, it could be viewed that the wilderness represented part of the 

broader Christian philosophy that saw humanity as constantly battling evil and the 

temptation of the Devil to sin, a wilderness of the soul.  Christian belief offers the 

hope of delivery to God’s promised land of peace and abundance, a haven from the 

wilderness. (Nash, 1973) 

 

Such a perception of the environment, which grew out of an ecology alien to that of 

Australia, was transplanted with the arrival of European settlers with devastating 

consequences for the native ecology and people. The viewpoint that good 

Christians should remain aloof from the pleasure and temptations of the world was 

central in determining environmental attitudes.  The concept of beauty in Medieval 

Europe revolved around Christian faith, not the physical world.  During the 

Renaissance, Christianity resisted the new philosophy of enjoyment of nature, 

concerned that the world’s beauty would divert humanity from contemplation of 

their souls. (Nash, 1973). 
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The concept of the wilderness as a harsh, forbidding place to which the sinful are 

banished, has strong parallels with the colonisation of Australia.  Seen as a solution 

to the over-crowding of convicts on the hulk prison ships, banishment to Australia 

was considered by many to be a fate worse than the gallows.  It was a hostile, alien 

land, peopled by wild, pagan savages and with a harsh, unyielding climate of 

drought and floods.  Like medieval Europeans, the first settlers in this new land 

were not only physically threatened in this harsh land, but they themselves might 

also succumb to the temptation of the wilderness, and ‘go native’. Thus the need to 

tame and conquer the land, its animals, plants and people, was paramount. 

  

An overriding philosophy underpinning the need to tame the wilderness and make 

this new land habitable for good, law abiding Christian folk, was the perception that 

there was little of worth in this new and strange land.  Its abiding alien nature, with 

unfamiliar species and land forms, could only be viewed as a land devoid of 

Christian belief and thus abandoned by God; in order to make it a blessed land, it 

needed to be transformed to represent what was familiar and Christian. The 

colonisation of Australia, like the civilisation of the New World a century before, 

was thus a process that 

 

…meant enlightening darkness, ordering chaos and changing evil 

into good.  In the morality play of westward expansion, wilderness 

was the villain, and the pioneer as hero, relished its destruction.  The 

transformation of a wilderness into civilisation was the reward for his 

sacrifices, the definition of his achievement, and the source of his 

pride. (Nash, 1973: 24 – 25) 

 

This philosophy has shaped contemporary Australia and, in doing so, led to 

unbridled environment transformations, the widespread destruction of native 

species and habitat, and the mass introduction of hundreds of foreign species. 
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2.2.4 Seeding the Land – the Origin of the Feral Problem 

Even before the arrival of the first fleet, Europeans were seeding the land in 

preparation for white settlement.  It was common practice for explorers (and their 

botanists) to sow foreign seeds and release domesticated stock into the wilds of the 

new lands in the hope that these creatures and plants would establish themselves 

unhindered by the native peoples and thus provide valuable sustenance to potential 

later settlers.  As a result of this policy Captain James Cook released pigs and 

Frenchman Joseph-Antoine D’Enrecasteaux planted gardens in Tasmania, Captain 

William Bligh released chickens and planted gardens on Bruny Island and explorer 

Matthew Flinders left a variety of seeds to take root on Kangaroo Island.   

 

Such activity was undertaken because this new land was perceived as largely 

barren, or uninhabited by game and produce fit for human consumption: 

 

In the 1830s George Grey probed vast tract of north-western 

Australia, a dismally barren land.  A devoutly religious man, Grey 

felt a strong calling to improve the land.  On 1 January 1838, near 

the mouth of the Prince Regent River, he sowed coconuts, breadfruit 

and other foods as a new year’s gift to Australia.  ‘I had resolved to 

do homage to the country by a seasonable gift,’ he wrote, ‘ and 

therefore, rising with the earliest dawn, spent the whole day in 

planting, in various positions, seeds of the most useful fruits and 

vegetables.  Those we had already planted were doing well, and I 

hoped that the benefaction might prove one of no small value – 

perhaps to civilized man, or, at least, to the natives of this vicinity.  

(Low, 1999: 20) 

   

Perception drives action and, while many of these releases and plantings were 

unsuccessful, there are at least 37 different species of introduced plants and 

countless millions of once domesticated animals, such as chickens, pigs, goats, 

cattle, horses and camels, surviving in the wild. (Low, 1999)  Each has, through 

necessity, been required to adapt to survive in this new environment and, in turn, 

has changed aspects of the surrounding ecology.  Given a basic drive for survival 
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and expansion, the biological arsenals of introduced plants and animals that have 

survived the environmental extremities of this country have also (in many cases) 

facilitated their spread.  In much the same manner as bacteria become immune 

through repeated exposure to an anti-biotic, the ecological hardships of this land 

have ensured that species that survive and thrive are the hardest to eradicate.   

 

 

 
2.3 Assessing Perceptions of our Co-inhabitants: a Change in Attitudes  

 
Nowhere is the fickle nature of human perception more apparent than in the 

treatment of species that co-exist with humans. A species once considered to be of 

benefit or use and thus introduced deliberately (such as the rabbit) can rapidly 

become perceived as a nuisance or liability to human interests.  In such instances, 

the inevitable popularity swing will affect policies and management of the species.  

 

As noted in 1.2, examination of perceptions of other organisms is particularly 

pertinent in the history of introduced species in Australia.  Australia is unique in 

that it has a relatively short history of introduced species, the majority dating to 

European arrival.  It is also distinctive in that, prior to these, the environment had 

evolved with an ecology as unique and individual as the country.  However, the 

mass introduction of foreign species (and the human assisted re-distribution of 

native species) has been accompanied by widespread environmental changes 

wrought initially through farming and later through urbanisation.  These changes 

have occurred within the very short time frame of just over 200 years, resulting in 

the creation of a unique laboratory in which human perceptions towards ubiquitous 

and familiar introduced species, and the resulting interaction and treatment of these 

species, may be mapped and studied.  

 

However, while there have been numerous studies reviewing the environmental 

impacts of introduced species in Australia (commencing in the late 1800s, when the 

folly of the introduction of the rabbit was first realised), most of this research has 

centered on economic loss and environmental effects.  For most of the 20th Century, 

there was little interest in any broad-based assessment of the impact of pest species 
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beyond these immediate concerns by both policy makers and landholders.  As such, 

it could be argued that most early approaches to pest species management were 

flawed and thus had limited success in meeting their objectives (usually eradication 

or population control).   

 

Research into the impact of introduced species changed in 2004 when the Federal 

Government allocated funding for the establishment of the Invasive Animals 

Cooperative Research Centre (IACRC) which superseded the Pest Animal Control 

CRC. The Centre was established across a number of agencies and jurisdictions, 

and was the first integration of research, industry, environmental, commercial and 

government agencies for the purpose of creating and applying solutions for invasive 

animal threats.   

As at November 2011, a total of 41 organisations were participants in the IACRC, 

either as core or supporting partners, and comprised of 36 Australian government 

agencies, industry bodies and small-medium enterprises, as well as seven 

international organisations from New Zealand, Britain and the USA. While the 

IACRC was focused largely on practical measures for control and/or extermination 

of identified pest species, there is an emphasis on community engagement and 

perceptions of problems with species.   The IACRC’s website specifically notes 

that  

Outcomes will help solve the prominent and costly impacts of invasive 

species on agricultural, environmental and social values. The Invasive 

Animals CRC creates a continuum of stakeholders from perception of a 

problem, through R&D to marketing, distribution and on-ground 

application (http://www.invasiveanimals.com/about-us/  Accessed 

21.11.11) 

This ground breaking Government policy specifically considers the role of 

perception in relation to the management of pest species and as such, marks 

an important step towards addressing perceptual impact upon attitudes 

towards the management of environmental issues.  However, assessing such 
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impact and defining what constitutes environmental perception itself is new 

and challenging for scientific researchers and policy makers.   

 

2.4 Gaps in and Obstacles to Research   

As part of the IACRC’s broader research into the social impacts of invasive 

animals, a literature review by Fitzgerald and Wilkinson (2009) confirmed that 

there had been little systematic research into the social impacts of invasive animals.  

Fitzgerald and Wilkinson (2009) summarized their findings in tabular form, 

reproduced as Table 2.4.1; this shows that, of all the studies reviewed, only one 

focused on built up/suburban areas (O’Keeffe and Walton, 2001).  

 

Table 2.4.1 Research Review of Social Impacts of Invasive Animals  

Date Author/s Species and Area 
1991 Sheppard and Urquhart a range of species in New Zealand 
1995 The Roy Morgan Research 

Centre  
rabbits in Australia and New Zealand 

1996a Fitzgerald et al  rabbits in New Zealand 
1996a Fitzgerald et al  possums in New Zealand 
1997 Johnston and Marks a range of species in Victoria 
1998 Wilkinson and Fitzgerald rabbits in New Zealand 
1999, 2000, 
2001, 2003 

Miller wildlife generally in Victoria 

2000 Parliamentary Commissioner for 
the Environment 

possums in New Zealand 

2001 Fraser  wild deer and other species in New 
Zealand 

2001 O’Keeffe and Walton a range of species in built-up areas of 
Queensland 

2002 Doak a range of species in New South Wales 
2002, 2005 Fitzgerald et al stoats in New Zealand 
2004 Oliver and Walton a range of species in Queensland 
2005 Ballard wild horses, flying foxes and kangaroos in 

areas of New South Wales 
2005 Finch and Baxter wild deer and other species in Queensland 
2006 Fisher et al foxes in Tasmania 
2006 Fitz Gibbon and Jones a range of species in suburban bushland in 

Brisbane, Queensland 
2006 Russell wild dogs in a valley in the southern 

tablelands of New South Wales 
2006 Wilkinson and Fitzgerald possums in New Zealand 
2007 Franklin a range of species in Australia 
   

Fitzgerald,and Wilkinson, (2009: 14). 
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However, Fitzgerald and Wilkinson (2009) did not include a study by McLeod 

entitled Counting the Cost, (2004), which was notable in that it was a major 

Australian study synthesizing previous studies and supplemented by commentary 

from and discussion by experts in the field. McLeod’s (2004) study not only 

examined the economic, environmental and social impact of 11 major introduced 

vertebrate pests of Australian agricultural industries and the environment but also 

complied with what was termed as the triple bottom line national perspective on 

vertebrate pest animal impact (McLeod, 2004). Pests were selected on the basis of 

relevance to current and potential Pest Animal Control (PAC) IACRC research 

activities.  The impact of these selected pest species was then evaluated (see Table 

2.4.2 reproduced from McLeod (2004)) in terms of their relative economic, 

environmental and social impacts both qualitatively terms and quantitatively.  Note 

that the estimated values included control and production loss estimates.  

 

Table 2.4.2 Annual Impact of Pest Species (order of cost) 

  Triple bottom line impact 

 Total  Economic Environmental Social 

 $m  Impact  $m  Impact  $m  Impact  $m  

Fox  227.5  ◆  37.5  ◆  190.0  ◆  nq  

Feral 
cats  

146  ◆  2.0  ◆  144.0  ◆  nq  

Rabbit  113.1  ◆  113.1  ◆  nq  ◆  nq  

Feral 
pigs  

106.5  ◆  106.5  ◆  nq  ◆  nq  

Dogs  66.3  ◆  66.3  ◆  nq  ◆  nq  

Mouse  35.6  ◆  35.6  ◆  nq  ◆  nq  

Carp  15.8  ◆  4.0  ◆  11.8  ◆  nq  

Feral 
goats  

7.7  ◆  7.7  ◆  nq  ◆  nq  

Cane 
Toads  

0.5  ◆  0.5  ◆  nq  ◆  nq  

Wild 
horses  

0.5  ◆  0.5  ◆  nq  ◆  nq  

Camels  0.2  ◆  0.2  ◆  nq  ◆  nq  
Total 719.7  373.9  345.8   

Nq = not qualified     ◆ = bigger impact    ◆ = smaller impact 

McLeod Executive Summary (2004: 3) 
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McLeod’s (2004) research is notable in that it is the first Australian study to make a 

concerted attempt to quantify the social impact of the major vertebrate pest species. 

It must be acknowledged, however, that the results are indicative only as McLeod 

found considerable gaps in existing research concerning environmental and social 

impacts of the selected vertebrate pests.  Furthermore, McLeod (2004) noted 

inherent difficulties in measuring social impact objectively: 

 

Social impacts were the most difficult impacts to estimate. The Global 

Reporting Initiative (2002) guidelines suggest that social performance 

measurement enjoys less consensus than environmental performance. 

Within this report, pest impacts on employment, health and indigenous 

peoples ways of life are documented in relevant sections. Only the costs 

of vehicle accidents associated with kangaroos are quantified, while 

the commercial use value of differing species are outlined. (McLeod, 

2004: 7)   

 
Measures used to indicate the social impact of these species included the impact of 

vertebrate pests on employment prospects within rural and regional Australia, 

impact of pests on traffic accidents, and possible impact of some pest species on 

Indigenous communities.  

 

Interestingly, McLeod (2004) found that the social impacts of the identified pest 

species may not all be negative and that, in the case of foxes, camels, kangaroos 

and rabbits, the commercial resource use values of each species had led to increased 

employment opportunities within regional abattoirs or harvesting enterprises. 

However, these benefits were relatively minor vis-à-vis the cost of most pest 

impacts. 
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2.5   Definitions and Theoretical Approaches  
 

Despite its generally acknowledged limitations in terms of focus and scope, 

McLeod’s (2004) research is considered important, not least because of his 

acknowledgement that social costs have not been comprehensively covered and his 

identification of difficulties in dealing with social impacts.  In particular, McLeod 

(2004) identified two types of problems: 

• a lack of agreed framework and methods for measuring “social 

performance” ; and 

• a lack of data or knowledge about the social impacts of vertebrate pests.  

 

McLeod (2004) noted this as a flaw in his report methodology and a 2009 IACRC 

Research project entitled Measuring the social, environmental and economic 

impacts of vertebrate pests was established to identify gaps in the earlier estimate 

of the social cost of invasive animals to Australia (Counting the Cost, McLeod, 

2004).  It was also intended that the project develop an improved framework for 

assessing social costs or impacts through the application of a case study of the 

social impacts of invasive animals in one district.  

In their critique of McLeod’s paper, the authors of the ensuing report (Assessing the 

social impact of invasive animals in Australia) Fitzgerald and Wilkinson (2009) 

diagnosed McLeod’s problems in assessing social impact:  

With respect to McLeod’s difficulties with a lack of framework for 

social impact assessment (SIA), his own approach may be part of 

the problem. Two aspects of the approach are problematic from a 

social science perspective: assumptions about how to count social 

impacts, and the choice of framework. (Fitzgerald and Wilkinson, 

2009:3)  

 

Fitzgerald and Wilkinson (2009) suggested that the problem was the focus on 

estimating the financial and economic performance of pests and with McLeod’s use 

of his “…triple-bottom-line reporting…” as a basis for social impact research 
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(McLeod 2004:1) They noted his inherent assumption that all impacts could 

potentially be defined within a quantifiable financial cost or benefit framework.   

 

However, there are both ontological (related to the nature of the phenomena being 

examined or what can be known) and epistemological (related to how something is 

known and the methods used to know/measure it) flaws in such an approach. 

Fitzgerald and Wilkinson (2009) argued that a new approach to measuring social 

impact was needed and, in doing so, drew upon the applied field of Social Impact 

Assessment (SIA) theory.   

 

 

 

2.5.1 Social Impact Assessment (SIA) Theory 

Social impact assessment (SIA) and environmental impact assessment (EIA) 

frameworks have been used in various forms to determine what the likely and 

impending impacts of any given project, development or situation may be. SIA and 

EIA have their genesis in the regulatory assessment of the environmental impacts of 

development projects and are generally considered an appropriate process for 

researching, analysing and managing the intended and unintended consequences of 

planned interventions for human beings (Vanclay, 2002; Taylor, Bryan and 

Goodrich, 2004).  

 

Fitzgerald and Wilkinson (2009) noted Vanclay’s (2002) suggestion that SIAs are 

particularly relevant when seeking to identify, consider and evaluate changes to 

various aspects of people’s lives, including their way of life, culture, community, 

biophysical environment, economic systems, and mental, physical, social and 

psychological wellbeing. Vanclay’s (2002) concept of social was thus a broad one, 

encompassing many aspects of human life at the individual and collective level, 

including households and families, groups, communities and society. 
 
However, most social impact theorists stress that it is impossible to identify all 

dimensions of social impact; social change will inevitably create other changes.   

Fitzgerald and Wilkinson (2009) note this within the context of their aim to 
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understand the present-day consequences for people of the unplanned release by 

settlers of non-native animals into the Australian environment: 

 

Not only are the social interventions caused by invasive animals 

unplanned, they are also chronic, complex and cumulative. There is 

no single unplanned event; instead there are many invasion events 

spread out over time and space. Invasive animals may spread from 

one area to another. There are interactions between different 

species of invasive animal in an affected area. 

Many areas suffer from multiple invasive species. Conventional 

frameworks for undertaking SIA are unsuitable in these 

circumstances, and a search for a more suitable framework is 

required. Fortunately, such a framework exists. (Fitzgerald and 

Wilkinson, 2009: 6) 

 

Fitzgerald and Wilkinson (2009) cite Van Schooten, Vanclay and Slootweg (2003) 

in their attempt to delineate a new understanding of social change processes and 

impacts, arguing that existing frameworks confuse social change processes and 

social impacts. Van Schooten et al’s (2003) approach was to draw a distinction 

between changes in aspects of people’s lives (the social change processes) and 

social impacts, observing that a change only becomes an impact when it is socially 

significant:  

 

Social impacts must be experienced or felt. Ideally, the list of 

impacts should be capable of addressing positive benefits as well as 

negative consequences.  And because social impacts (that is, all 

impacts on humans) cover a wide variety of issues, the list must be 

broad-ranging.  Some impacts are experienced at the level of an 

individual, others again are experienced at the level of a family or 

household unit, or a community or society as a whole.  Some 

impacts are corporeal – that is, felt by the body as a physical reality 

– other impacts are perceptual or emotional. (Van Schooten et al, 

2009: 84) 
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In deriving a new SIA social impact list, Van Schooten et al (2003) drew upon 

Slootweg ,Vanclay and Van Schooten (2001) and included environmental impacts.  

The result is a generic list designed to assist in thinking about the range of impacts 

and should be understood as indicative of a change in: 

 

• health and social wellbeing; 

• quality of the living environment (livability); 

• economics impacts and material wellbeing; 

• cultural impacts; 

• family and community impacts; 

• institutional, legal, political and equity impacts; 

• gender relations. 

 

Drawing from Van Schooten et al’s (2003) framework, Fitzgerald and Wilkinson 

(2009) proposed their own SIA based on the premise that animal pests may be seen 

as impacting on people when the changes (or change processes) introduced by the 

animals 

• significantly add to or diminish the quality of people’s lives; 

• significantly add to or diminish the quality or supply to people of 

important goods and services that are obtained from the environment; or 

• significantly enhance or reduce the life-supporting capacity of valued 

ecosystems. 

 

Fitzgerald and Wilkinson (2009) exemplify this in relation to foxes preying on feral 

rabbits. In this situation there is little human (including economic) impact and thus 

the social impact is considered low (as while there may be a small social impact 

arising from the perception that the reduction of rabbit numbers is an environmental 

benefit, it is likely to be countered by the perception that the presence of foxes 

(another feral species) represents an overall negative situation. Conversely, foxes 

preying on lambs can compromise human livelihoods and cause psychological 

distress to farmers, leading to flow-on social changes that impact on others. In such 

a circumstance the social impact would be considered significant.  
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Interestingly, Fitzgerald and Wilkinson (2009) note that the word “pest” is socially 

constructed in that not everyone may see a particular animal as a pest, or even as 

invasive.  Indeed, some may even view an animal as both a pest and a resource. 

Fitzgerald and Wilkinson’s (2009) paper details in considerable depth the mapping 

required to derive biophysical2

 

 and human impacts of their SIA.  In doing so, they 

note that mapping the pathways of biophysical and human interactions implies that 

all impacts ultimately have human consequences: 

 Indeed, our interest in the biophysical world must (and can only) be 

self serving since we can only see the world though human eyes. This 

‘self-serving’ interest or concern can range from wanting to sustain 

our livelihoods by protecting the productive value of the land through 

to wanting to enhance or protect, for future human generations, the 

ecological value of species with which we have little direct interaction. 

That all impacts are ultimately human or social is reinforced by our 

increasing recognition that human activity or ‘intervention’ in the 

biophysical environment can have serious consequences (and costs) for 

ourselves and our society. Likewise, changes in the social world (e.g., 

in quality-of-life expectations) may lead to changes in the biophysical 

environment, the consequences of which tend to feed back as impacts 

on ourselves. (Fitzgerald and Wilkinson, 2009: 9)   

 

In short, to have a social impact, Fitzgerald and Wilkinson (2009) argue that there 

must be a “self serving” interest for humanity.  While noting that this would appear 

to reinforce van Schooten et al’s (2003) notion that social impact must be seen and 

felt, it is nonetheless a westernized and negatively biased prism to define social 

impact and one against which van Schooten et al (2003) cautioned: 

 

                                                 
2 Fitzgerald and Wilkinson (2009) define biophysical impacts as being expressed as changes in the 
products and services provided by the environment. They argue that these changes then impact on the 
values of these functions (of the natural environment) for human society. Changes in the functions of nature 
lead to changes in the values assigned to nature. Human impacts of an intervention that occur as a 
consequence of biophysical changes and impacts are ‘indirect’. There may also be direct human impacts 
that result directly from the intervention. 
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There is a western orientation to the lists that have been developed, for 

example the focus on individual property rights.  Broader social 

objectives and goals of development are given less consideration.  It is 

clear that the lists of social impacts that have been produced and the 

variables considered in most SIA studies relate mostly to the negative 

social impacts of projects.  Positive impacts, the impacts of policies 

and programmes, and the benefits, goals or objectives of planned 

interventions are not considered seriously, despite rhetorical 

statements that they should be. (Van Schooten, et al, 2003: 77) 

 

Furthermore, Fitzgerald and Wilkinson (2009), while attempting to include markers 

for non-market driven aesthetics and moral values within their framework, still 

focus primarily on economic and consumptive outcomes -  in short, measures 

which are readily quantifiable.  Table 2.5.1  Issues and effects of the main pest 

animals of the Upper Hunter (Fitzgerald and Wilkinson, 2009:20-21) outlines the 

key issues and social consequences (actual or potential) observed with their 

selected animals.  It should be noted that, for the purposes of the study in which 

they trialed the SIA framework, the rural farming community of the Hunter valley 

was chosen as it was easier to quantify economic impacts. 

 

While Fitzgerald and Wilkinson’s (2009) SIA framework was intended to assess 

social impacts, the indicators (social outcomes) used were largely economic or 

environmentally focused; only three outcomes (highlighted in red on Table 2.5.1 - 

physiological stress, social cohesion and quality of the living environment) could be 

seen as socially focused.  It is therefore questionable whether the application of SIA 

as used in Fitzgerald and Wilkinson’s study (2009) can accurately assess individual 

perceptions or moral attitudes towards a specific species. 
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Table 2.5.1: Issues and effects of the main pest animals of the Upper Hunter 

Pest animal Main issues or benefits Main social outcomes 

Wild dogs or 

dingoes 

• Prey on sheep and other farm animals. 
• Induce fear and uncertainty among 

stock managers. 
• Undermine sustainability of sheep 

farming. 
• Responsibility for and cost of control 

are a source of social conflict. 

• Reduced farm income. 
• Financial stress. 
• Additional farm work and 

expenditure. 
• Psychological distress. 
• Loss of community cohesion. 
• Land use change. 

Foxes • Prey on sheep and poultry. 
• Undermine sustainability of sheep 

farming. 
• Prey on indigenous animals 

(biodiversity loss). 
• Cause road accidents. 

• Reduced farm income. 
• Financial stress. 
• Psychological distress. 
• Reduced quality of the living 

environment. 
• Physical injury to motorists. 
• Higher motoring costs. 

Feral pigs • Physically damage pasture, crops and 
farm infrastructure. 

• Possible vector for animal diseases. 
• Game animal for recreational hunters 

that can be traded. 

• Additional farm work and 
expenditure. 

• Reduced farm income. 
• Improved local recreational 

amenity. 
• Additional income for hunters. 

Rabbits • Consume pasture intended for farm 
grazing stock. 

• Physically damage the land. 
• Provide recreational hunting 

opportunity. 

• Reduced farm income. 
• Additional work for land 

managers. 
• Reduced quality of the living 

environment. 
• Improved local recreational 

amenity. 
Feral goats • Consume feed of farm grazing stock. 

• Consume desired forest vegetation. 
• Consume unwanted regrowth and 

weeds. 
• When captured, generate income. 
• Provide recreational hunting 

opportunity.   

• Reduced farm income. 
• Reduced forest production. 
• Reduced cost of weed control. 
• Increased farm/landholder income. 
• Improved local recreational 

amenity. 

Carp • Displace native fish and desired 
recreational fishing species in lakes 
and rivers. 

• Cause biodiversity loss. 

• Reduced local recreational 
amenity and enjoyment for 
anglers. 

• Cultural loss. 

Fitzgerald and Wilkinson (2009: 20-21) 
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2.5.2 Other Social Impact Theoretical Frameworks  

 
While Fitzgerald and Wilkenson’s (2009) report is, to date, the most comprehensive 

attempt to define social impacts undertaken by the IACRC, it should be noted there 

have been earlier investigations into the public’s environmental attitudes. A 2007 

report commissioned by the IACRC entitled Public attitudes towards invasive 

animals and their impacts (Fitzgerald, Fitzgerald and Davidson, 2007) reviewed 

theoretical frameworks and research literature on public attitudes towards, and 

understanding of, invasive animals and their impacts. The need for such a review 

was identified by participants in the IACRC’s socio-economic Costing the Impacts 

workshop held in November 2005 (Norris, 2006) and was intended to maximise 

access to existing knowledge, identify knowledge gaps, suitable social research 

approaches, and help focus research efforts across the work of the IACRC.   
 

The report identified popular pest animals covered in the Australasian literature3

 

 and 

observed that little primary research had been conducted in relation to attitudes 

towards and perceptions of invasive animals in Australia. It observed that previous 

studies had generally been reactive and not well informed by previous work; it also 

noted that previous published reports were inconsistent in geographical coverage, 

that species coverage within the literature was variable and, as a result, there was 

not yet a national Australian picture for pest animals. Most importantly, the report 

found there to be very sparse research on perceived or experienced social impacts 

of invasive animals.  

Of the few studies that did attempt to identify social impacts, the authors noted that 

some excellent quantitative studies of people’s attitudes towards invasive animals 

were clouded by methodological problems. Many of the studies investigated did not 

use representative samples; samples were judged too small to be representative 

and/or drawn from limited sections of society, or to be purposive or self-selecting 

samples rather than randomised. While Fitzgerald et al (2007) advised caution 

when generalising the findings of their literature overview, they nonetheless 

observed there to be two emerging fields of study of relevance to social attitudes, 

                                                 
3 Animals listed in the report were foxes, wild dogs, rodents, cane toads, rabbits, horses, pigs, deer, goats, 
kangaroos, possums, stoats, bandicoots and flying foxes. 
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namely “the human dimensions of wildlife management” (HDWM), and “animals 

and society” (referred to as Human Animal Studies, or HAS). The former is typified 

by articles in journals such as Human Dimensions of Wildlife, Wildlife Society 

Bulletin, and Society and Natural Resources, and the second by Society and 

Animals. 

 

Fitzgerald et al (2007) noted that the field of HDWM broadly relates to 

understanding the complex interactions between people, society and wildlife, 

including the social psychological factors in people’s relationships with wild 

animals and wildlife (Nimmo and Miller, 2007; Decker et al, 2004). Fitzgerald et al 

(2007) also found a central concern of HDWM to be the acceptability of wildlife 

management practices and the desire to alleviate controversy around wildlife 

management (Nimmo and Kelly, 2007).  

 

Fitzgerald et al (2007) noted that other relevant fields of social research of 

relevance included Animals and Society4, and research associated with the broader 

New Social Movements5

                                                 
4 The Animals and Society movement seeks to advance institutional change for animals by helping to 
establish the moral and legal rights for animals. The movement is associated with Human-Animals Studies 
(HAS), which is an interdisciplinary field that examines the complex and multidimensional relationships 
between humans and animals in such areas of study as psychology, sociology, anthropology, political 
science, history, literary criticism and other disciplines in the humanities. The Animal and Society 
movement publishes two academic journals, Society and Animals and the Journal of Applied Animal 
Welfare Science. 

. They also cited several other related fields concerned with 

the use and development of techniques for managing human–wildlife interactions, 

usually framed within the context of population reduction and control of species 

considered problems at either local or national levels. Table 2.5.2 synthesises the 

theoretical fields identified by Fitzgerald et al (2007) and provides a short overview 

of each area. 

5 New Social Movements (NSMs) is a theory that attempts to explain the plethora of new social 
movements that have manifested in various western societies in the post-industrial economy (since the mid-
1960s) that claim to depart significantly from the conventional social movement paradigm.  There are two 
central claims of the NSM theory. First, that the rise of the post-industrial economy is responsible for a new 
wave of social movement and second, that those movements are significantly different from previous social 
movements of the industrial economy (Buechler 1999). The primary difference is in their goals, as the new 
movements focus not on issues of materialistic qualities such as economic wellbeing, but on issues related 
to human and environmental rights. 
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Table 2.5.2: Other Theoretical Frameworks Relating to Human-Animal 
Interactions 

Title Theoretical Summary Development, Major theorists & related 
movements 

Science Technology and 
Society (STS) studies 

 Is a multidisciplinary social 
science field.  

 Aims to understand the interaction  
science and technology  
 

• The disciplinary components of STS 
were formed independently and in 
isolation from 1960s to mid-1980s;  

• Ludwig Fleck's monograph Genesis 
and Development of a Scientific Fact 
(1935) anticipated many key themes;   

 
Technology Assessment  Aims to develop and apply 

methods for systematically 
identifying and evaluating the 
potential sustainability and impacts 
of proposed new technologies.  

• Is closely related to the fields of – 
o Social Impact Assessment;  
o Health Impact Assessment;  
o Environmental Impact 

Assessment;  
o Strategic Impact Assessment.   

Risk  Includes recent social theoretical 
developments but with emphasis 
on ‘the risk society’ (Beck, Gidden 
1995) proposes that society is 
increasingly concerned with safety, 
insecurities, uncertainty introduced 
by modernisation.  

 Popularity in the 1990’s linked to 
trends in wider modernity and 
popular discourse, including 
environmental concerns (Caplan, 
pg 7). 

• Relevant major theorists are Ulrich 
Beck (Risikogesellschaft: Auf dem Wed 
in eine andere Moderne  1986 
translated 1992 and titled Risk society: 
towards a new modernity); 

• Anthony Giddens (Consequences of 
Modernity 1990; Modernity and Self-
Identity. Self and Society in the Late 
Modern Age. 1991; ) The Third Way. 
The Renewal of Social Democracy 
1998; Risk and Responsibility 1999);     

• J Habermas (Der philosophische 
Diskurs der Moderne. Frankfurt 1985a 
and Die Neue Unubersichtlichkeit 
Frankfurt 1985).  

  
Risk Perception (RP)  A multidisciplinary field, RP 

examines subjectivities and 
reactions by people and 
communities to risk and 
uncertainty, including new 
technologies.  

 Most commonly applied to natural 
hazards and threats to the 
environment or health, such as 
nuclear power. 

Three major families of theory have been 
developed:  
• psychology approaches (heuristics and 

cognitive); 
• anthropology/sociology approaches 

(cultural theory); 
• interdisciplinary approaches (social 

amplification of risk framework);  
• Chauncey Starr key paper (Social 

Benefits versus Technological Risks 
1969) adopted a revealed preference 
approach to determine what risks are 
considered acceptable by society. 

Theory of Reasoned 
Action (TRA) 

 Derived from the social 
psychology setting, is composed of 
three general constructs:  

• behavioural intention (BI),  
• attitude (A), and  
• subjective norm (SN).  

 Proposes a person's behavioural 
intention depends on the person's 
attitude about the behaviour and 
subjective norms, i.e. individual 
intent regarding behavior is likely 
to result in behaviour being 
actioned.  

 

• As described by I Ajzen and M 
Fishbein Understanding Attitudes and 
Predicting Social Behaviour (1980).  

• Hale (2003) reported TRA has been 
tested in numerous studies across many 
areas including dieting (Sejwacz, Ajzen 
& Fishbein, 1980), using condoms 
(Greene, Hale & Rubin, 1997), 
consuming genetically engineered 
foods (Sparks, Shepherd & Frewer, 
1995), and limiting sun exposure 
(Hoffman, 1999). 
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Some of the studies reviewed by Fitzgerald et al (2007) were directly informed by 

the theoretical approaches already reviewed in this chapter6

 

  and, as such, were 

more likely to have appeared in the relevant academic journals and papers.  While a 

number of studies described in this chapter (e.g., Wilkinson and Fitzgerald (2009)) 

made explicit use of Ajzen and Fishbein’s (1980) model of attitudes and behaviour, 

these are in the minority.  In fact, most papers reviewed by Fitzgerald et al (2007) 

did not appear to have been informed by any particular theory.  Indeed, many of the 

reviewed papers were published by agencies and advocacy groups as stand-alone 

policy based reports designed to inform pragmatic management.    

Fitzgerald et al (2007) note that all papers contribute to understanding public 

knowledge, perceptions and attitudes towards pest animals control methods and 

thus potentially to better informed pest animal management decision making.  

However, they echoed other reports in arguing the need for further and more in 

depth studies to investigate perceptions and attitudes towards invasive and/or pest 

animals. 

 

 

2.6   The Unrecognised Role of Perception 
 
The ultimate goal of researchers investigating social impact and attitudes towards 

invasive and/or pest species is to minimise social, political and economic risks in 

pest species management by 

• ascertaining how people may react to potentially controversial projects 

(such as pest eradication or lethal control methods); 

• informing the deployment of pest management practices; 

• generating support for the management of targeted species; and 

• engaging stakeholders and the broader public in awareness campaigns 

and education programs. 

 

As such, many human dimension studies are focused on how people might react to 

a pest animal and/or its control, or on what actually leads people to particular 

                                                 
6 These are SIA, HAS, HDWM and the broadly based theories described in Table 2.3.2 Other Theoretical 
Frameworks relating to Human-Animal Interactions 
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actions/reactions.  Consequently the focus of these studies tends to be on precursor 

attitudes which are used to determine whether there is likely to be support or 

opposition by members of the public or an interest group in relation to a particular 

pest control approach/method.   

 

The analysis of perceptions of pest control methods is only one possible focus for 

research although its findings have broader relevance. In reviewing published 

works, Fitzgerald et al (2007) found perceptions and attitude towards invasive 

animals varied with:  

 

• Gender — males are generally more likely to consider invasive animals 

a ‘serious’ problem, and more likely to support intervention and the use 

of lethal controls;  

• Age — older people are generally more likely to regard an animal as a 

pest (and a more serious problem) than are younger people;  

• Residence — rural residents generally perceive invasive animals as 

being more of a problem than do urban residents;  

• Species of invasive animal —animals that are capable of being 

companion animals or are large, attractive mammals, are generally 

considered more favourably than rodents and non-mammalian species;  

• Personal situation — attitudes towards species that are seen as a 

pressing national or local problem tend to be more negative than towards 

species seen as being less pressing, or further from home;  

• Interest — attitudes vary across people with ethical or conservation 

interests, animal industry practitioners, conservation groups, scientists 

and health professionals;  

• Culture — certain species of animals are seen as companion animals in 

one culture but as pests and/or food in other cultures.  

 

It is thus clear that defining perceptions and attitudes towards invasive species is 

both multifaceted and complex. The report itself noted that the frameworks used to 

identify the factors influencing perceptions and attitudes were problematic in that 
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there were inconsistencies across methodologies and theoretical frameworks 

applied. 

 

It is also the case that, while the methodologies and frameworks utilised by 

researchers examining social attitudes towards pest species vary considerably, they 

are conducted through both a qualitative and quantitative prism. It can be argued 

that such an approach is less appropriate when examining highly subjective 

perceptions and moral attitudes, which vary considerably between individuals and 

are informed by a broad range of factors.  In short, while converting data to 

numbers and words will largely satisfy the conventions of an academic community 

focused on producing knowledge efficiently, data may thus be lost or 

misrepresented. How can culture be quantified?  How can interest be measured in a 

way that accounts for bias and moral attitudes? How can the personal experiences 

of an individual be encompassed by a quantitative framework?  This suggests that 

there may be a need to investigate sensory research methods, across a range of 

disciplines, if a methodology that appropriately accommodates such complex 

research questions is to be identified.  

 

 

2.7    Interpreting Social Impact through a Visual Framework 
 

Visual research is emerging across the social sciences as a significant, yet still 

underutilized resource producing unique lines of inquiry and sparking innovative 

pedagogies  

 

One question to ask is ‘why is it timely for social scientists to consider 

adopting visual methods?’ To which we would answer (somewhat 

cryptically) ‘there are many reasons’. A striking phenomenon of visual 

research two decades ago was its invisibility. Although social science 

privileges word and numbers-based approaches, visual modes are 

becoming more prevalent. Although it is now becoming somewhat of a 

cliché, there is nonetheless a general awakening to the ubiquity of 

imagery and visual culture in contemporary lives, which necessitates 

the development of visually orientated theoretical frameworks coupled 
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with the application of rigorous and complementary visual research 

methods. Consequently there is now a bourgeoning interest in visual 

methods across the disciplines, reflecting a broad surge in interest in 

approaches that promise enhanced analytical insights of everyday 

social worlds. It is our view that few critically reflexive researchers 

can doubt the significant potential contribution visual methods can 

make, methodologically, theoretically and substantively, to 

contemporary social science. (Prosser and Loxley 2008: 4) 

 

An unpublished paper by Prosser and Loxley (2008) entitled Introducing Visual 

Methods argues that “visual methods offer a range of alternative, diverse and 

creative possibilities that will expand and support the shifting orientation of social 

science research and ultimately advance knowledge.” (Prosser and Loxley, 2008: 4)  

 

In short, proponents of visual methods argue that this approach is effective because 

it:  

• provides an alternative to the hegemony of a word-and-number based 

academy;  

• hones observation and encourages deeper and more effective reflection 

on all things visual; and 

• enhances understanding of sensory embodiment and communication, and 

hence reflects more fully the diversity of human experiences. 

 

Prosser and Loxley (2008) argue that images can play an integral role in the 

research process and be useful in a number of ways.  They cite research by Weber 

(2008), noting that 

• Images can be produced by participants as data; 

• Found or existing images can be used as data or springboards for 

theorizing; 

• Images and objects are useful to elicit or provoke other data; 

• Images can be used for feedback and documentation of the research 

process; 

• Images are useful as a mode of interpretation and/or representation. 
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In providing an overview of the various approaches employing visual methods, 

Prosser and Loxley (2008) noted that there are many “excellent ways” of 

undertaking visual research and applying visual methods and that there is no single 

“correct” methodology; indeed, they note that the flexibility of visual 

methodologies is one of the advantages in adopting such a framework (Prosser and 

Loxley, 2008: 5).   

 

However, in describing potential useful visual frameworks, these authors opted for 

they termed “a pragmatic structure” (Prosser and Loxley, 2008: 5)  and outlined six 

visual framework themes: 

 

• Early visual research (visual researchers today are the sum of past 

practices – good and bad – and it is useful to be aware of them); 

• Researcher-created data (empirical researchers typically look/perceive 

and record/document their observations); 

• Respondent-created data (participatory research is growing in 

importance and visual methods potentially enhance respondents’ 

contributions); 

• Visual Methods and Research Design (overall structure and orientation of 

study) 

• The visual as representation (of representing data and findings but with a 

visual orientation); 

• Visual ethics in context (a difficult but important issue that requires more 

attention from visual researchers). (Prosser and Loxley, 2008: 5)   

 

They note that there are inherent dangers in utilising visual methods for researchers 

who work out of the field, stating that 

 
 ….we would add one caveat: visual research and applying visual 

methods can be fun and exciting and this has possibly contributed to 

the approach becoming fashionable and applied occasionally 

inappropriately. (Prosser and Loxley, 2008: 55) 
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However, they qualify that statement by noting that 

 

Applied visual researchers stand outside of this debate because whilst 

the visual remains important it rarely becomes blinkered or overtly 

visual-centric. There is always a focus on a problem and its resolution 

and a willingness to adopt and adapt whatever approach may help 

resolve that problem. Practitioners draw on a creative or esoteric mix 

of techniques, methods, perspectives and theoretical frameworks as 

necessary in order to arrive at resolutions. In contrast, we argue, 

visual researchers, like many other academics, tend to reapply their 

knowledge and skills to similar sets of problems within their ‘comfort 

zone’. Of course applied researchers have similar tendencies but they 

are inventive out of necessity since their funding is often based on their 

past record in resolving everyday problems that affect people's lives. 

Applied researchers attempt to answer what could be considered 

concrete problems and demonstrate (hopefully) successful solutions in 

the everyday world whereas theoretical research focuses on abstract 

problems and their primary audience is the academic community. 

(Prosser and Loxley, 2008: 36) 

 

While acknowledging the existence of a multitude of ways to utilise visual methods 

of representation, Prosser and Loxley (2008) define their framework via two 

strands: visual representation of word and number-based research; and visual 

representation of visual research. Although distinct, they argue that these strands 

are inter-related, with the visual representation of word and number-based research 

providing a foundation and cultural legacy for the visual representation of visual 

research.  Furthermore, the visual representation of visual research may provide 

potential for future visual representative enhancement of the visual representation 

of word and number-based research. 
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The visual representation of word and number-based research relates not only to 

the interpretation of word and number data visually (i.e., graphic based charts)7

 

 but 

also the format of presentation; that is, the design and layout of an academic text: 

One reading of the design and layout suggests that spacing and 

graphics are a measure of the journal’s publishers’ preferred view of 

its academic standing. The large white space surrounding the relatively 

small text, the narrow space between lines of text and between text, the 

large font for the title and the total reliance on classic serif font, 

combine to emphasise the preciousness of the words. In addition, 

journals with a similar textual format and small in terms of external 

dimensions, are less likely to contain imagery than those with more 

open format, more generous internal spatial arrangement, and larger 

in size. Compare, for example, a ‘heavyweight’ UK word-based journal 

like Sociology with a visual journal such as Visual Studies. Both 

currently meet the needs of academic audiences with the former very 

rarely including images and the latter always including images. Both 

formats are dated and will, we suggest, need to change in the near 

future. (Prosser and Loxley, 2008:  43)  

 
The authors offer the view that communication of quantitative research will soon 

undergo radical changes in visual display and representation. They see the 

evolution to be technologically driven, albeit with some potential problems: 

 
Data/Information Visualization and Visual Analytics is a fast 

developing field (see ESRC NCRM 3rd Research Methods Festival, 

session 26(10)). However, the quality of screen-based visual 

representation and visualisation is dependent on the quality of media 

hardware and software which accepts data and translates it into a 

visual display and importantly, an awareness of the dangers of 

                                                 
7 This encompasses diagrams, tables, and charts. Tufte (1983; 1990; 1997) offers guidelines for high 
quality representations (Grady, 2004) noting that it is easy to misrepresent data and that even relatively 
simple data presentation methods, such as pie and bar charts, can present data poorly in what Tufte 
sometimes refers to as ‘chart-junk’ (a sort of ‘over display’). 
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misreading and misrepresenting visual display.(Prosser and Loxley, 

2008: 43) 

 
The evolution of the presentation of data and findings is an area of debate that lies 

beyond the scope of this study, but the question raised by the authors in relation to 

the visual interpretation of words and data is compelling for visual art researchers.  

The presentation of information in a range of visual forms is commonplace within 

the visual arts sphere; indeed, the genre of illustration is often specifically applied 

to support or interpret text visually (in what may be referred to as story telling).  

The issue is how far an illustrative approach can be extended to support words and 

data. 

 

In defining visual representation of data and findings in visual research, Prosser and 

Loxley (2008) cite common visual applications as photographs, film/video, 

flowcharts and diagrams.  They also acknowledge that, where appropriate, a wide 

range of visual media including cartoons, doodles, pictograms, pictographs, and 

advertisements have also been used in sociologically based research.  The authors 

cite examples of visual representation broadening and supplementing, 

contextualising and refining earlier forms of data and findings (Harper, 1997; 

Weber, 2008).  One such example cited by Prosser and Loxley (2008) was a study 

designed to obtain more effective and accurate identikit pictures of suspects:  

 

 At present an identikit image is constructed based on the description of a 

single witness. The team, comprising of criminologists, forensic scientists, 

and psychologists found that likeness is improved by merging together 

different images on a computer. They took descriptions from multiple 

'witnesses' which varied in terms of accuracy from ‘quite good’ to ‘very 

bad’. When they were digitally merged, the identikit image’s likeness (the 

illustrative example is of Michael Owen, UK sportsman) was perceived as 

slightly improved on the best single image and much better than the worst. 

(Prosser and Loxley, 2008: 38) 
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Prosser and Loxley (2008) found that, while each of the single original identikit 

images captured some aspect of the actual target, the accuracy of the images vis à 

vis the real person improved considerably when merged. 

 
Combining, merging or morphing images is a practice which has been utilised by 

art practitioners in various forms for centuries to create translucent effects, better 

define an image, or create depth or produce composite images. Prosser and Loxley 

(2008) use this study as an example not so much because of its design parameters, 

but because they believe it is an innovative project that effectively combined five 

disciplines - fine art, psychology, forensic science, criminology, and software 

development - to resolve a problem through theory development grounded in 

empirical research.  

 

Moreover, the authors suggest that it is possible to use images in research to “...jog 

memories...” and to “...elicit emotional as well as intellectual responses.” (Prosser 

and Loxley 2008:41) based on the premise that images can literally and 

metaphorically change perception (the psychology of perception suggests that 

changing one's angle of view may change our perception - the duck viewed straight 

on becomes a rather cute rabbit if the head of the viewer is tilted to the left - see 

Plate 2.5.1).  

 
Plate 2.5.1 Changing viewing position alters perspectives, (Prosser and Loxley, 2008: 41) 
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The question of extending the use of imagery to create a visual framework to define 

and interpret the research question of this study is one that has considerable 

potential.  Furthermore, the acknowledgement by the authors that imagery can 

affect perceptions holds significant relevance for any research project aiming to 

investigate and interrogate popular perceptions of pest or invasive species.  

 

 

2.8 Towards a Methodology 

In terms of the aims of this research, the application of a visual methods framework 

is certainly a more appropriate methodology than numbers and words alone.  

However, while Proxer and Loxley’s The visual as representation (2008) provides 

one possible theoretical framework for this methodology, it does not by itself provide 

a blue print for the study.  

 

Integral to any form of visual communication is the ability to see; to view things 

differently to what might be the accepted norm.  However, if the use of visual 

frameworks in critical analysis and debate has been an underutilised area of 

research, the use of visual arts as a method of determining answers to both 

theoretical and practical research questions has been largely overlooked. Catterall 

(2002) notes that in relation to “our understandings of academic and social effects” 

of the creative arts, “perhaps curiously most under-examined [are] the visual arts”, 

and refers to visual arts as “quite unexplored territory” (Catterall, 2002:3-4).   

 

In the recent report examining visual arts education, Davis’s (2008) First We See 

proposed that the use of visual methodologies should be given the same weight as 

literacy and numeracy in the development of critical and analytical skills, noting that: 

 

The essence of the visual should thus be encapsulated in the new 

term visuacy which is defined here as involving the ability to create, 

process, critique and appreciate the spectrum of visual phenomena 

in the individual’s external and internal environment. Clearly, as 

with numeracy and literacy, visuacy is both a key foundational skill 
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and also has applications and relevance to many other areas of the 

curriculum. (Davis 2008: 11) 

 

Arts practitioners have an advantage in that inherent within arts practice is the need 

to be creative and innovative in problem solving.  The benefits of incorporating arts 

practitioners into private and public initiatives has been well documented; Graddy 

(2007) whose thesis examined a number of such projects found that: “Creative 

thinkers, working with organisations or on their own, have created unique 

programmes and artworks that show the potential art has to creatively transform 

problems into opportunities.”  (Graddy, 2007, 

http://www.greenmuseum.org/generic_content.php?ct_id=238, accessed 04.03.12). 
 

 
However, there is one caveat regarding the use of a visual methodology as a 

framework.  While the advantage of integrating a visual, practice-based approach is 

that it can result in creative and innovative research outcomes, it is important to 

ensure that in resolving research problems that incorporate other disciplines, the 

visual does not end up being viewed as ancillary.  Rather, as Davis (2008) indicated 

in the introduction of the term visuacy, such an approach should be viewed as a valid 

methodology for defining and discussing a research question in the same manner as 

words and numbers: 

 

One learns to write by writing, not by playing music. One learns 

science through painstaking observation and by conducting 

experiments, not by reading CP Snow. Disciplines must be faithful 

to their ways of doing for knowing to occur. One does not have to be 

a Booker Prize winner to be able to discriminate between the dross 

and the valuable in fiction. This discriminative ability derives from 

the capacity to use language in the written form as well as to access 

it; so it is with forms of art. (Davis 2008: 71) 
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3. Methodology and Data Collection 
 

3.1 Overview of Research Process 

 

As noted in 1.5, this research aims to 

a) establish a framework which distinguishes between objective and 

subjective views of target introduced species; 

b) create a visual realisation of the two frameworks;  

c) utilise the visual realisation to provide a visual challenge to human 

perceptions of introduced ubiquitous species;   

 

The previous chapter argued that adopting the principles of visuacy, defined by Davis 

(2008) as “involving the ability to create, process, critique and appreciate the 

spectrum of visual phenomena in the individual’s external and internal 

environment”(2008:11) will assist in developing and implementing a suitable 

methodology for this research.  

 

In this research, the visuacy is created through alternative and polar perceptual visual 

schemas, juxtaposed as a visual framework in order to analyse contrasting 

perceptions.  Employing extreme visual schemas not only maximises the likelihood 

of similarly extreme responses in a viewer (thus revealing inherent perceptual biases) 

but also, through their juxtaposition, facilitates comparison, review and challenge.  

Given the focus on perceptions, the visual framework was designed to operate from 

opposing ends of the perceptual spectrum - from emotional/subjective to 

intellectual/objective, achieving visuacy by contrasting extreme objective and 

subjective views of the targeted introduced species.  

 

As summarised in Table 3.1.1 the research process involved 

• defining the requirements for sampling; 

• developing criteria for selection of species; 

• applying the criteria to potential species; 

• implementing data collection methodologies. 
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3.1.1:   Overview of Research Processes  

Table Title  Section 
Reference 

Table No. 

Identified Introduced Pest/Potential Pest 
Invertebrate and Vertebrate Species 3.2 3.3.1 

Application of Primary Selection Criteria 3.3 3.3.1 
Application of 2nd Stage Criteria. 3.3 3.3.2 
Overview of Research Sample.  3.4 3.4.1 
Selection of Sources to Maximize 
Subjective Human Perceptions 3.5 3.5.1 

Selection of Accounts (First Hand Source) 3.7.1 3.7.1 
Selection of Accounts (Secondary Source) 3.7.1 3.7.2 

Selection of Subjective Artists for Review 3.8 3.8.1 
Selection of Western Zoological Illustrative 
Styles 3.10 3.10.1 

Overview of Preserved Specimens, by 
Species, Source and Location 3.11 3.11.1 

Technical Overview of Artworks in the 
Mitchell Collection 4.1 4.1.1 

Summary of Technical Experimentation and 
Media on Various Vellum Supports 4.5 4.5.1 

Experimentation with Pigments and Inks on 
various Vellum types 4.5 4.5.2 

Technical Notes For Small Studies in 
Watercolour on Kelmscott Vellum  
 

4.6 4.6.1 

 
 
 
 
3.2   Targeting and Selection of Focus Species 
 

The study examines introduced, ubiquitous species endemic in suburban areas of 

Northern Queensland, chosen because of their diversity and numbers in this region, 

as well as the researcher’s local knowledge and access to resources. The major 

sources of data for vertebrate species in northern Queensland were the Thuringowa 

City Council Pest Management Pan 2001 - 2004 (2001), the Draft Townsville City 

Council Pest Management Plan 2002 - 2005 (2002)8

                                                 
8 later revised in 2010 – 2015 (2010), see footnote 9. 

, and the Introduced Species 

List (vertebrate and invertebrate) prepared by Low (1999).   
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The pest management plans of Thuringowa City Council and Townsville City 

Councils9

 

 identified and prioritised introduced invertebrate and vertebrate species 

deemed to be a health risk, and/or of commercial or agricultural significance to the 

region: 

4.3 Prioritisation of pest plants and animals 

Over two hundred (200) naturalised pest species have been identified 

as current or potential threats to one or more of the various land uses 

and values in the Townsville region. These pests have been prioritised 

according to their declaration status, impact on the local community, 

invasiveness potential and the feasibility of long-term success in the 

implementation of control measures. (Townsville City Council 

2010:10) 

 

The species identified in both city council plans were cross referenced with Low’s 

(1999) far more extensive vertebrate list. Derived from over 14 sources, Low’s 

(1999) list provides the most complete data set as it includes introduced vertebrate 

species not typically listed as pests in government plans. Although there are (at 

least) over 500 known introduced invertebrate species in Australia, Low (1999) did 

not specifically name invertebrate species, indicating only rough numbers of 

taxonomic groups.   Thus, in order to ensure candidates for selection within the 

invertebrate category, individual invertebrate species were drawn from the list of 

major target species supplied by the then National Feral Animal Control Program 

(2002)10

                                                 
9 In 2008 the municipal councils for the City of Thuringowa and the City of Townsville merged, and 
adopted the title of Townsville City Council.  As such, all public policy by the Thuringowa City Council 
ceased as of 2007/2008, and was superseded by that of the Townsville City Council. At the start of this 
study, both Councils’ plans were reviewed and integrated for the purposes of listing a comprehensive 
introduced species list, noting that the Townsville City Council (2005) plan had listed over 200 naturalised 
pest species in the local area, with the Thuringowa City Council (2005) list only 11. The revised Council 
Pest Management Plan (2010) produced following the merger of the two adjoining Councils did not differ 
significantly to the earlier Townsville City Pest Management Plan (2005) in terms of listed species, and as 
such, the merger and new Pest Management Plan was deemed to have little impact on the methodology of 
this study.   

, as well as those outlined in the Draft Townsville City Council Pest 

Management Plans (2002); and Thuringowa City Council Pest Management Plans 

(2001).    

10 The National Feral Animal Control Program (2002) was later superseded by the Invasive Animals 
Cooperative Research Centre (IACRC). 
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The Council pest management plans targeted species impacting, or likely to impact, 

human health, the environment and/or have commercial significance. Accordingly, 

Councils ran education programs, control programs and encouraged public 

awareness of selected target species, resulting in greater public familiarity and 

possibly enhanced perceptual biases.  The Dengue mosquito, Aedus aegypti, is a 

case in point; listed by both Councils, it was (and remains) a major public health 

risk.  As a result, this mosquito is likely to be readily recognised by the community 

and thus have generated its own perceptual frameworks within and across the 

general public.  Conversely, while the European honeybee is an introduced species 

that has established wild populations in north QLD (Low 1999)), it was not 

included within the pest management plans of the Townsville and Thuringowa City 

Councils, as (although disputed) it was generally considered to have negligible 

impact upon human health or the environment and even to provide some 

commercial benefit.  

 

It should be noted that Low (1999) acknowledged ambiguity in terms of some 

species being considered native when they may, in fact, be introduced. Both Low 

(1999) and the National Feral Animal Control Program (2002) also noted that there 

may be new arrivals for which there is, as yet, no formal accounting.  Since it was 

clearly neither possible nor appropriate to encompass all species within a single 

research project, it was necessary to be selective.  Table 3.3.1 collates relevant 

species data from all lists cited here in terms of invertebrate and vertebrate groups. 

It further divides the vertebrate species into generalised taxonomic groups of fish, 

reptile, amphibian, bird and mammal. It does not include invertebrate species for a 

number of reasons.   In addition to the relatively large numbers of suspected 

introduced invertebrates (over 500 species), their status as either introduced or 

native is not always entirely clear, and thus their consideration would be clearly 

problematic.  In addition, relatively few of these species would be readily 

recognisable; as species ubiquity in the suburban environment and public 

familiarity is the basis for forming strong perceptual bias (and therefore 

fundamental to species selection), it was prudent to exclude them as potential 

species for selection in this study. 
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Table 3.3.1:  Identified Introduced Pest/Potential Pest Invertebrate and Vertebrate Species  
Invertebrate* Vertebrate 

 Reptiles 
(6) 

Amphibians 
(1) 

Birds 
(26) 

Mammals 
(25) 

Fish 
(31) 

European 
Honeybee (Apis 
mellifera) 

Slider 
(Chrysemys 
scripta) 

Cane Toad 
(Bufo 
marinus) 

Ostrich 
(Struthio 
camelus) 

House mouse 
(Mus 
musculus) 

Brown Trout 
(Salmo trutta) 

European Wasp 
(Vespula 
germanica) 

Asian 
House 
Gecko 
(Hemidactyl
us frenatus) 

 Red junglefowl 
(gallus gallus) 

Pacific rat 
(Rattus 
exulans) 

Rainbow Trout 
(Oncorhynchus 
mykiss) 

Black Portuguese 
Millipede 
(Ommatoiulus 
moreleti) 

Mourning 
gecko 
(Lepidodact
ylus) 

 Common 
pheasant 
(Phasianus 
colchicus) 

Brown rat 
(Rattus 
norvegicus) 

English Perch 
(Perca fluviatilis) 

Western Flower 
Thrips  
(Frankliniella 
occidentalis) 

Skink 
(Lygosoma 
bowringii) 

 Indian peafowl 
(Pavo cristatus) 

Black rat 
(Rattus rattus) 

European Carp 
(Cyprinus carpio) 

Bumble Bee 
(Bombus 
terrestris) 

Flowerpot 
snake 
(Ramphotph
lops 
braminus) 

 Wild turkey 
(Meleagris 
gallopavo) 

Asian house 
rat (Rattus 
tanezumi) 

Goldfish 
(Carrasius 
auratus) 

Spiralling 
Whitefly 
(Aleurodicus 
disperses) 

Wolf snake 
(Lycodon 
aulicus) 

 California quail 
(Callipepla 
californica) 

Dingo (Canis 
lupis dingo) 

Guppy (Poecilia 
reticulata) 

Papaya fruit fly 
(Bactrocera 
papayae) 

Red-eared 
Slider Turtle 

 Mute swan 
(Cygnus olor) 

Dog (Canis 
familiaris 
familiaris 

Mosquitofish 
(Gambusia 
holbrooki) 

White Snails 
(Theba pisana 
Cernuella 
virgata) 

  Mallard (Anas 
platyrhynchos) 

Fox  (Vulpes 
vulpes) 

Tilapia 
(Oreochromis 
mossambicus) 

Conical Snails 
(Cochlicella 
acuta, 
Cochlicella 
barbara) 

  Rock dove 
(Columba livia) 

Cat (Felis 
catus) 

Yellowfin  goby 
(Acanthogobius 
flavimanus) 

Elm Bark Beetles 
(Scolytus 
multistriatus 
Pyrrhalta luteola) 

  Laughing 
turtledove 
(Streptopelia 
senegalensis) 

Rabbit 
(Oryctolagus 
cuniculus) 

Goby 
(Accentrogobius 
flavumi) 

Crazy Ant 
(Anoplolepis 
gracilipes) 

  Skylark 
(Alauda 
arvensis) 

Brown hare 
(Lepus 
capensis) 

Variable triplefin 
(Forsterygion 
lapillum) 

Fire Ant 
(Solenopsis 
invicta) 

  House sparrow 
(Passer 
domesticus) 

Brumby  
(Equs 
caballus) 

Striped goby 
(Tridentiger 
trigonocephalus) 

Dengue Mosquito 
(Aedes agypti) 

  Eurasian tree 
sparrow (Passer 
montanus) 

Donkey (Equs 
asinus) 

Blue acara 
(Aequidens 
pulcher) 

Mediterranean 
Fanworm 
(Sabella 
spallanzanii) 

  Nutmeg 
mannikin 
(Lonchura 
punctulata) 

Pig (Sus 
scrofa) 

Green terror 
(Aequidens 
rivulatus) 
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Table 3.3.1 (continued) 
Invertebrate* Vertebrate 
invertebrate 
species (selected) 

Reptiles 
(6) 

Amphibia
ns (1) 

Birds 
(26) 

Mammals 
(25) 

Fish 
(31) 

Northern Pacific 
Seastar (Asterias 
amurensis) 

  Java sparrow 
(Lanchura 
oryzivora) 

One humped 
camel (Camelus 
dromedaries) 

Midas cichlid 
(Amphilophus 
citrinellum) 

European Shore 
Crab (Carcinus 
maenas) 

  Common chaffinch 
(Fringilla coelebs) 

Water buffalo 
(Bubalus 
bubalis) 

Oscar (Astronotus 
ocellatus) 

New Zealand 
Screw Shell 
(Maoricolpus 
roseus) 

  European goldfinch 
(Carduelis 
carduelis) 

Cow (Bos 
taurus) 

Pearl cichlid 
(Geophagus 
brasiliensis) 

Asian Date 
Mussel 
(Musculista 
senhousia) 

  Common redpoll 
(Corduelis 
flammea) 

Goat (Capra 
hircus) 

Burton’s 
haplochromus 
(Haplochromus 
butoni) 

Black Striped 
Zebra Mussel 
(Mytilopsis salei) 

  Yellowhammer 
(Emberiza 
citrinella) 

Fallow Deer 
(Dama dama) 

Branded cichlid 
(Heros severus) 

   Red-whiskered 
bulbul (Pycnonotus 
jocosus) 

Red deer 
(Cervus 
elaphus) 

Jewel cichlid 
(Hemichromus 
guttatus) 

   Common blackbird 
(Turdus merula) 

Rusa deer 
(Cervus 
timorensis) 

Firemouth 
(Herichthys meeki) 

   Song thrush 
(Turdus 
philomelos) 

Sambar deer 
(Cervus 
unicolor) 

Oriental 
weatherloach 
(misgurnus 
anguillicaudatus) 

   Common starling 
(Sturnus vulgaris) 

Chital deer 
(Axis axis) 

One-spot livebearer 
(Phalloceros 
caudimaculatus) 

   Common myna 
(Acridotheres 
tristis) 

Hog (Axis 
porcinus) 

Sailfin molly 
(Poecilia latipinna) 

   Canadian Goose 
(Branta 
Canadensis) 

Ferret (Mustela 
putorius furo) 

Roach (Rutilis 
rutilis) 

   Barbary Dove 
(Streptopelia 
roseogrisea) 

 Brook trout 
(Salvelinus 
fontinalis) 

   Indian Ringneck 
Parakeet (Psittacula 
krameri) 

 Niger cichlid 
(Tilapis mariae) 

   House Crow 
(Corvus splendens) 

 Tench (Tinca tinca) 

     Swordtail 
(Xiphophorus 
helleri) 

     Platy (Xiphophorus 
maculates) 

      
Note: *There are approximately 500+ introduced invertebrate species. Those listed here are the 
major species targeted by National Feral Animal Control Program 2002 and the Thuringowa and 
Townsville City Councils. 
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3.3  Criteria for Selection of Focus Species 

 

Table 3.3.1 lists far too many potential candidate species to be accommodated in the 

current study, resulting in the need for specific selection criteria (see 3.4).  In order to 

examine perceptions of introduced species (from which alternative perceptual visual 

schemas may then be formed), target species must have high public recognition in 

order to be eligible. Additionally, investigation of both the sources of and influences 

on public perceptions of species must initially be undertaken to identify the 

characteristics of these perceptions and assess their appropriateness for a framework 

to interrogate public views of the targeted introduced species.  Hence, fundamental 

requirements for selection are that species must be 

• introduced; 

• publically recognized as detrimental to ecological interests; 

• ubiquitous in a shared habitat; 

• environmentally notorious to the extent that there exists a range of 

associated perceptions. 

 

Selecting for ubiquity relates to the commonality of these species in the suburban 

environment of north Queensland, while selecting for linked public familiarity or 

environmental notoriety is a separate criterion. The requirement of shared habitat 

greatly increases the likelihood of close inter-species contact and therefore selected 

species should be reliant upon the human-centric constructed suburban habitat for 

survival. It also references the issue of humanity’s role in the spread of species that 

may be considered feral. Environmentalists such as Low (1999) and Horton (2000) 

argue that the perceptions of species introduced post-European settlement could be 

closely linked to the historical changes in the European perception of Australia 

itself. Hence a further criterion relates to time of introduction as it is from this point 

that the greatest ecological changes have occurred. 
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3.3.1 Application of Primary Selection Criteria 

 

Table 3.3.1 lists the following Primary Selection Criteria against which potential 

species are judged: 

• non-indigenous (i.e. must be introduced); 

• introduced post European settlement; 

• urban ubiquitous in Townsville/Thuringowa area; 

• dependent upon human conurbation; 

• high public recognition for environmental notoriety. 

 

In each relevant column presence or absence is noted, while the final columns 

synthesizes the potential inclusion for each species. 
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Table 3.3.2 – Application of Primary Selection Criteria. 

SPECIES 
TYPE 

SELECTION CRITERIA INCLUSION 
PROBABILITY 

 Species are 
non-

indigenous 

Evidence of 
introduction 

post European 
settlement 

Evidence of 
ubiquity in 

uburban areas of 
Townsville/ 
Thuringowa 

Evidence of 
dependence 
upon human 
conurbation 

 

Evidence of 
public 

familiarity/ 
environmental 

notoriety. 

High Low 

INVERTEBRATES 

European 
Honeybee         
European Wasp         
Black Portuguese 
Millipede         
Western Flower 
Thrips          
Bumble Bee        
Spiralling 
Whitefly         
Papaya fruit fly         
White Snails        
Conical Snails         
Elm Bark Beetles         
Crazy Ant         
Fire Ant         
Dengue 
Mosquito         
Mediterranean 
Fanworm         
Northern 
Pacific Seastar         
European 
Shore Crab         
North Pacific 
Oyster         
New Zealand 
Screw Shell         
Asian Date 
Mussel         
Black Striped 
Zebra Mussel         
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Table 3.3.1 (continued) 
SPECIES 
TYPE 

Species 
are non-

indigenous 

Evidence of 
introduction 

post 
European 
settlement 

Evidence of 
ubiquity in 
suburban 
areas of 

Townsville/ 
Thuringowa. 

Evidence of 
dependence 
upon human 
conurbation. 

 

Evidence of 
public 

familiarity/ 
environmental 

notoriety. 
 

High Low 

VERTEBRATES 

Fish All fish are excluded as research parameters focus on terrestrial species 
only. 

na na 

Reptiles        
Slider        
Skink        
Wolf snake        
Mourning 
gecko        
Flowerpot 
snake        
Asian 
House 
Gecko 

       

Amphibians 
Cane Toad        
Birds 
Ostrich        
Red jungle 
fowl         
Peafowl         
Common 
pheasant        
Spice 
Finch.        
Mallard         
Rock dove         
Nutmeg 
manikin         
European 
goldfinch        
Common 
starling        
Wild 
turkey        
Nutmeg 
mannikin        
California 
quail         
Mute swan         
Common 
chaffinch        
Laughing 
turtledove        
Skylark         
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Table 3.3.1 (continued) 
SPECIES TYPE Species are 

non-
indigenous 

Evidence of 
introduction 

post 
European 
settlement 

Evidence of 
ubiquity 

suburban areas 
of Townsville/ 
Thuringowa. 

Evidence of 
dependence 
upon human 
conurbation. 

 

Evidence of 
public 

familiarity/ 
environmental 

notoriety. 

High Low 

Java sparrow        
House sparrow        
Eurasian tree 
sparrow         
Common redpoll         
Yellowhammer         
Red-whiskered 
bulbul         
Common blackbird         
Song thrush         
Common  Indian 
Mynah         
Common Pigeon        
Spotted Turtle Dove        

Mammals 
Pacific Rat         
Brown Rat         
Asian House Rat         
House Mouse        
European Rat (Black 
rat)        
Rabbit/Hare 
        
Red Fox    *    
Feral cats    *     
Feral pigs        
Feral dogs        
Dingo        
Feral horses        
Feral donkey        
Feral cattle         
Camel        
Feral goat        
Fallow deer        
Red deer        
Chital Deer        

* In suburbia 
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Application of the Primary Selection Criteria shortlists the potential candidates:  

• European Honey Bee  

• Dengue Mosquito 

• Asian House Gecko 

• Skink 

• Cane Toad 

• House Sparrow 

• Common Pigeon 

• Spotted Turtle Dove 

• Indian Mynah Bird 

• House Mouse 

• Brown Rat 

• European Rat (Black rat) 

• Feral cat 

 

The public recognition/environmental notoriety of an introduced species requires 

deeper analysis than a simple judgment of presence as in Table 3.3.2.   

 

 

3.3.2   Second Stage Criteria 

Examination across a range of perceptual data is required to establish the potential 

public recognition of a species as environmentally notorious. Second stage criteria 

must firstly reflect popular perception that the selected species has considerable 

impact on human interests (such as in health or commerce) and/or in ecological 

matters.  Such species may be identified for control as a reflection both of their 

ubiquity and perceived negative impact, yet may not necessarily be declared pests.  

Classification as a pest species is dependent upon a variety of different factors, 

often including a judgement of that species’ highly localised impact in commercial 

and/or environmental terms.  For example, peafowl were targeted by the 

Thuringowa City Council for control in its Pest Management Plan (2005) but are 

not considered as a pest species (National Feral Animal Control Program 2002).  
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Criteria must also select for those species predisposing the public to subjective, 

black/white responses.  The public’s familiarity with the species in the localised 

area may generate urban mythology. In order to have social impact, a species must 

be considered to influence human or ecological interests and be identified for 

control by local authorities. Furthermore, there must be perceptual biases 

commonly recognized in relation to the species.     

 

In essence, the second stage criteria to be applied to the short listed species are: 

• species promoted as having considerable impact in matters of human 

interest and/or ecological matters; 

• species identified for non-domestic control in North Queensland by 

government and/or private agencies; 

• species evocative of an emotional response by the public; 

• species subject to urban mythology in the Townsville/Thuringowa region. 

 

Table 3.3.3 summarises the application of the second date criteria again indicating 

presence/absence with the final columns indicating those species fulfilling three or 

more of the four criteria. 
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Table 3.3.3: Application of 2nd Level Criteria. 

SPECIES TYPE SECOND STAGE CRITERIA INCLUSION 

 Promoted as 
having 

impact on  
human 

interest or 
ecological  
matters. 

Identified for non-
domestic control in 

North QLD by 
government/private 

agencies. 

Predisposition 
to 

subjectification 
by public. 

 

Species have 
notoriety in 
Townsville/ 
Thuringowa 

region 

Species 
which 

fulfils the 
highest no. 
of refined 
selection 
criteria 

Yes No 
INVERTEBRATES 

European 
Honey Bee       

Dengue 
Mosquito       

VERTEBRATES 

Reptile       
Asian House 

Gecko       
Skink       

Amphibian       

Cane Toad       

Birds       
House 

Sparrow       
Common 
Pigeon       

Spotted Turtle 
Dove       

Indian Mynah  
Bird       

Mammal       

House Mouse       

Brown Rat       
European Rat 

(Black rat)       

Feral cat       
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The five species potentially appropriate for further investigation are thus the   

• Dengue Mosquito; 

• Asian House Gecko; 

• Cane Toad; 

• Indian Mynah  bird; 

• Feral cat 

The Dengue Mosquito is an introduced species found in north Queensland yet there 

is scant evidence that it is the subject of urban myth or has a love/hate relationship 

with human kind. Mosquitoes tend to be universally disliked to the extent that a 

range of subjective perceptions from positive to negative is unlikely.   

Moreover a strongly adverse reaction to mosquitos is a rational response.  Aside 

from the unpleasantness associated with the actual sensation of the bite (and 

subsequent itching), dengue viruses cause more human morbidity and mortality 

worldwide than any other arthropod-borne virus (Farrar et al, 2007), and represent 

the most rapidly advancing vector-borne disease in the world (Kroeger and Nathan, 

2006). Furthermore, mosquito infections produce a spectrum of clinical illness, 

ranging from a nonspecific viral syndrome to severe and fatal haemorrhagic 

disease. Annually there is an estimated 50–100 million cases of dengue fever (DF) 

worldwide with up to 500,000 cases of dengue haemorrhagic fever (DHF), and over 

24,000 deaths (mainly among children) attributed to dengue viruses (WHO, 2009).   

Given that the mosquito is a significant threat to human health and attracts very 

strong negative associations, it is unlikely to challenge popular perceptions. A 

secondary issue is that it is invertebrate while the other four potential species are 

vertebrates.  It was therefore considered appropriate to exclude the Dengue 

Mosquito, leaving the  

 

• Asian House Gecko; 

• Cane Toad; 

• Common Indian Mynah  bird; 

• Feral cat. 
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3.4      Overview of Selected Species 

Table 3.4.1 notes for each species the common and scientific names, native origins, 

introduction dates plus general information. It provides a perception schema for 

each species, as explored in detail for each of the selected subject in Chapters Five 

through to Eight (the Rogues Gallery). 

 
Table 3.4.1:  Overview of Research Sample.  

       
SPECIES  

TYPE 
COMMON 

NAME 
SCIENTIFIC 

NAME ORIGIN INTRODUCED  
WHEN & BY 

GENERAL 
INFORMATION 

Reptile 
 Asian 

House 
Gecko 

Hemidactylus 
frenatus 

Asia  Recently 
introduced through 
trading with Asia  - 
first recorded in 
Townsville in 
1983. 

 Eats Cockroaches, moths.   
 Adapts well to suburban 

conditions.  
 Is very territorial – makes a 

chuck chuck chuck sound.  
  Is displacing the native 

gecko in suburbia. 
Amphibian 
 Cane 

Toad 
Bufo 
marinus 

South 
America  

• Introduced 1935 
by Reginald 
Mongomery 
(Meringa Sugar 
Station, Cairns) 

 Is highly poisonous in all 
developmental stages; 
however, evidence shows 
that some native species 
(e.g. Common Keelback 
snake Tropidonophis 
mairii) are able to eat small 
Cane Toads  and remain 
unaffected.  

 Species is continuing to 
expand into new areas in 
northern Australia - First 
examples found in Kakado 
National Park 13.03.01.  

 Bird 
 Indian 

Mynah  
Bird 

Acridotheises 
tristis 

India • Introduced to 
North QLD 1883 
deliberately by 
cane farmers in 
an attempt to 
control sugar 
cane pests.  

 Has displaced wildlife, raids 
fruit crops. 

 Is aggressive and territorial.  
 Nests in guttering of houses 

and eves,  
 Highly adaptable, 

intelligent. 
Mammal 
 Cat 

 
Felis catus Europe/ 

Asia  
• Introduce by 

early settlers, 
accidental & 
deliberate 
releases resulted 
in feral 
populations.   

• Conjecture/local 
stories that 
populations may 
have been 
established in 
North prior to 
European 
settlement, 
unproven. 

 Predate upon a wide range 
& number of native species,  

 Populations are constantly 
replenished by domestic 
populations. 

 May also carry disease 
toxoplasmosis,  

 In community areas are 
noisy, destructive to 
gardens etc.   

 May spread disease to 
domestic animals as well as 
humans. 
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3.5      Sampling Human Perceptions of Selected Species 

 

Given that the visual framework is designed to present polar opposites, the selection 

of an objective frame leads inevitably to the scientific as that which deliberatively 

eschews the subjective.  The scientific perceptual view is to represent as faithfully as 

possible what is seen either by the naked eye or through aids such as a microscope. 

 

Maximising the subjective at the other end of the spectrum, however, is less 

straightforward and the possibilities more varied. Obviously first and second hand 

individual accounts are major sources of perceptual data.  At the community level, 

major sources include the media, government (policy and regulations), the law, 

education and commercial promotions – all potentially influencing both the 

individual and general public.  Indeed, environmental groups and lobbyists aim to 

enact change through grass root level community campaigns.   

 

Many of these sources cite established scientific data in support of their claims.  

However, scientific evidence can also be a perceptual source, influencing the public 

and individual directly (through personal research and experience) and indirectly 

(through promotion such as in the media or as a basis for government policy).   

 

In essence, potential major sources impacting on and shaping human perceptions of 

species are:  

• First hand accounts of contact; 

• Second hand accounts of contact; 

• Media reports and stories; 

• Marketing literature (commercial/promotional sources); 

• Special interest groups (includes environmental interest/pressure groups) 

• Government policies and regulations (species related); 

• Legal sources; 

• Formal curricula/educational; 

• Refereed scientific evidence. 
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Which of these multiple sources is best suited to achieve the study’s aims, not only 

revealing, but potentially challenging, perceptions of perceptual sources must be 

determined.  

 

The selection of maximised subjective perceptual sources must meet specific 

requirements as it is through the juxtaposition of extremes that viewers might be 

prompted to revisit their perceptions. Given that a key aim of the research is to 

interrogate and re-examine human perceptions of feral species visually, the data – or 

experiences – must have arresting visual potential.  They must also have sufficient 

veracity to be convincing to viewers and be highly subjective. From a practical 

perspective, sources must also be readily accessible.  Table 3.5.1 thus assesses the 

potentiality of sources against the following criteria 

 

• visual potential for translation into heightened emotional narrative; 

• veracity of data (does the story ring true); 

• potential for subjectivity;  

• accessibility of data (how obtainable is the information). 

 
For each criterion a sliding scale from 1 (very low) to 5 (very high) has been 

applied.  These ratings were verified and amended by two independent researchers 

and subjected to review and scrutiny by an expert academic panel. 
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Table 3.5.1:  Selection of Sources to Maximise Subjective Human Perceptions  

 

The final column of Table 3.5.1 summarises the ratings against the four selection 

criteria.  First and second hand accounts of species contact achieve higher overall 

ratings resulting in the decision to use first hand accounts supplemented, if 

necessary, by second hand accounts. 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Main 
Possible 
Sources 

                             low(1) – high(5)                 Total 
Accessibility 

of Data 
Veracity of  

Data 
Degree of 

Subjectivity 
Visual 

Potential for 
Heightened 
Emotional 
Narrative 

 

First Hand 
Account of 

Species 
Contact 

 
3 

 
5 

 
5 

 
5 

 
18 

Second Hand 
Account of 

Species 
Contact 

 
4.5 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

 
16.5 

Media 
Reports and 

Stories 

 
4.5 

 
3 

 
3 

 
4 

 
14.5 

Marketing 
Literature 

 
5 

 
2 

 
3 

 
2 

 
12 

Special 
Interest 
Group 

Literature 

 
5 

 
3 

 
3 

 
2 

 
13 

The Legal 
Domain 

 
4 

 
4 

 
1 

 
1 

 
10 

Formal 
Educational 
Curricular 

 
5 

 
3 

 
2 

 
2 

 
12 

Government 
Policies & 
Regulation 

 
5 

 
3 

 
2 

 
1 

 
11 

Refereed 
Scientific 

Data 

 
5 

 
5 

 
1 

 
1 

 
12 
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3.6  Visual Interpretation of Sources  

 

Having selected the perceptual sources at opposite ends of the objective/subjective 

continuum, the challenge is to select appropriate visual methodologies (visuacy) to 

interrogate and challenge perceptions of these species.  The solution lies in 

translating the source material into a visual form that enables the viewer to 

understand and respond to the subject being depicted, as directly and honestly as 

possible.  Through the application of a visual methodology, it is possible to have 

the source category –objective scientific data or the subjective narrative of first-

hand accounts – create the appropriate visual frameworks. In short, the source 

should tell the story as directly and as simply as possible. The pictorial style thus 

remains faithful to the original experience, and, dependent upon the source 

categories, either highlights objectivity or subjectivity. 

 

Scientific data sources are readily accessible through published materials, relevant 

organisations and individuals.  Scientific illustration is also highly prescriptive 

regarding required information and representation.  However, the two major 

characteristic of a subjective narrative based on a first hand account are its highly 

affective content and the personalised experience – to feel the veracity – as though 

it is first hand.  As a result, literal translation prescribes the illustrative style, in 

which the story of the first hand account is presented visually to the viewer as a 

snapshot of a moment in time, and the affective content of this experience is 

heightened visually (though the subject matter and expression, composition, colour, 

rendering, etc.) into a narrative form.  However, communicating the entire 

experience of the encounter with the subject species may not be satisfactorily 

encapsulated by pure narrative, which, although heightened, reflects only the 

physical scene and momentary affective actions/reactions of the subjects. It is 

therefore necessary to include elements that go beyond the pure physical in terms of 

the experience, to symbolise perceptions, feelings and nuances.  This may include 

additional subjects, reference to items or ideas, or the distortion of viewpoints, 

perspectives and colours.  Thus the addition of these symbolic aspects form an 

integral part of a hybrid version of heightened narrative, which can represent the 

subjective narrative of first hand accounts. 
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3.7 Accessing First Hand Accounts of Species Contact 

 

Since a first hand account, by definition, is a personalised retelling of an experience 

by the affected individual, date collection opportunities are limited to personalised 

contact between researcher and individual.  In order to access the broadest base of 

possible experiences, first hand accounts of the public’s encounters with the 

selected species were requested through the media to maximise potential responses. 

Such a methodology seeking responses from individuals directly to the researcher 

enhances the veracity of the source. 

 

Although there are a wide range of media outlets in North Queensland, story (in 

this case, a request for assistance) exposure is largely determined by in-house 

assessment of the newsworthiness of the story.  In conjunction with the University 

media department, it was decided to make the initial request in the James Cook 

University Campus Review.   The story was then carried by the larger print 

community and run successfully in the Townsville Bulletin, the Cairns Post and The 

Sun.  The radio media followed (ABC local, ABC national) also did a short report 

on a local television news service (WIN TV).   

 

All requests included a media-friendly overview of the research, its aims and focus 

to contextualise the invitation. While the first request for information was not 

species specific, reporting by the Townsville and Cairns papers and radio 

highlighted the Cane Toad and the Common Indian Mynah as species likely to 

elicit the most responses. Stories were received either via direct verbal contact (and 

transcribed by the researcher), or through written accounts, forwarded in either 

electronic or hardcopy format. The goal was two stories per species. 

   

 

3.7.1 Criteria for Selection of First Hand Accounts 

Twelve accounts were received from the public (see Appendix A).  In order to 

select the most appropriate stories, each was assessed against specific criteria.  

While the foremost criterion was relevance to the selected species, the affective 

quality of the experience was also critical to ensuring a strong viewer reaction when 
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transferred to the heightened narrative format.  Veracity of accounts was important, 

as was the potential for translation to the visual.   

 

The affective impact of the account (that is, the likelihood of the story generating 

an emotional response when retold) was a vital criterion, and was verified by three 

independent researchers who each discussed their emotional reactions to the 

accounts with the researcher.  In addition, the accounts needed to impact on the 

researcher, as the transfer from the story to a visual narrative relied upon this 

researcher having both the affective stimulation and the creative vision to do so. 

Thus, the criterion for affective impact combined both the feedback provided by 

other researchers, and this researcher’s own response to the stories. 

 

Finally, given the research aim of interrogating and re-examining the public’s 

perceptions, stories that either contradicted, or presented an alternative view, of the 

established perceptions of the selected species were sought.  Table 3.7.1 presents 

each submitted story against these criteria: 

 

• Relevance to selected species; 

• Potential transferability to Heightened Symbolic Narrative; 

• Maximum affective content; 

• Presents an unusual/interesting perception of the species;  

• Veracity of the account. 
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Table 3.7.1   Selection of Accounts (First Hand Source) 
 
Source Selection Criteria 

Account 
(first hand 

source) 

Relevant to 
selected 
species 

Experience 
interprets into 

heightened 
symbolic 
narrative 

 

High 
affective 
impact  

Presents an 
alternate/ 
unusual 

perspective of 
species 

Veracity of 
the 

account  

Account 
accepted 

“Raising 
Mynah”       
“Mynah 
Murder”    

  
 

“Mynah 
Tabby Tag”     

  

“Mynah 
Training”       
“Gecko 

foreplay”     
  

“Gecko Tea”       
“Potential”       
“Every Dog 
has its Day” 
(Cane Toad) 

      

“Leopard 
striped 

stockings” 
(Cane Toad) 

   
  

 

“Dumped 
Kittens”    

   

“Cecil the 
ceiling cat”       

“Food chain” 
(cat)       

General 
observations 

on feral 
animals 

     
 

 
 

One account did not focus on any selected species and was automatically 

eliminated (see Table 3.7.1). Similarly, the account of “Gecko Foreplay” was 

eliminated, as it could not be verified that the geckos were Asian House Geckos.  

There were two acceptable narratives for all but the Cane Toad, which meant that a 

secondary source was required (Table 3.5.1). 

 



73 
 

A number of potentially suitable narratives describing interactions and experiences 

with Cane Toads are recorded in books such as Cane Toads (Lewis, 1999)11

 

. 

Researching these sources provided two potentially suitable narratives, “Toad in a 

Frock” (Appendix A.14) and “Toad in Slippers” (Appendix A.15) which were 

considered against the criteria in Table 3.7.2 Selection of Accounts (Secondary 

Source).  

 
Table 3.7.2   Selection of Accounts (Secondary Source) 

Source Selection Criteria 
Account 

(secondary 
source) 

Relevant to 
selected 
species 

Experience 
interprets into 

heightened 
symbolic 
narrative 

 

High 
affective 
impact  

Presents an 
alternate/ 
unusual 

perspective 
of species 

Account 
verified  

Account 
accepted 

“Toad in a 
frock”       

“Toad in 
slippers”     

  

       
 

“Toad in a Frock” met all criteria, and “Toad in Slippers” all but the veracity of the 

account. Lewis’s (1989) “Toad in a Frock” was supported by newspaper reports 

from that period and photographic evidence (Lewis 1989), while “Toad in Slippers” 

lacked supporting evidence and was thus rejected. 

 

 

3.8 Representing Narrative Accounts Visually: Contemporary Subjectivities 

Given the richness of the selected narratives, the most appropriate visual method 

of representing the selected accounts is to identify a moment within the narrative 

to best present a new or attention-grabbing view of the subject.  To inform this 

process a scan of how other contemporary artists treat introduced feral and/or pest 

species in visually subjective ways was undertaken by identifying contemporary 

arts practitioners who use imagery of, or materials derived from, feral animals.  

 

                                                 
11 Lewis collated a large number of subjective accounts of people’s interactions with Cane Toads for her 
own purposes, and published these in Cane Toads (1989). 
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In the context of the current study artists relevant needed to have  

• worked within the context of contemporary Australian society;  

• focused on the subjects of this research; 

• examined the popular values and public perceptions of feral animals; and  

• demonstrated a subjective narrative approach to their work. 

 

An online search of practising artists under the search criteria of artist + feral 

animals + Australia returned a number of artists whose work was considered 

against the criteria outlined above. Table 3.8.1 synthesises these results. 

 
Table 3.8.1: Selection of Subjective Artists for Review  

Artist 
Context 

Contemporary 
Australian 

Subjective 
Narrative 

Approach to 
Work 

Focus on 
Subjects 

Selected for 
this Research 

Examine 
Popular 

Values and 
Public 

Perceptions 
of Feral 
Species 

Online Reference Date Last 
Accessed 

Helen 
Norton 

    http://www.livingmyt
h.com.au/?enter=Livin

gMyth 
10.08.2010 

Emily 
Valentine 
Bullock 

    http://www.emilyvale
ntine.com.au/ 10.08.2010 

Kaye 
Kessing 

    http://kayekessing.co
m/ 10.08.2010 

John 
Graham 

    
http://home.alphalink.
com.au/~sankofa/inde

x.htm 
11.08.2010 

Gavin Ryan     
http://users.tpg.com.a
u/gavski/toadscape/wa

rtsnall.html 
11.08.2010 

Carolyn V 
Watson 

    

http://www.antheapols
onart.com.au/exhibitio

n-media-
release.php?newsID=
71&exhibitionID=23 

14.08.2010 

Sue 
Kneebone 

    
http://home.vicnet.net.
au/~warringa/meeting

s_may03.htm 
14.08.2010 

Linelle 
Stepto 

    
http://visualartsnetwor
k.net.au/artists/artists_
gallery/index.php?sho

w=artist&id=70 

14.08.2010 

 

As Table 3.8.1 demonstrates, three artists (Emily Valentine Bullock, John Graham 

and Gavin Ryan) met all criteria and were thus analyzed further in detail. Although 

diverse in practice and methodology, each artist referenced one or more of the feral 

subjects targeted by this research and presented them in a highly subjective manner 
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in order to elicit a reaction from the viewer.  In addition, when describing the intent 

behind their artworks, all three artists stated that perceptions of feral animals are an 

important focus of their work.   

 

 

3.8.1 Emily Valentine Bullock 

Emily Bullock is a contemporary Australian textile artist who rationalises her use of 

Mynah birds as a productive use of a declared pest species.  Treating feathers as 

paint, she has developed her own technique and style using feathers from the 

Common Indian Mynah, which she considers a useful source for her art: 

 

Feathers are my paint. Over the last ten years I have developed my own 

technique and style using feathers from road kill, cat kill and dead pets. 

Recently I have moved into a new source of feathers. I have been 

trapping and killing the registered pest, the Indian Mynah bird (Bullock 

http://www.emilyvalentine.com.au/ accessed 20.11.10) 

Her first major Mynah feather work, Mynah Collie 2007 (Plate 3.8.1) was awarded 

a merit prize in the Norseweart, the New Zealand Contemporary Art Award.  

 
Plate 3.8.1: Emily Valentine Bullock Myna Collie 2009, Feathers and mixed media, 12cm x 

10cm x 8cm 



76 
 

Bullock has stated that she uses her work to discuss how attitudes to wearing 

animals and birds parts have changed, questioning whether it is because of fashion 

or a change in societal attitudes: 

I wish to stimulate the viewer with the uncomfortable nature of the 

feather, to question our callousness treatment of animals and birds, and 

ask how we sub-consciously classify animals – pet or pest, valued or 

worthless, beautiful or plain and why. (Bullock 

http://www.emilyvalentine.com.au/ accessed 20.11.10) 

It is arguable whether Bullock’s stimulation of the viewer interrogates the viewer’s 

perceptions through media as the catalyst rather than the actual subject matter. 

Bullock’s use of media is two-fold; while she uses the colour, texture and form of 

her feathers to define the physical shape and appearance of the work, she also 

ensures that the nature of the medium – Mynah bird feathers – is clearly 

discernible.  She is aware of the impact on her work, noting in an interview with the 

Sydney Morning Herald (2008) (reported in the environmental section) that 

“…People like the politics of the Mynah bird. They like the fact that it's utilisation 

of waste.” 12

Bullock makes a connection between the invasion of the Indian Mynah with the 

colonisation of the European powers in the 18th to 19th centuries, noting that little 

has changed in societal attitudes since. 

 

The invasions of the Indian Mynah bird around the world and 

European colonisation have a lot in common. The stylisation of the 

body and symbols of wealth and power began so long ago and in this 

body of work, it shows how little our views and values have changed. 

(Bullock http://www.emilyvalentine.com.au/ accessed 20.11.10) 

 

 

                                                 
12 Jennie Curtin A feather of fine works, thanks to Mynahs Sydney Morning Herald, December 26, 2008 
Online source  http://www.smh.com.au/news/environment/conservation/a-feather-of-fine-works-thanks-to-
Mynahs/2008/12/25/1229998662034.html 



77 
 

Bullock believes that the popularity of her work is, to a large extent, due to public 

perceptions of Mynah birds as a pest species, so her audience views the destruction 

of these birds as a positive environmental choice.  The Sydney Morning Herald 

article (2008) focused on this aspect of her work: 

 

Bullock has been working with feathers for a decade, collecting her own 

from the road or welcoming contributions from friends - sometimes their 

deceased pets, sometimes the victims of cats. But it wasn't a reliable 

source. 

At the same time, she had noticed, like many Sydneysiders, the huge 

increase in Indian  Mynah. 

’I was a bit anti-them, I suppose. They are so dominant,’ she said.  

After an extensive search, she bought a trapping machine. The large cage 

structure comes with a plastic bag which is placed over the captured 

birds and attached to the exhaust pipe of a car for quick euthanasia. 

She found her inner-city apartment was not the ideal place to set the 

trap. ‘It seems to only work with grass around it, a lawn,’ she said. 

Besides, she was ‘a bit squeamish’ when it came to the killing part. 

A friend in Concord offered to take over as chief bird catcher and has 

been very successful. ‘He's so thrilled. He gets about 130 a year,’ 

Bullock said. He has also seen a return to his garden of many native 

birds. (Sydney Morning Herald, 2008 
  http://www.smh.com.au/news/environment/conservation/a-feather-of-fine-works-

thanks-to-Mynahs/2008/12/25/1229998662034.html accessed 20.11.10) 

 

Examples of Bullock’s work (Plates 3.8.2 – 3.8.5) illustrate both her technical 

approach and her obvious references to Mynah birds. 
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Plate 3.8.5: Emily Valentine Bullock Cockaminer  2009 Feathers, mixed media 7cm (high) 

 
 
 

3.8.2 John Graham 

Another artist who makes reference to feral species is John Graham (1962 - ), an 

Australian expressionist painter focused on landscape and the figure.  As part of his 

use of symbolic imagery, Graham depicts feral cats in his work, sometimes in the 

role of aggressors, but at other times, as the potential victim.  As with Bullock, 

Graham plays upon popular perceptions of feral cats in order to give his work 

impact and meaning, drawing an analogy between the cat’s tenacity for survival 

and humanity’s ability to colonise. Of his most recent series featuring feral cats, 

Graham (2010) notes that: 

Plate 3.8.3: Emily Valentine 
Bullock  

Barbie Bes 2009 
Feathers, mixed media 

34 x 17 x 15cm. 

Plate 3.8.4: Emily Valentine 
Bullock  

Scottie Myna 2009 
Feathers, mixed media 

9cm (high) 

Plate 3.8.2: Emily Valentine 
Bullock  

Myna Bird Bra 2007 
Myna feather and 

taxidermied birds, & mixed 
media, 14 cm 
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In the Feral Cat series I seek to dignify without glorifying a much 

maligned creature whose notoriety is based purely on its ability to 

adapt and survive in any environment. The feral cat is a fine example of 

Darwin’s survival of the fittest and of human folly. The feral cat can be 

seen as a metaphor for the human race and its ability to colonise and 

prosper against the odds, in every environment on this planet. (Graham 

http://johngraham.alphalink.com.au/john%20graham%20statement.ht

m  Accessed 20.10.10) 

Graham’s feral cats are highly stylised and whimsical, often coupled with 

representations of birds that may relate to the cat as prey or as predator.  For 

example, the work in Plate 3.8.6 shows the feral cat in a highly predatory role, yet 

in Plate 3.8.7 the cat is depicted at the base of a food chain. 

 

Plate 3.8.6:  John Graham Feral cat in wilderness 2005 oil on canvas, 
150 x 120 cm 
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In portraying the feral cat in such a way, Graham uses the preconceptions of the 

viewer to both reinforce and challenge the popular perception of feral cats as 

environmentally destructive.  However, as with Bullock, Graham uses his feral 

subjects as a symbolic vehicle to make a broader comment on issues of concern to 

him, rather than to investigate the subject matter per se. 

 

3.8.3 Gavin Ryan 

Gavin Ryan is a graphic illustrator living in North Queensland who uses Cane 

Toads as both central focus and medium.  Hence, as with Bullock, Ryan’s 

Toadscape series makes use of the animal itself – in this case, deceased Cane Toads 

(usually found on roads) that are glued onto primed art board and painted within a 

scene. 

Ryan’s objective is to use the toad allegorically, drawing comparison with what he 

describes as the “average fat, ugly, obnoxious Cane Toad to your average, fat, 

ugly, obnoxious human equivalent.” (Ryan 2002 

http://users.tpg.com.au/gavski/toadscape/wartsnall.html  Accessed 20.10.10) 

Plate 3.8.7: John Graham Feral portrait with galah 2009 oil on 
canvas  85 x 72cm 
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While Ryan’s works are highly satirical in nature (see Plate 3.8.8), the artist 

acknowledges that he also draws upon the cultural symbolism of the Cane Toad in 

north Queensland, noting that the toads are “Queensland’s #1 feral pest and 

unofficial state mascot” (Ryan 2002). 

 
 

Plate 3.8.8:  Gavin Ryan Big Cane Toad 1988, acrylic, mixed media on art board, size 
unknown 

 

He also notes that the use of such symbolism in defining a northern Queensland 

character has commercial applications: 

Toadscape found a whole new level of popular interest with this [more 

illustrative and tightly rendered] formula and any profound new 

subtexts about ugly truths lurking beneath pretty exteriors were largely 

lost beneath the pretty exteriors...and the elaborate narratives ... and 

the irreverent humour. Toadscape found its way into print as a set of 

greeting card designs with an international greeting card company and 

is widely publicised on television and in press.  

(Ryan 2002 http://users.tpg.com.au/gavski/toadscape/wartsnall.html   

Accessed 20.10.10) 
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Plates 3.8.9 and 3.8.10 illustrate Ryan’s use of Cane Toad in imagery advertising 

his art business and Magnetic Island as a tourist destination. In a very real sense, 

Ryan has married the symbolism of the toad with popular culture and extols this 

within his artworks. 

 

  
Plate 3.8.9:  Gavin Ryan Toadscape T 2002, Colour on white T shirt  

 
 
 

 
 

Plate 3.8.10:  Gavin Ryan Toadspat  2002, Gold on black shirt or black on white  
 
 

Ryan also makes a connection between environmental benefit and creative 

expression, noting that his Toadscape works focus on 
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…recycling; bad taste and the value-added secondary manufacture of a 

hitherto unutilized, and otherwise utterly worthless, natural resource. 

(Ryan 2002 http://users.tpg.com.au/gavski/toadscape/wartsnall.html   

Accessed 20.10.10) 

The first works in Ryan’s series present the toad flattened but still obvious to the 

viewer, displayed beneath the crudely painted figures.  His technical approach was 

designed to prompt immediate recognition and reaction in the viewer. 

Subsequent works, however, have become more subtle in the use of the toad as both 

subject and medium, with the work rendered in a much more illustrative and tight 

painting style (see Plates 3.8.11 and 3.8.12).  Ryan notes that the change in 

approach was to 

..completely disguise the unpleasant, “toad” reality beneath a glossy, 

deceptively appealing exterior. This created a much more favourable 

first impression with mainstream viewers, which, unless they were told, 

was unlikely to be shattered. (Ryan 2002 

http://users.tpg.com.au/gavski/toadscape/wartsnall.html   Accessed 

20.10.10) 

 
Plate 3.8.11: Gavin Ryan Creation of Adam  1988, acrylic, mixed media on art board, size 
unknown 
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Plate 3.8.12:  Gavin Ryan Elvis Lives 1988, acrylic, mixed media on art board, size unknown 

Commercial application and marketability are a central focus of Ryan’s work and, 

as such, his recycling of Cane Toads is motivated largely by what he perceives as 

commercial appeal. Playing upon both the environmental benefits of killing and 

using Cane Toads, coupled with the place of the toad in the north Queensland 

psyche, his website promotes his Toadscape series: 
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Some points to remember .... 

Toadscape is better than ordinary Art because: 

• It has dead toads in it, 

• They don’t smell much, 

• It makes a powerful environmental statement about recycling, feral 

pest control, and sustainable use of natural resources, 

• Your stuck-up relations probably won’t like it, 

• You can get one done of them for a relatively small fee, 

• Everyone who drives a car at night in the tropics can draw a warm 

glow of satisfaction from the knowledge that they are participating 

in a brave new movement at the cutting edge of contemporary art, 

• There is no shortage of raw material. 
(Ryan 2002 http://users.tpg.com.au/gavski/toadscape/wartsnall.html Accessed 

20.10.10) 

 

3.8.4 Heightened Subjective Narrative 

On the basis of these three artists, the quirky, highly emotionally charged work of 

Ryan offers the most evocative approach on which to build. It was therefore 

decided that a highly illustrative approach, to amplify the impact of narrative and 

thus be most likely to create a heightened response from the viewer would be the 

best style to adopt.  Both larger scale and smaller scale works could be produced 

with this approach, which is termed heightened subjective narrative. 
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3.9 The Visual Representation of Scientific Data 

The literal and objective translation in pictorial form of scientific data, as it relates 

to species is typically encapsulated in one artistic genre – that of zoological 

illustration (and, specifically, Western zoological illustration). While it should be 

noted that there are individual examples of natural science based illustrations 

outside the West (particularly in illuminated manuscripts of Middle Eastern origin), 

the widespread use of objective scientific illustrations to describe the aesthetic 

appearance, practical function and scientific value of a species with no artistic 

interpretations has its origins and evolution in West zoological art (specifically that 

from European centres).  

However, the number of stylistic sub genres branching from zoological illustration 

is extensive as the development of an artistic style rarely happens in isolation, but 

as a result of preceding ideas, movements and discoveries.  In order to understand 

the underlying scientific philosophies, theoretical approaches and artwork of the 

selected period, it is important to trace the development of natural history as an 

artistic genre. The sections which follow provide an overview of natural history 

illustration and, specifically of Australian natural history of the 18th – 19th century.  

It should be noted that this focus produces a number of synergies with the subject 

matter of this research – while this focuses on introduced species in the Australian 

environment, natural history artists of the 18th – 19th century were themselves an 

introduced people, documenting and visually representing the Australian 

environment through foreign eyes.   Thus the connection between the Australian 

environment, and alien species (being human, animal or plant) has considerable 

longevity. 

 

 

3.9.1 The Genesis of Natural History Illustration 

Artistic depictions of nature can be traced back through time to early prehistory, the 

earliest examples being in cave art depicting deceptively simple, but highly 

expressive, animal forms with striking accuracy.  Naturalistic imagery further 

developed through a range of cultures over the centuries - from the garden mosaics 

popular with Roman and Greek citizens, the delicate flower paintings on silk during 
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the Hun dynasty in China, to the stylised birds, plants and animals illuminated in 

European medieval manuscripts and Persian and Indian illustrated texts. 

 

Early attempts at what would be now be considered a more scientific approach to 

describing natural subjects were highly geometric and formal. Important early 

botanical illustrations are found in the herbals, with prominent illustrators of 16th-

century herbals including Otto Brunfels (1488-1534), author of Herbarum Vivae 

Eicones (1530) and Hans Weiditz (c.1495-c.1536). Weiditz was a contemporary 

(and perhaps a pupil) of Albrecht Durer (1471-1528) and is credited with bringing 

techniques of the new school of living art into prominence.  

 

During the 15th century depictions of the animal world were often imbued with 

complex symbolism, most notably in the sporting scenes painted by such artists as 

Paolo Uccello (e.g., Hunt in the Forest, c. 1460--70) (Plate 3.9.1).  

 

Plate 3.9.1:  Paolo Uccello. The Hunt in the Forest. c. 1465-70. Oil on canvas. Ashmolean 
Museum, Oxford, UK, size unknown 

Gradually, however, an increasing accuracy and realism began to appear in the 

treatment of animal subjects in the Bestiary13

                                                 

13 While animals had been written about for centuries before the Christian era, it was Christianity that 
developed these stories into religious allegories. The Physiologus was the first known text to do this; 
written in Greek in Alexandria in the second or third century CE it was a collection of animal lore that was 
explicitly Christian.  This work briefly describes an animal together with an appropriate Christian 
allegorical interpretation, and was so popular that it was translated into most of the major languages of 
Europe and western Asia.  It was said to be the most widely-distributed book in Europe after the Bible, with 
many variations on the text appearing over the centuries. The original Physiologus text, describing less than 
50 animals, continued to evolve, accumulating more beasts and additional moral interpretations. Around the 
seventh century, Isidore of Seville wrote his Etymologiae, an encyclopedia of which a portion covered 

, in the drawings of Pisanello (1395-
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1455), in the works of Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) and in Dürer’s watercolours 

and woodcuts. While realistic representations of animals became important 

elements in some oil paintings in the 16th century, for example in Titian's (1485-

1576) Charles V on Horseback (1548; Madrid, Prado) or in the works of Jacopo 

Bassano (1510-1592), they rarely constituted the subjects of such works. One 

exception, however, is the treatment of the animal subject matter in Still-Life with 

Partridge and Iron Gloves (1504; Munich, Alte Pin.) (Plate 3.9.2) by Jacopo de' 

Barbari (1460-1516) in which the artist used an early form of trompe l'oeil14

 

 to 

portray hanging game, a subject that became very popular in later centuries.  

Plate 3.9.2:  Jacopo de' Barbari, Still-Life with Partridge and Iron Gloves, 1504, oil on canvas, 
52cm x 42.5cm, Alte Pinakothek, Munich 

                                                                                                                                                  
animals and derived much from the books of classical authors such as Pliny the Elder When the 
Physiologus combined with the Etymologiae and other texts, the Bestiary was born, although it should be 
noted that this was more than a simple expansion of the Physiologus. As well as describing the animal 
subject, the Bestiary also uses that description as a basis for an allegorical teaching.  However, by 
incorporating text from other sources the Bestiary goes further and, while still not strictly a zoological text, 
it moves away from the religious sphere and attempts to provide a description of the world as it was known.  

14Trompe-l'œil (English translation trompe l'oeil), is a French term meaning 'trick the eye’.  An artistic 
technique dating from Greek and Roman times, the term was coined during the Baroque period to describe 
the depiction of extremely realistic imagery in order to create the optical illusion that the subject matter 
appeared in three dimensions, instead of actually being a two-dimensional painting.  Jacopo de' Barbari’s 
Still Life with Dead Partridge (1504) is notable in that it is the first still life trompe l'oeil since antiquity. 
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In media other than oil painting, artists became increasingly interested in the 

realistic depiction of animal subjects during the 16th and 17th centuries. Animals 

were already recognized by such artists as Giovanni da Udine (1487-1564) and 

Giovanni Antonio Pordenone (1483-1539) as ideal subjects for graphic exercises, 

but the major impetus for this development came from a revival in scientific studies 

and extensive geographical discoveries, which aroused new interest in the 

systematic classification of the animal world. Indeed, the heritage of the natural 

history genre is more closely aligned with the expansionist policies of various 

European powers of the period, which competitively and aggressively sought new 

lands and resources to exploit.   

Many expeditions at this time were privately organized and financed and, while 

profit was certainly a motivation, the arrival in Europe of increasing numbers of 

new species of animals and plants, particularly from the Americas, led to a 

fundamental revision of traditional zoological knowledge. Those with an interest in 

the newly emerging fields of biological science wished to establish a system of 

precise description that would accurately reflect an understanding of the 

functionality of the subject matter.  Thus artists were engaged to record animals, 

plants and other biological matter visually, under what might loosely be termed as 

scientific supervision. 

 

Illustrations were often copied as engravings and used to illustrate the many natural 

history books being published. One of the earliest and most famous zoological 

images of the early16th century is undoubtedly Dürer’s woodcut of a Rhinoceros, 

made from a drawing from life by a Portuguese painter in Lisbon of a specimen 

brought from Goa, India, to be presented to Pope Leo X (1475-1521), but which 

unfortunately drowned in a shipwreck off Genoa and was later stuffed. Although it 

later became the object of innumerable reproductions, the picture was distinctly 

unrealistic, and its success was, from a scientific point of view, decidedly 

problematic. 

 

Even at this stage, however, there was debate as to whether art could accurately 

describe the full properties of a natural subject. Leonard Fuchs (1501-1566), was 

the author of De Historia Stirpium (1542) and sought to enhance the traditional 
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description of ancient texts by scholars such Galen and Dioscorides with individual 

illustrations for every plant. However, his use of illustrations provoked criticism 

from three influential physicians and natural philosophers of his time, Montuus (b. 

1480), Sympphonen Champier (1471–1538) and Janus Comarius (1500-1558), who 

argued that it was impossible for a picture to portray all the inherent properties of a 

particular plant and that Fuchs was deceiving his readers by trying thus to illustrate 

plants. 

 

The debate centred on all spheres of natural history.  A figure of prime importance 

in the development of zoological illustration was Ulisse Aldrovandi (1522–1605) 

who taught at Bologna University in the late 16th century.  Aldrovandi was 

convinced of the crucial importance of pictures in scientific research. He organized 

an artistic workshop in his home, where numerous painters and engravers, 

including Lorenzo Benini (1598- 1680), Cornelio Schwindt (date unknown) and 

Cristoforo Coriolano (d after 1603), produced thousands of botanical and 

zoological studies (see Plate 3.9.3).  

 

 

Plate 3.9.3: Ulisse Aldrovandi, Pelican15

                                                 
15 The pelican was a symbol of Christ’s sacrifice as it was believed that the bird would revive its young 
with the flesh of its own breast, and as such was allegorically compared with the piercing of Christ’s body 
during the crucifixion.  This was the source of countless representations of the pelican and her offspring in 
medieval illuminations, ecclesiastical vestments, and stone sculptures, and could be interpreted literally, 
symbolically, and allegorically. 

, Dell Ornthinologica Volume I, 1600, watercolour on 
paper, size unknown 
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Aldrovandi also collected tempera works by the painter and miniaturist Jacopo 

Ligozzi (1547–1627), who worked for the Medici family in Florence and who was 

one of the most notable zoological artists. 

 

Publishers reacted competitively to the debate, issuing new publications both with 

and without illustrations, plates often being plagiarized for other herbals.  The skill 

of the wood engraver was so valued that they were paid almost fifteen times more 

than the original artist.  However, this high remuneration was not necessarily a 

reflection of scientific, or even artistic, accuracy.  In terms of public preference, 

illustrated texts were highly popular and editions became larger; indeed, a number 

of texts, earlier published without illustrations, were later published with them. 

 

One popular and important text in terms of the evolution of zoological subject 

matter was the Historia animalium (Five volumes, Zurich, 1551-1587) by the Swiss 

naturalist Konrad Gessner (1516-1565). This vast encyclopedia was illustrated from 

its inception, with 1200 woodcuts of quadrupeds, birds and fish, most of them made 

from life, but it also contained various fantastical and monstrous creatures, 

indicating that the animal world had not yet been freed from the symbolic and 

diabolic connotations that had characterized it during the Middle Ages. Gessner 

also referred to the legends, proverbs and symbols associated with each animal and 

maintained that his work could be of use and give satisfaction not only to doctors 

and philosophers but also to grammarians, poets and men of learning in general. 

 

Other texts focused attention on specific animal groups, particularly fish and birds. 

Examples of this genre include the De piscibus marinis (Lyon, 1554) by Guillaume 

Rondelet (1507-1566) and the Histoire de la nature des oiseaux (Paris, 1555) by 

Pierre Belen (1517-1564), both of which are extensively illustrated with woodcuts. 

The latter includes the first likeness of the turkey, recently introduced from the New 

World. Nicolas Beatrizet (1515-1565) made copper-engravings to illustrate the 

Aquatilium animalium historia (Rome, 1554) by the naturalist Ippolito Salviani 

(1514-1572) which contained 99 illustrations of fish and other marine species. 
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Towards the end of the 16th century there was an increasing variety of publications 

illustrating animal subjects. The English naturalist Thomas Muffet (d. 1600) 

concentrated on the insect world, illustrating his own manuscript Theatrum 

insectorum (London, 1634; New York, Amer. Mus. Nat. Hist. Lib.) with drawings 

of butterflies, beetles and arthropods (represented in In The History of Four-footed 

Beasts and Serpents and Insects, iii, London, 1967). The Neapolitan philosopher, 

naturalist and sorcerer Giovan Battista della Porta (c. 1535-1615), in his De 

humana physiognomia (Naples, 1586), investigated the relationship that he believed 

to exist between human and animal physiognomy. His text is illustrated with 

woodcuts depicting quadrupeds, birds and fish, showing the reader how to interpret 

the relationship between animal and human features and hence unveil deeper 

similarities in personality and psychology. 

 

By the late 16th century many fine lithographs of animal subjects were also being 

produced and, like the earlier woodcuts, became the subject of frequent copies, 

replicas and variations. Some of these, together with examples taken from 

encyclopedic treatises, also became part of the emblematic repertory.   

 

The exotic nature of many of the new species brought back by the various 

expeditions to the New World naturally led to the collection by princes and nobles, 

either in extensive gardens and menageries or as individual curiosities.  

Accordingly, there was a desire for the depiction of these subjects.  Among the 

painters employed by the Holy Roman Emperor Rudolf II (1576-1612) in Prague, 

for example, were Daniel Fröschl (1573-1613) whose ornithological pictures were 

highly prized, and Joris Hoefnagel (1542-ca.1600), who executed complex 

compositions of symbolically significant mammals, birds, shells and insects.16

                                                 
16 Hoefnagel was also responsible for the illustration of one of the most significant books of this time, the 
Mira Calligraphie Monumenta (The Model Book of Calligraphy, 1561 - 1601) in which he sought to 
challenge the significance of text through extraordinarily detailed and beautiful depictions of plant and 
animal subject matter.  Interestingly, the illustrations had nothing to do with the actual text, which had been 
executed years earlier by master calligrapher Georg Bocskay, Imperial Secretary to the Holy Roman 
Emperor Ferdinand I, The book consisted of 128 folios and was intended to be the masterful demonstration 
of different calligraphic styles.  Instead, Hoefnagel chose to demonstrate in a purely aesthetic manner, a 
world of detailed and lifelike miniatures, drawing upon the natural world as both reference and inspiration.  

  The 

menageries of the wealthy offered important opportunities to artists and became 

particularly significant in the 17th century.   
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Against the backdrop of a period characterized by doubt and scepticism, the 

difficult problems faced by artists attempting to depict the natural world can be 

exemplified by the attempts of the Italian Rennaisance artists to depict an elephant.  

While it is sometimes joked that these illustrated elephants would have been unable 

to bend their knees, a comparison of various illustrations of elephants shows that 

the artists had probably never seen one in the flesh; they were merely redrawing 

earlier images. Yet the desire to produce faithful illustrations of nature was already 

being demonstrated in late medieval illustration and continued into the seventeenth 

century.  Furthermore, the fashion in many European cities and royal courts for 

menageries and aviaries filled with exotic and native species provided many 17th-

century artists, particularly in the Low Countries, with live subjects.  Exotic 

animals were collected not only to adorn cages, aviaries and gardens; once dead, 

they were also often placed in the scientific laboratories and cabinets of famous 

naturalists, such as those belonging to Manfredo Settala (1600-1680) in Milan and 

Olaus Worms (1588–1654) in Copenhagen.  

 

Throughout the 17th century the close relationhip between the development of the 

natural sciences and the fine arts continued. The early debate as to whether 

illustration contributed to the scientific picture appeared to be resolved in favor of 

art, and pictures documenting new discoveries became an important means of 

transmitting information. For example, the naturalist Charles de L’Ecluse (1526–

1609) employed Jacques de Gheyn II (c. 1565–1629), whose work included 

accurate drawings of plants and animals. As the demand for exact observation 

increased, investigations began to be made into areas previously beyond the scope 

of the human eye and into the revelation of hitherto unknown natural phenomena.  

 

In the Accademia dei Lincei, Rome, the first scientific academy in Europe, the 

academy’s Apiarium (1615) was the first work to show an animal and its 

anatomical parts as seen through a microscope by the German engraver Matthäus 

Greuter (c. 1564/6–1638) who skilfully and elegantly portrayed the bee, which 

appeared on the coat of arms of the Barberini family, patrons of the academy.  
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The invention of a focusable microscope by Galileo Galilei resulted in further 

active analysis reflected in detailed drawing and interpretation; Galileo used his 

microscope to examine tiny animals and even the structure of an insect eye (1626). 

The benefit of combining art with science is pragmatically described by Robert 

(1635–1703) in his Preface to the Micrographia (1665): 
 

… so is it capable of being so far advanced by the helps [sic] of Art, 

and experience, as to make some Men excel others in their 

Observations, and Deductions, almost as much as they do Beasts. 

(Hooke, 1665: 5)  

 

The illustrations of 17th-century books on zoological subjects were intended to 

fulfil varying functions: some had a predominantly scientific purpose, such as the 

Historie of Fourefooted Beastes (London, 1607) and Historie of Serpents (London, 

1608) by the English naturalist Edward Topsell (1572–1625). An exceptional 

example of this genre is provided by the work of German Maria Sibylla Merian 

(1647 –1717), a member of a famous family of engravers who devoted herself from 

childhood to the portrayal of the natural world, particularly insects, and who created 

the spectacular plates of the Metamorphosis insectorum Surinamensium 

(Amsterdam, 1705) (Plate 3.9.4). 

 

 
Plate 3.9.4:  Maria Sibylla Merian (1647-1717): A Parrot Tulip, Auriculas, and Red Currants, 
with a Magpie Moth, its Caterpillar and Pupa,  Black chalk, bodycolour and watercolour on 
vellum, 31.6 cm x 26 cm, date unknown 
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Other works containing engravings were designed primarily around aesthetics, with 

numerous albums of animal and botanical illustrations produced in northern Europe 

by such famous engravers as Justus Sadeler (1583-1620), Aegidius Sadeler II 

(1555-1609), Jan Sadeler II (1588-1665) and Crispin van de Passe I (1564-1637). 

Travel accounts continued to be copiously illustrated with animal subjects, for 

example, the Historia naturalis Brasíliae (Piso, 1648) by Willem Piso (1611–1678) 

and Georg Marcgrav (1610–1644), an account of a scientific expedition to South 

America organized by John Maurice, Count of Nassau Siegen (1604–1679). The 

woodcuts were taken from paintings and drawings executed on the spot by Albert 

Eckhout (1610–1665) and Franz Post (1612-1680), one of which depicts the dodo. 

 

It is important also to note the artistic contribution of the 17th century Dutch tulip 

painters, who adopted a highly detailed but also a very decorative approach to 

characteristic vases replete with flowers surmounted by a dominant tulip.  This 

approach was dramatically different to that of botanical artists of the period, both in 

stylistic approach and treatment of subject matter.  The Dutch flower painters 

typically worked in oils on board, depicting intensely coloured arrangements 

against dark backgrounds.  Preparatory drawings were based on the observation of 

a single specimen, then facsimiled in different arrangements according to the 

aesthetic tastes of the artist.  Ironically, while these original studies could have been 

of great interest to contemporary natural history scholars, they were then considered 

ephemeral and discarded once the artists had learned the design for that flower.  

Conversely, the vast majority of botanical and natural history artists such as 

Alexander Marshall (1620-1682), George Ehert (1708–1770) and Maria Sibylla 

Merian (1647-1717) worked directly from life, in the tradition of watercolours and 

bodycolour (gouache), either on paper or, in the case of special commissions, on 

vellum. The reasons for this are three-fold: speed, support and storage.  

Watercolours can be executed very quickly, with colour sketches made within 

minutes, an important consideration when working with a botanical specimen 

already in the process of decay within moments of collection. Watercolours are also 

highly portable, permitting the artist to work on location. The support, or the 

surface on which the painting is executed, needed to be thin and easily bound and 
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stored in quantity in portfolios, boxes or drawers; thus paper and vellum suited this 

purpose well. 

 

The use of vellum as a support for watercolour adds its own particular properties.  

Although more expensive than paper, the translucency of vellum allowed the 

watercolours to glow as light is reflected from the surface of the skin through the 

pigment.  It was also highly valued as a surface in that it permitted the execution of 

incredibly fine lines, with even a single hair leaving a discernable mark in the hands 

of a skilled artist (Plate 3.9.5).  

 

 

Plate 3.9.5:  Georg Dionysus Ehret, Daphne mezereum with butterfly.  Bodycolour and 
Watercolour on vellum (c mid 18th century), size unknown, London Museum. 
 

It was, however, a more difficult surface to master in terms of both treatment and 

technique, more akin to painting on porcelain or on ivory (as with miniatures) than 

on paper.  The properties of vellum varied considerably, depending on the type of 

animal used, the section of hide selected and the tanning process (Plate 3.9.6 

illustrating George Ehret’s Common Sunflower (Helianthus annuus) and 

Greyhound (Canis familiaris) (c. 1650-82) is an example of a more natural vellum 

surface with a darker pigmentation and indentations of hair follicles visible in the 

original). 
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Plate 3.9.6: George Ehert  Common Sunflower (Helianthus annuus) and Greyhound (Canis 
familiaris), c. 1650-82  Bodycolour and watercolour on vellum 
 

By the late 17th century Newtonian ideals and the advent of a new scientific 

language of notation (the Linnaeus system) enabling the systematic grouping and 

cataloguing of the plant and animal world encouraged a more natural approach, and 

the debate on the worth of illustration to describe a specimen shifted.  In fact, the 

architect of the system, Carl Linnaeus (1707-1778) complained about the poor 

quality of artists;17

 

 Linnaeus was himself a competent artist and his later 

collaboration with George Ehret was a great benefit to his work.  Indeed, it was 

partly as a result of the high quality of the illustrations by Ehret that the Linnaenne 

system was so widely accepted. 

The new system of taxonomy had a profound impact on the style of natural history 

(particularly botanical) illustration, and was quickly adopted by leading artists of 

the day, including Pierre-Joseph Redoute (1759- 1840) and John Frederick Miller 

(1715- c.1790).  Earlier plant illustrations had usually included the whole plant but, 

as a result of the new emphasis on the reproductive organs of the plant, there 

                                                 
17 Linnaeus spent most of his life at Uppsala and Hammarby in Sweden, but travelled widely and 
corresponded with, as he describes, the most learned and distinguished in Europe. In return, his 
correspondents sent him the latest publications and kept him abreast of new discoveries. His 
correspondence consists of more than 5000 letters, and covers subjects as diverse as economics, medicine, 
architecture, social observations as well as issues relating to natural history. In an autobiographical text 
from the 1760s Linnaeus listed seventy-one correspondents, from Russia and Turkey in the East to America 
in the West. An archive of Linnaeus’s correspondence is found at http://linnaeus.c18.net/Doc/guide.php  
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developed a tendency to paint only the flower.  Artists also began to include in their 

illustrations detailed dissection of the plant reproductive organs, information 

essential to the new Linnaean system.   

 

By the latter half of the 18th century, the organization of expeditions improved 

considerably under the control of governments. By this time it had become standard 

to include artists and scientifically minded gentlemen able to document any 

discoveries of worth on the better equipped voyages.  Captain James Cook’s (1728–

1779) voyages to the Pacific, under the auspices of the British Admiralty, employed 

established botanical artists such as Sydney Parkinson (1745-1771) and Johann 

Reinhold Forster (1729-1798) whose approach was more exacting, rigorous and 

scientific.  It is notable that Parkinson was a regular correspondent with Linnaeus, 

and greatly influenced by his ideals, depicting, for example both plant and seed as 

life size and detailing their environments. 

 

The considerable achievements of Cook’s voyages of discovery and the exploration 

of the Pacific region were in large part due to the naturalists who accompanied the 

voyage identifying, documenting and describing in illustrative form the species 

they found.  This period reached its pinnacle with works by naturalist and artist 

Ferdinand Bauer (1760 – 1826) who was part of the Matthew Flinders (1774 -1814) 

voyages on the Investigator, alongside Charles Alexandre Lesueur (1778 – 1846), 

the sailor come artist who accompanied ill fated French explorer, Nicolas-Thomas 

Baudin (1754–1803).  The standards set by natural history artists and explorers 

such as Bauer, Parkinson and others of the latter part of the 18th century replaced 

those of the artistic amateur of earlier times.  Indeed, this period is considered to be 

the golden era of natural history illustration. 

 

 

3.9.2 Natural History and Exploration: the Nexus Between Art and Science  

At the beginning of the 19th Century, two expeditions set sail for the new land of 

Terra Australis, their dual purpose to document and record one of the last 

undiscovered continents on earth.  The British expedition was under the captaincy 

of Mathew Flinders, a young officer recently returned from New South Wales 
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colony.  Flinders was in command of the former collier Xenophon, refitted and 

renamed the Investigator for the purpose of the expedition which was accompanied 

by landscape artist William Westall (1781-1850) and natural history artist 

Ferdinand Bauer.  Its rival was the better funded French expedition comprising two 

French vessels, Le Geographe and Le Naturaliste and commanded by Captain 

Nicolas Baudin.  The French expedition was supported by a bevy of scientists and 

artists and included two young draughtsmen, Charles Alexander-Lesueur and 

Nicolas-Martin Petit (1777-1804) who were originally commissioned to illustrate 

Baudin’s personal journal.  These vessels represented the rival imperial cultures of 

Britain and France who were then the two richest and most powerful nations in the 

world, each having achieved some of the most advanced scientific discoveries of 

their time and each attracting many of finest artists in Europe; they were also two 

nations at war. 

 

The French ship was equipped with the best and most advanced equipment of the 

day, sanctioned by Napoleon and under instructions from France’s most prestigious 

scientific institution Institut de France.  It carried 22 civilian scientists tasked with 

studying the physical and natural world of Terra Australis and its unknown 

Indigenous inhabitants.  However, dissatisfaction with Baudin’s strict and 

disciplined style of command, coupled with political infighting, disruption, 

disharmony and illness decimated the scientific contingent.  A mass defection en 

route at Mauritius, the last port of call before New Holland, saw three official artists 

(Jaques Milbert, Louis Lebrun and Michel Garnier) amongst the deserters.  In the 

end only four junior appointees, including Lesueur and Petit, remained to fulfill the 

role of scientific researchers and recorders.  Baudin, however, was unperturbed, 

noting in a letter to Institut director Professor Jussieu that the two young men 

 

… will be more useful in the expedition, and more deserving of 

national recognition, than all the well known artists who were chosen 

and were so over praised that they looked on work which would have 

done them honour as beneath their dignity (Horner, 1987: 100). 
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In contrast, the 334 tonne Investigator was essentially commissioned in political 

reaction to news of the French expedition.  Under the direction of a junior 

commander, it was a renovated antiquity, leaky and barely seaworthy.  Like 

Captain Cook’s ship the Endeavour, the Investigator started life as an east-coast 

collier with a shallow draught and rounded bottom which made it ideal for the close 

inshore work which detailed surveying entailed. Unfortunately, before being 

refitted for the Flinders voyage, the Investigator had been converted to a 16-gun 

warship by the Navy and the placements of the gunports in this previous existence 

had considerably weakened her timbers. The resulting chronic leaks had a 

disastrous effect on the expedition.  

 

It was fortunate, however, to have on board one of the most highly skilled natural 

history illustrators of the time, Ferdinand Bauer under the direction of Joseph 

Banks (1743-1820), was equipped with plant cabins, greenhouse, library, aquatic 

microscope.  The scientific party comprised Robert Brown (1773-1858), Banks’s 

librarian and later the first Keeper of the Botanical Department in the British 

Museum, a nineteen-year old topographical and figure artist, William Westall 

(1781-1850), Peter Good (d. 1803) the gardener, charged with bringing back living 

plants and seeds and John Allen (b. 1775), a miner.18

 

 Despite the hardships, there 

was camaraderie amongst the expedition members, a quality desperately lacking in 

the well equipped but luckless French expedition. 

Although Bauer had already turned forty and was nearly twice as old as anyone else 

on board, including the captain, he seems to have been unhesitatingly chosen by 

Banks as one of his men of science. It is likely that Bauer’s earlier work on the ten 

volume, Flora Graeca (1806-1840)19

                                                 
18 An astronomer, John Crosley, was also initially part of the expedition, but fell ill at the Cape of Good 
Hope and was to return home. 

 contributed to his appointment; it had 

19 In approximately 1780(?) Ferdinand Bauer (and his brother Franz) moved to Vienna to work for Baron 
Nicolaus von Jacquin (1727-1817). Whilst there, Ferdinand was invited by Dr. John Sibthorp, (Sherardian 
Professor of Botany at Oxford University) to accompany him on the 1786-87 expedition to Greece which 
produced the first studies for the ten volumes of the Flora Graeca. Sibthorp made a second expedition in 
1794, but Ferdinand remained in Oxford completing the illustrations, which consisted of 1000 watercolours 
of plants, 363 of animals and 131 landscapes (Stearn, 1967; Lack & Mabberly, 1999).   Ferdinand was still 
working on the Flora when he was selected by Sir Joseph Banks to be the natural history draughtsman on 
HMS Investigator.  
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established his position in England, evidence that a good illustrator was highly 

prized.  

 

The birth of modern life sciences in the 18th century had an important influence on 

the direction of botanical and zoological art.  It saw a shift from the Renaissance 

ideal of the artist as inventor and enhancer of nature to the idea of the quest for 

accurate visual information.  Ferdinand Bauer, the naturalist artist with the Flinders 

voyage, prided himself on his ability to capture life according to nature’s own plan.  

The German writer and polymath, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe is said to have 

declared on seeing an engraving after Bauer: “It is a real joy to look at these plates, 

for Nature is revealed, Art concealed.” (Mabberly, 2009: 48) 

 

The key to understanding the nexus between art and science lies in the close 

working relationships between artists and naturalists. Bauer worked with botanist 

Robert Brown; Charles-Alexandre Lesueur illustrated specimens under the 

direction of zoologist Francois Peron20

 

.  Brown was a trained surgeon but his work 

during the voyage with Flinders established his reputation as one of the greatest 

European botanists of the time. It is not surprising, therefore, to discover that, while 

Bauer painted many more plants than animals (236 finished botanical watercolours, 

52 completed zoological), Lesueur ignored plants altogether – Peron had little 

interest in botany, although the botanical findings of the voyage were significant, 

bringing back more plants and seeds than previously in a single expedition.  

In order to paint the specimens accurately, natural history artists were required to 

possess a comprehensive knowledge of botany and zoology.  For this reason, the 

artists in both French and British voyages were considered scientists like their 

naturalist colleagues. Their scientific knowledge ensured their participation on field 

trips ashore, sometimes, but not always, accompanied by the scientists.  Bauer 

                                                                                                                                                  
Sibthorp assembled the descriptions and plates, his death in 1796 included an endowment to see the book 
published. The task of preparing the works was undertaken by James Edward Smith, (1759 –1828) who 
issued the two volumes of the work as the Prodromus in 1806 and 1813, and six volumes as Flora Graeca 
Sibthorpiana between 1806 and 1828. The seventh appeared in 1830, after Smith's death, and the remaining 
three were produced by John Lindley (1799 –1865) between 1833 and 1840 (Stearn, 1967). 

20 Peron had also trained as a doctor but was originally appointed to the post as an assistant zoologist – it 
was his primary interest in zoology and anthropology that determined his work on the voyage.   
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amassed a huge collection – over 3000 plants and hundreds of birds, mammals, 

insects, molluscs and other animals – many of which he preserved himself.  It is 

likely that Bauer drew most of his illustrations on board, keeping precious shore 

time for collection only. 

 

Lesueur was less refined as an artist; at the age of twenty-two, he had signed aboard 

Le Geographe as an assistant gunner and had taken over as expedition artist when 

the official artists deserted in Mauritius. While he lacked both formal training and 

scientific knowledge, he quickly developed a close working relationship with 

Peron, who taught him the basics of collection, preparation and preservation, 

mounting of skins and keeping species alive on a damp and cramped vessel.  

Baudin’s ship was in essence a floating menagerie, housing 72 living animals on its 

return to France. 

 

Bauer and Lesueur were aware of the enormity of their task and scientific 

responsibilities as they worked as quickly as their skills allowed.  Bauer wrote to 

Banks in 1803: 

 

 I resolved that in such an expedition it will be the best by every 

opportunitie to preserve as many subjects of Natural history in sketches 

as shall be in my power to execute, for fear to loss some which might 

be new or rare before they are ascertained. (Bauer, 1803) 

 

As part of his early training as a botanical illustrator21

                                                 
21 Dr Norbert Boccius (1729-1806) is credited with introducing the Bauer brothers to the colour code 
system when he employed the brothers to prepare plant illustrations that he used as part of his medical 
research and teaching. These drawings were required to meet exacting scientific standards and eventually 
their work was bought together as a florilegium of approximately 2750 sheets in several volumes, entitled 
Liber regni vegetabilis. (Lack & Mabberly, 1999). 

, Bauer had been introduced 

to a colour code system that allowed the artist to capture fleeting colours and other 

information quickly whilst working in the field. The system, in use since the time of 

Dürer, consisted of a drawing made in pencil and labelled with corresponding 

numbers to shades on a colour chart.  By the time of the Flinders voyage, however, 

Bauer had expanded his system from a reasonably comprehensive array of 

approximately 140 colours to an elaborate and highly efficient code that co-related 
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to over 1000 different shades, colours and hues.  Although Bauer’s chart has been 

lost, it is estimated that there were 100 shades of red, 100 of purple – pink, 100 pink 

– mauve, 100 of lilac and violet – blue, 200 green, 100 yellow, 100 orange, 100 of 

brown and up to 100 of white and black. It is also clear that he had more than one 

code, using Roman numerals and abbreviated German and English words to 

designate reflective qualities and texture.  Plates 3.9.7 and 3.9.8 demonstrate 

Bauer’s colour coding system, from basic drawing executed on the south coast of 

Australia to the completed watercolour work finished in London, some nine years 

later. The numbers and letters seen on the preparatory drawing (Plate 3.9.7) 

provided the necessary information so that, years later, the drawing could be 

transcribed into the finished work (Plate 3.9.8). 

 

 
Plate 3.9.7: Ferdinand Bauer Portimis pelagicus, (Blue Swimmer Crab), c 1802, south coast of 

Australia, pencil on paper 52.8 x 35.6cm: Archive, Naturhistorisches Museum, Vienna 
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Plate 3.9.8:  Ferdinand Bauer Portimis pelagicus, (Blue Swimmer Crab), c 1811, London, 

watercolour on paper, 33.0 x 50.6cm; The Natural History Museum, London 
 

In terms of artistic approach, it is also worth noting Bauer later studied under 

Nicolaus Joseph von Jacquin (1729-1817), Director of Botany at the Akademie der 

bildenden Künste in Vienna.  Bauer first published plates in Jacquin’s Icones 

plantarum rariorum (1781-1795) and it was under Jacquin’s direction that Bauer 

learnt the processes of dissection and depiction of plant structure (Lack & 

Mabberly, 1999). 

 

Bauer’s prolific output was noted early in the voyage and his extraordinary talent 

for observation, doubtless due in part to early training in microscopic work, ensured 

that he was well skilled in the art of portraying even minute detail accurately.  

Bauer crowded his sketches, sometimes incorporating several species, onto small 

sheets of approximately 11.5cm x 16.8cm to save precious paper although these 

were often affected by the humidity aboard the ship (Thomas, 2002).   

 

Writing from Sydney to Sir Joseph Banks, Robert Brown reported that Bauer had 

already made 350 plant sketches and 100 of animals and that “he has indeed been 

indefatigable and bestowed infinite pains in the dissection of the parts of 

fructification of the Plants” (Mabberley, 1999: 68). In a separate letter to Banks, 

Flinders sings the praises of both Brown and Bauer: 22
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It is fortunate for science that men of such assiduity and abilities as Mr 

Brown and Mr Bauer have been selected. Their application is beyond 

what I have been accustomed to see. (Thomas, 2002: 256) 

 

For the natural history artist, capturing the colour of a specimen before it fades is a 

major problem. Bauer’s system of recording in pencil and later rendering the 

completed colour versions gave him great flexibility and, on his return to London, 

he spent the following five years working up his sketches to finished watercolours 

and occasionally coloured engravings for publication.   

 

In contrast, Lesueur completed many watercolour sketches during the expedition, 

capturing directly the colours of his subjects.  Many of these were drawn directly 

into the Captain’s private journal and, after his return to Paris in 1804, the best were 

worked up into finished watercolours on vellum.  However, this method was far 

slower than that employed by Bauer and, as a result, Lesueur’s final artistic output 

is much lower. 

 

Lesueur’s artistic background did not include the scientific training afforded to 

Bauer and, while his works were impressive, they did not have the same degree of 

scientific examination of anatomical detail as did Bauer’s works.  Bory de Saint-

Vincent, the zoologist aboard Le Naturaliste, wrote in 1804 of his reaction to seeing 

the artwork completed by Lesueur and Petit in Baudin’s captain’s log: 

 

I looked over the commandant’s log in admiration: it was a huge 

hard-bound volume, lying open on the table in his apartment, and it 

could apparently be handled without causing offence, since Riedle 

and Mauge felt free to consult it and to show it off to visitors.  This 

log contained a multitude of drawings in which mollusks, fish and 

other objects of natural history were painted with an incomparable 

perfection and trueness to life.  I regretted that these drawings had 

not been supervised by a naturalist; in that way, they would have 

left nothing to be desired, but as it was, they showed no anatomical 
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details; the painter had not always represented the animal on the 

side that exposed its specific features. (Bory de Saint-Vincent,1804: 

161-162). 

 

However, Lesueur’s continued association with the naturalists on the voyage and, 

in particular, his collaboration with Péron allowed his skills as a natural history 

artist to evolve, subsequently rendering Saint-Vincent’s criticisms irrelevant.  For 

both Peron and Baudin, marine zoology was compelling, and Lesueur shared their 

fascination.  Their combined interests meant that, even before he was officially 

recruited as an artist, Lesueur began to fill Baudin’s log book with rough 

watercolours of sea life, and it is notable that marine life constituted over half the 

zoological specimens collected by the French.  His jellyfish works, executed on 

vellum on his return to France, are exceptional. Indeed, even early in the trip, 

Baudin commented on the artwork that: 

 

The coloured drawings in my log that have been made by Citizens 

Martin Petit and Lesueur leave nothing to be desired in terms of 

regularity and precision. (Thomas, 2002: 130) 

 

Lesueur’s intricate observation and the ability to translate a subject in movement 

ensured that he would be considered one of the most talented natural history artists 

of the time.  Twentieth century. French Prime Minister (1924-5) and radical, 

Edouard Herriot (1932), described Lesueur’s talents with characteristic nationalism:  

 

It is in the quest for the subtlest form of lifelikeness that Lesueur 

excels….it is an essentially French art in which the minute detail of the 

notation, pursued to its utmost limits, does not detract from the 

harmonious vision of the whole, in which we perceive the inflexion of 

movement – incessant in this [marine] environment – despite the 

precision of the contour. (Herriot ,1932: 40) 
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3.9.3 From Scientific Collection to Artistic Description 

The business of documentation necessitated the collection of specimens on a large 

scale and, as such, involved the artists at all stages. The significance of the 

connection between collection and scientific discovery can be demonstrated by the 

fact that, when the Investigator arrived in the south-western corner of WA, fewer 

than 400 species from the whole continent had been described; yet only three weeks 

later over 500 species, many of which hitherto completely unknown, had been 

collected.   

 

Likewise upon its return home, the Baudin voyage unloaded more specimens, both 

dead and alive, than ever before.  However, keeping animals alive was not easy, as 

Baudin acknowledged: 

 

During the morning I was told that several of our quadrupeds and 

emus were very sick.  We could only attribute this to the violent and 

incessant movement of the heavy sea, which left them not a moment’s 

peace…Since the emus refused to eat, we fed them by force, opening 

their beaks and introducing pellets of rice mach into their stomachs.  

We gave them, and the sick kangaroo likewise, wine and sugar, and 

although I was very short of these same things for myself, I shall be 

very happy to have gone without them for their sake if they can help in 

restoring them to health.  On this day I had a worse bout of spitting 

blood than I had had before. (Baudin, trans. Cornell, 1974: 560) 

 

The Investigator’s collection was less extensive, although just as impressive, 

including a live wombat which survived the return trip to London.  However, with 

so many specimens collected, the question of the significance of a visual record, at 

least from a scientific viewpoint, must be considered.  In short, if the drawings were 

only faithful copies of the real thing, then would not science be better served by the 

original specimen for investigation?  Baudin himself felt it necessary to explain the 

collection of species already drawn:  
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…others will have difficulty in believing that the seas can contain 

living animals with a form as strange and extraordinary as those which 

we have met, I have preserved in spirits of wine that portion of the 

originals which we have used as models; in fact all have lost their 

brilliant colours, but the shapes remain and they look as though they 

will keep.( Baudin, trans Cornell, 1974: 7) 

 

The other notable achievement of the voyages was the number and range of type 

specimens brought back.23

 

  In some instances, a drawing may actually take the 

place of a specimen when the latter no longer exists and, in this context, many of 

Bauer’s works fulfil this role.  In terms of scientific research, therefore, such 

illustrations are more legitimate than the actual physical specimen.   

This demonstrates why illustration was of primary scientific significance.  The best 

examples captured the physical features of the subject when alive and in its natural 

habitat and, as such, were preferable to deceased specimens which may alter 

significantly in colour, form and texture, even when preserved (in some 

circumstances, the preservation process itself may affect significant change).  Plate 

3.9.9 depicting the Blue Mountains tree frog (see mid bottom row) demonstrates 

this unintentional error, rendered faithfully by Lesueur in his watercolour.  In life 

the frog is green, not blue as in the painting, but has discoloured as a result of the 

embalming fluid.  In addition, the subjects appear rigid and fixed, not unlike an 

insect collection fixed to a white board with pins.   

 

                                                 
23 The type specimen is that which is issued as a basis of the first published description and naming. 
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Plate 3.9.9:  Charles Alexander-Lesueur Litoria sp., (Frog), c 1804 Paris, Watercolour on 
vellum, 25.0 x 40.0cm. Museum d’historie naturelle, Le Havre 
 

In contrast, Bauer drew mostly from live specimens and thus his subjects appear 

more natural and are physically more accurate.  An example of this can be seen in 

Bauer’s depiction of the Bell Frog (Plate 3.9.10). 

 

 
Plate 3.9.10:   Ferdinand Bauer, Litoria raniformis, (Bell frog), c 1811, London, watercolour on 
paper, 33.5 x 51.0cm; The Natural History Museum, London 
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Artistic licence was often employed when transforming dead subjects into 

deceptively living representations.  Bauer’s subjects have a sense of vitality, even 

personality, to the point that in some instances the works could be described as 

portraits, seated or standing in profile.  Plate 3.9.11 depicting Bauer’s Port Lincoln 

Parrot illustrates his approach well; there is a sense of character in the subject, 

while at the same time ensuring that no detail of scientific worth has been omitted.   

 

 
Plate 3.9.11:  Ferdinand Bauer, Barnardius zonarius zonarius (Port Lincoln parrot) c 1811, 
London, watercolour on paper, 51. 5 x 33.6 cm; The Natural History Museum, London 
 

Lesueur, however, was more interested in capturing his animals in motion, 

sometimes going to great lengths to portray them clambering over rocks, foraging 

for food or swinging from trees (see Plate 3.9.12 of the Eastern Quolls).  It is most 

likely that naturalist Peron influenced this choice of representation as he believed in 

species modification resulting from climate and/or environment. (Thomas, 2002)  
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Plate 3.9.12:  Charles Alexander-Lesueur, Dasyurus viverrinus (Eastern Quoll or Eastern native 
cat), c 1804 Paris, watercolour, pencil on vellum, 25.0 x 40.5cm. Museum d’historie naturelle, 
Le Havre 
 

While Bauer’s formal botanical influence is evident via the removal of his subjects 

from their ecological contexts, occasionally he included decorative details of 

ground foliage and simple shadows, giving three-dimensional depth and a sense of 

realism, rather than solely providing scientific information.  

 

This detailed style of illustration was valuable in that it could render what may not 

be visible to the naked eye. Artists can present juxtapositions of detail which are 

never observable in nature, yet are fundamental to accurate classification.  For 

Bauer, the pressure to classify new species affected not only the fervor with which 

he collected and recorded his subjects, but also impacted on composition and 

anatomical selection.   

 

As noted, the Linnaean system of taxonomy, still in use today, was based on sexual 

organs.  Bauer made use of a microscope in the depiction of the stamens, pistil and 

other sexual components of his plants, magnifying them, then artfully and 

systematically arranging them at the bottom edge of his compositions.  He also 

enlarged the details of seeds, internal ovary structures and pollen, unusual for this 

time as few botanists paid attention to such details. 
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Unlike his botanical works, Bauer did not dissect very many of his zoological 

studies; the platypus (see Plate 3.9.13) and echidna were exceptions largely to 

satisfy the scientific sceptics and to illustrate the relationship between the two 

species.  Likewise, Lesueur mostly ignored the internal anatomy of his specimens 

to the extent that, early in the voyage, he complained to Baudin of the anatomists 

haste to dissect a porpoise that he had wished to draw whole. 

 

 
Plate 3.9.13:  Ferdinand Bauer, Ornithorhynchus anatinus (Platypus) c 1811, London, 
watercolour on paper, 50. 5 x 33.7 cm; The Natural History Museum, London 
 

In retrospect, the scientific results of the two hazardous voyages were curiously 

complementary.  While the desire for rigorous scientific excellence, as 

demonstrated through the skill and aptitude of illustrators and botanists, influenced 

the outcome of The Investigator expedition, chance, circumstance and conflict 
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determined the outcome of the French, allowing a junior gunner unforeseen 

opportunities as a talented natural history illustrator.  As a result the British 

expedition profoundly enriched the world of botanical sciences; the French 

enhanced knowledge of zoology and anthropology.   

 

By the time The Investigator left Sydney to return to London in 1805, Bauer had 

executed approximately 2,000 exquisitely detailed pencil drawings detailing 

Australia’s flora and fauna (Thomas, 2002).  Each were annotated with his four-

digit colour code which enabled him to reproduce the finest nuances of colour with 

absolute accuracy. The fact that very few of these sketches were worked into 

finished portraits in Australia was undoubtedly partly due to the pressure of work as 

new specimens were gathered. Problems with the continual damp and leaks aboard 

the Investigator also resulted in the destruction of many of Bauer’s drawings, with 

the paper becoming mouldy and the detail lost (Thomas, 2002).  

 

Immediately after his return to England, Banks arranged for Bauer and Brown to 

work on the expedition materials under his direction.  Bauer began to prepare the 

surviving drawings for publication, starting with the botanical specimens which 

were to accompany Robert Brown’s un-illustrated Prodromus Iliustrationes Florae 

Novae Holiandiae, published in 1810 (Thomas, 2002). 

 
On average, Bauer completed a watercolour every week (Thomas, 2002).  While a 

number of drawings were engraved for other publications, including Flinders’s 

account of the voyage, the project was never completed. Even at the outset the work 

proceeded slowly, as Bauer was unable to find anyone to meet his high standards of 

workmanship and thus engraved, printed and coloured each plate himself. (Thomas, 

2002). In addition he took on the task of selling the publication but, despite his best 

efforts, the climate in the midst of the Napoleonic Wars was not propitious for such 

a grand enterprise.  He worked on the project until 1812 but, by 1811, he was 

working up the zoological drawings for himself. By 1813, only fifteen plates (three 

Parts) had been issued and no more than twenty-three names had been added to the 

subscription list. Bauer was forced to abandon the project and return to Vienna, 

taking with him his huge collection of pencil drawings now housed, still 

unpublished, in the Natural History Museum in Vienna (Thomas, 2002). 
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The completed watercolours of both flora and fauna remained in England under the 

care of Robert Brown until his death in 1858.  The work then came into the 

possession of the British Museum, together with the fifteen plates for Ferdinand’s 

Iliustrationes. These were kept, still wrapped in their nineteenth-century paper, 

with the 743 unpublished plates for Sir Joseph Banks’ Florilegium (Thomas, 2002). 

The works lay in storage until 1990 when, after completing the publication of 

Banks’s Florilegium, the British Museum produced a limited edition of thirty-five 

sets of these superb stipple engravings in Bauer’s honour; it sold immediately 

(Thomas, 2002). 

 

Upon his return to France in 1803, Charles Alexander-Lesueur composed his 

watercolours on vellum, using earlier drawings and paintings completed during the 

voyage.  A number of his works were displayed as part of an entrance examination 

for painters working on vellum by the Museum d’historie naturelle (March 1804).  

While he was highly commended, he was unsuccessful in his application and, as a 

result, decided to pursue work as a naturalist (Thomas, 2002). 

 

In 1806, Emperor Napoleon I (1769 –1821) instructed Peron and Lesueur to 

prepare the Historical Account for publication, to be funded by the public purse 

(Thomas, 2002)..  The first volume of the account appears in 1807, accompanied by 

approximately 40 engraved plates, 28 of which were adapted from Lesueur’s early 

drawings. Although his good friend and colleague Peron died in 1810, further 

volumes were printed (1815, 1816) (Thomas, 2002).  However, as a result of 

Peron’s training, Lesueur continued his work as a natural history artist, and spent 

over 20 years in the United States, travelling widely and studying mainly fish and 

tortoises.  In later years, he received official recognition as a natural history artist; 

on 7 May 1844 he received the silver medal from the Société Libre des Beaux-Arts 

in Paris for his vellum works from his world voyages and was appointed Chevalier 

de l’Orde Royal de la Legion d’Honneur prior to his death in 1846 (Thomas, 2002). 
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3.9.4 A Critical Turning Point: The Encounter 1802 Exhibition  

Over two hundred years later, the artistic and scientific achievements of the 

Flinders and Baudin expeditions were commemorated in an exhibition that brought 

together many of the works associated with the voyages.  Entitled The Encounter, 

1802. Art of the Flinders and Baudin Voyages, the 2002 exhibition sponsored by 

the Art Gallery of South Australia took as its inspiration the chance encounter 

between Flinders and Baudin at what Flinders aptly named Encounter Bay (not far 

from present day Adelaide).  Given that both nations were intermittently at war, the 

meeting was initially filled with suspicion and some nervousness.  However, the 

opportunity for the sharing of experiences and discoveries was too significant; 

hence international rivalries and fears were put aside and a friendly exchange of 

findings ensued. (Thomas, 2002). 

The exhibition highlighted the fact that these artists were the first to record the First 

People, the plants, animals and landscapes of much of Australia.  It also 

demonstrates the nexus that existed between art and science at the time, to the 

extent that natural history research relied as much upon the accuracy and 

observation of the artist as it did upon the scientist. 

 

The Encounter exhibition took over two years to plan, with works on loan from 

museums, galleries and private collectors in Europe. America and Australia. It was 

mounted as part of the commemoration of the 200th anniversary of the 

establishment of the State of South Australia and incorporated many of the seminal 

natural history works by Bauer, Westall, Lesueur and Petit (Thomas, 2002).  As 

such, the opportunity to view and compare such a substantial body of work from 

leading artists of this period was both timely and apposite to the research being 

undertaken for this study in terms of practical working methods.24

                                                 
24 With the assistance of the College of Music, Visual Arts and Theatre (COMVAT) at James Cook 
University, I was afforded the opportunity to spend two days viewing and documenting the exhibition in 
detail. This research was later supported by visits to the State Library of New South Wales Sydney, and the 
National Museum of Victoria, Melbourne. 

 This was critical 

because it is not always possible forensically to reconstruct the working methods of 

an artist from a photographic or electronic reproduction of their work as important 
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information may be altered or omitted by the facsimile.  Upon viewing the works 

the Encounter exhibition, it was evident that this held true for works of both Bauer 

and Lesuer, with the original watercolour artworks more vibrant and detailed than 

the copies.  Indeed, the change was often so pronounced that it was often 

disappointing later to view the reproductions after seeing the originals. 

 

This exhibition meant also a firsthand introduction to the vellum works of Lesueur.  

Working on vellum is today a highly specialised technique, known to relatively few 

artists working mostly in the genres of miniature and book arts, such as Marie 

Angel (1923-), Joan Pilsbury (1926-) and Wendy Westover (1928-).  Its use in 

botanical and wildlife illustration (the modern counterparts of natural history 

illustration) is rare, with the few artists that have adopted the medium, such as Kate 

Nessler  (1950-) (see Plate 3.9.14) and Deirdre Bean (1960- ) largely self-taught in 

a technical sense. 

 

 
Plate 3.9.14:  Kate Nessler Tree Peony watercolour and gouache on kelmscott vellum, 2009, 
25.4 x 40.6cm, Artist’s personal collection, Arkansas 
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Consequently, the opportunity to view Lesueur’s treatment was valuable, not only 

in technical terms but also in revealing the properties of traditional vellum as, 

today, a variety of surfaces of both plant and animal origin are labelled vellum.  

   

It was also important to view Bauer’s complex colour system in both its 

preliminary and completed originals.  When analysing a number of Bauer’s finished 

pieces, it was evident that his treatment of colour was intricately observed and 

masterfully executed – all the more remarkable for being completed some nine 

years after the original observations. Technically, it was interesting to note that 

Bauer used the very tip of what would have been a very fine brush (line work 

indicates a 000 sable, or similar) to indicate line, and that tonal gradation was the 

result of gentle and subtle layering of line not dissimilar to a crosshatching 

technique.  Line was also used to draw over a base wash, a method used 

extensively when rendering feathers.  When investigating Bauer’s treatment of the 

Port Lincoln Parrot (1811) at the Encounter exhibition, this researcher observed his 

techniques and illustrative approach in a notebook (reproduced as Plate 3.9.15); for 

comparison with the original watercolour is reproduced in Plate 3.9.16. 

 
Feathers – rendered a based colour wash – dependent upon tone, eg 

dark aqua for shadow, light yellow/green/aqua for light on same 

feather.  Then darker green strokes representing feather fibres; these 

are tipped at the edge to indicate a shadow on the edge.  Feather 

colour fades towards edge of individual feather, each treated 

singularly.  Graduated linear marks to indicate feather fibres. 

(Researcher’s personal journal, 2002) 
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Plate 3.9.15:  Researcher’s notes on Bauer’s Port Lincoln Parrot illustration; extract from 

Artist’s Notebook, 2002 
  

 



119 
 

 
Plate 3.9.16:  Ferdinand Bauer, Barnardius zonarius zonarius c 1811, London, watercolour on 
paper, 50.5 x 33.6 cm; The Natural History Museum, London 
 

This researcher also investigated the techniques used by Bauer in his Bell Frog 

(Plate 3.9.17). This was constructed using the same technique for the Port Lincoln 

Parrot, notable also because it is one of the few images rendered with a drop 

shadow, giving the work a three dimensional appearance.  This work suffers in 

reproduction; not only is the original’s colour and light far superior to photographic 

reproductions, but there is also a tendency to crop out much of the space 

surrounding the frog, significantly altering the composition of the subject on the 

page.  The observations of the original recorded in this researcher’s notebook 

approximates the position of the subject within the overall composition (see Plate 

3.9.18) and may be compared with the closely cropped image (Plate 3.9.22) as 

presented in a number of publications, including the Encounter Exhibition 

catalogue. 
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Plate 3.9.17:  Researcher’s notes on Bauer’s Litoria raniformis (Bell Frog) illustration; extract from 

Artist’s Notebook, 2002 
 
 

 
Plate 3.9.18:  Ferdinand Bauer, Litoria raniformis (Bell Frog) c 1811, London, watercolour on 
paper, 33.5 x 51.0 cm; The Natural History Museum, London 
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This has particular relevance in that the Bell Frog can be regarded as one of 

Bauer’s portrait style artworks; the subject is depicted with character and 

appears to be observing the viewer with the same intensity as one might 

imagine it was being viewed itself. Indeed, it is tempting to think that Bauer 

has deliberately constructed the image as a wry commentary on the nature of 

his work. 

 

In contrast, Bauer’s treatment of the koala skull and body parts  (Plate 3.9.19) 

is more scientific.   

 
Plate 3.9.19:  Ferdinand Bauer, Phascolarctos cinereus (Koala)  c 1811, London, 
watercolour on paper, 50. 9 x 33.8 cm; The Natural History Museum, London 

 

Depicting both a dorsal and lateral view of the skull and various teeth, the 

anatomical construction of the koala’s claws, fingers and pads is also explored 

with scientific minutiae.  In terms of artistic treatment, there is a notable lack of 

line work on the bone, with the image constructed through a series of subtle 

washes (see notes from researcher’s notebook in Plate 3.9.20).   
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Plate 3.9.20:  Researcher’s notes on Bauer’s Phascolarctos cinereus (Koala) illustration; 

extract from Artist’s Notebook, 2002 
 

Close examination of the skin texture of the studies of the finger and toe pads 

shows them to be based on a serious of tiny, drawn circles in various tonal 

depths, with gouache used to indicate highlights on the nails of the claws.  

Bauer’s overall composition is highly decorative, with individual anatomical 

details carefully balanced and his botanical background evident in the 

painstaking attention to detail. 

 

The exhibition’s juxtaposition of the dissected specimen with Bauer’s other 

koala image, a portrait style version of a koala mother and cub (see Plate 

3.9.21) highlights the contrasting style of Bauer’s zoological studies.   
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Plate 3.9.21:  Ferdinand Bauer, Phascolarctos cinereus (Koala) c 1811, London, 
watercolour on paper, 51. 10 x 33.7 cm; The Natural History Museum, London 
 

While both pieces are well rendered, it is obvious that Bauer was aware of the 

different audiences for his works; while the world of science was likely to 

value his anatomical studies, the maternal appeal of the koala and cub was 

likely to appeal to the general public. 

 

Bauer’s platypus, the only other animal treated in the same manner as the 

koala, with both dissected and naturally posed depictions of the subject (see 

Plates 3.9.22 and 3.9.23). 

 

Plate 3.9.22:  Ferdinand Bauer, Ornithorhynchus anatinus (Platypus) c 1811, London, 
watercolour on paper, 50. 5 x 33.7 cm; The Natural History Museum, London 
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Plate 3.9.23:  Ferdinand Bauer, Ornithorhynchus anatinus (Platypus) c 1811, London, 
watercolour on paper, 50. 5 x 33.7 cm; The Natural History Museum, London 
 

The nexus between art and science however, is most potently observed in 

Bauer’s microscopic work, exemplified in his Jewel Spider watercolour (see 

Plate 3.9.24).  Bauer depicts his spider with and without egg sacks via both life 

size and enlarged views. On viewing the original works, it is surprising to note 

that the life size depictions are as accurately observed and detailed as the 

scaled up version (see researcher’s notes in Plate 3.9.25).   

 

    
Plate 3.9.24:  Ferdinand Bauer, 
Austracantha minax (Spiny, 
Christmas or Jewel Spider)  c 1811, 
London, watercolour on paper, 50. 4 
x 33.6 cm; The Natural History 
Museum, London 

Plate 3.9.25 :   Researcher’s notes on 
Bauer’s Austracantha minax (Spiny, 
Christmas or Jewel Spider)   illustration; 
extract from Artist’s Notebook, 2002 
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When dealing with subjects in miniature, it is the usual practice in zoological work 

to provide anatomical detail in an enlarged view of the specimen, with any life 

sized depiction usually rendered in less detail given its primary purpose to 

demonstrate actual size.  However, Bauer’s treatment demonstrates his over-riding 

obsession with detail, and justifies the accolade as the leading natural history artist 

of his time. 

 

In terms of technique, Bauer’s delicate line work in depicting the individual hairs 

on the spiders in both the enlarged and life size views is notable.  As with his Bell 

Frog, he has also chosen to lift the image from the surface of the page with a 

suggested shadow, creating a three dimensional illusion.  His overall composition is 

also calculated, with the specimens placed on the page to create overall balance and 

allow sufficient space for the viewer to consider the subject matter. 

 

A further work which demonstrates Bauer’s obsession with detail is the Common 

Sea Dragon (1811) (Plate 3.9.26).   

 

 
Plate 3.9.26: Ferdinand Bauer, Phyllopteryx taeniolatus (Common seadragon) c 1811, London, 

watercolour on paper, 33.7 x 50.5 cm; The Natural History Museum, London 
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While the striking colours of the subject matter and its pleasing composition made 

the sea dragons one of Bauer’s most popular works in the exhibition, its impressive 

aspect is evident only on close inspection of the rendering of the skin texture  (see 

researcher’s notes, Plate 3.9.27).   

 

 
Plate 3.9.27:  Researcher’s notes on Bauer’s Phyllopteryx taeniolatus (Common seadragon)  

illustration; extract from Artist’s Notebook, 2002 
 

The delicate scales of the subjects have been depicted through circular patterning in 

varying shades of blue, purple, reds and orange, with size, direction and shape 

depending on the direction of light, base pigmentation and the underlying structure 

of the form.  The scales appear individually observed, and are not simply the 

overlaid pattern less sophisticated artists might employ.  This work is also notable 

in that the subjects appear to be floating within the dimensions of the page, 

certainly appearing alive and in motion.  This is particularly impressive when one 

considers the difficulties in keeping marine specimens alive and their tendency to 

lose colour and structure almost immediately upon death.  As such, Bauer’s Leafy 
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Sea Dragons must be considered one of his most impressive zoological works.  His 

Kings Skink (1811) (Plate 3.9.28) is also a highly detailed work. 

 

 
Plate 3.9.28:  Ferdinand Bauer, Egernia kingie (Kings skink) c 1811, London, watercolour on 
paper, 34.0 x 50.5 cm; The Natural History Museum, London. 

 
It was observed in this researcher’s notebook that the work was 

 

…set with rock and vegetation to give indication of size and balance 

composition.  Scales created through linear outlining, intensity varies 

very slightly – lighter in light areas, but not very much.  Thickness does 

vary – line is thicker at top and bottom of each individual scale (sketch 

made to indicate).  Has placed a shadow under and over each ‘bump’ 

to indicate form is advancing from the scale – serves as highlight.  On 

tail, scale changes (sketch to indicate), elongated in form.  Brush work 

on each scale is to indicate shine and very subtle. (MacDonald: 2002) 

 

Lesueur’s approach to his subject matter differed considerably to that of Bauer. 

While many of Lesueur’s works are renowned for their anatomical precision and 

technical skill, they are also set apart from much of the work of his contemporaries 

by what might be regarded as an odd form of violence.  While there is certainly a 

reference to the nineteenth century idea of nature being ‘red in tooth and claw’, it 

has been suggested that this may be due to Lesueur’s first-hand experience of 

killing and collecting his specimens.  Records show that, in one 24 hour period, 

Lesueur shot and killed no less than 200 birds for the ornithological collection and, 
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according to Peron, became highly skilled at taxidermy and preservation of 

specimens (Hunt, 1999: 38). While today this practice seems wasteful and 

unnecessary at best, it should be noted that during this time, the killing of 

specimens for later study was a standard scientific approach.  The passive 

observation of a subject in situ and documentation of physical characteristics 

through non-invasive methods, the norm today, was largely unknown and likely to 

have been considered impractical.  

 

Lesueur’s Possums (1804) (Plate 3.9.29) and Quolls (Plate 3.9.30), both vellum 

pieces, exemplify this violence and contrast markedly with Bauer’s portrait style 

approach.   

 

 
Plate 3.9.29:   Charles Alexandre-Lesueur Petauroides volans (Greater glider) 1804, Paris, 
Watercolour, ink, pencil on vellum 25.5 x 41.0cm; Museum d’historie naturelle, Le Havre 

 

 
Plate 3.9.30:   Charles Alexandre-Lesueur Dasyurus viverrinus (Eastern quoll or Eastern native 

cat) (Detail) 1804, Paris, Watercolour on vellum original 25.0 x 40.5cm; Museum d’historie 
naturelle, Le Havre 
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The manner of Lesueur’s animal subjects often appears strained, at odds with the 

scientific purpose. The faces of his animals are often elongated, giving them a 

slightly furtive character; eyes are over emphasised, perhaps to give the appearance 

of alertness.  Interestingly, this work gives illustrative form to a number of halting 

theories of Peron’s, hypothesizing that nature was a series of complex inter-

relationships and that death and decay were integral elements of life.  
 

The desire to give character to images, which differs from a portraiture approach, is 

evident in a number of his works.  Lesueur’s version of a dingo (Plate 3.9.31) 

appears both cunning and slightly comical, with an impressively elongated and 

feathered tail that has little to do with its actual appearance.   

 

 
Plate 3.9.31:  Charles Alexandre-Lesueur Canis lupus dingo (Dingo) 1804 Paris, Watercolour 

on vellum 25.0 x 39.9cm; Museum d’historie naturelle, Le Havre 
 

 

Like other mammalian subjects, the head is pinched and narrow, ears are narrow 

and eyes intense.  However, it is the copious allocation of hairs on the lower jaw 

gives this dingo an oddly bearded look.  Similarly, Lesueur’s kangaroos (Plate 

3.9.32) are oddly rendered – out of proportion and with distorted heads.  
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Plate 3.9.32:   Charles Alexandre-Lesueur Macropus fuliginosus (Western Grey Kangaroo) 1804 

Paris, Watercolour on vellum 25.7 x 40.3cm; Museum d’historie naturelle, Le Havre 
 

Other aspects of the subject are, however, finely detailed, such as the depiction of 

the hair and the portrayal of the pouch on the female kangaroo.    

 

From a technical point, Lesueur’s best works are his marine studies.  The strangely 

decorative forms of his jellyfish and other marine species liberate the artist from the 

need to depict the subject in a narrative sense, and as a result his work is far more 

accurate.  The use of vellum creates a glow, created when the light hits the surface 

of the vellum and then is reflected back through the watercolour pigment (see 

Plates 3.9.33 and 3.9.34).   
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Plate 3.9.33:  Charles Alexandre-Lesueur Cassiopea Andromeda (Upside down jellyfish) 1804 
Paris, Watercolour and pencil on vellum 41.0 x 26.4cm; Museum d’historie naturelle, Le 

Havre 

  
Plate 3.9.34:   Charles Alexandre-Lesueur Chrysaora hysocella (Compass jelly) 1804 Paris, 
Watercolour and pencil on vellum 41.0 x 26.4cm; Museum d’historie naturelle, Le Havre 

 

Lesueur’s handling of this medium, however, is so skilled that many of his marine 

subjects and, in particular his jellyfish works, appear photographic.  It was evident 
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when viewing the original works at the Encounter exhibition that Lesueur did not 

employ a stipple or line technique (as miniaturists use) but that forms were 

modelled via a series of low-water washes. Technically this is a difficult approach 

requiring a high degree of skill and judgment as vellum has a tendency to buckle if 

excessive water is applied.  However, Lesueur was so adept in his technique that it 

was almost impossible to deconstruct the history of the washes laid down and, in a 

number of pieces (such as the Jellyfish study in Plate 3.9.34), it was difficult even 

to detect the mark of the brush. 

 

Lesueur utilised the translucency and smooth, porous surface of the vellum as this 

combination allows for unrivalled crispness in brush and pencil work resulting in 

extraordinarily fine and delicate lines. The impact of viewing these original works 

on vellum suggested the potential of this medium to become a central focus in the 

current practical work.  

 

 

3.10 Identifying an Appropriate Zoological Style 

The criteria for selection of an appropriate zoological style should reflect the 

objectivity of the source, hence the application of impartial, logical scientific 

principles must be the principal criterion. The choice of period of illustrative style in 

which the works have high aesthetic appeal, with clear and balanced composition and 

various elements interesting to both scientist and layman alike directly relates to the 

practical element of this research, which aims to create interest and review in popular 

perceptions of the selected species.  Thus, Table 3.10.1 selects for the period of 

illustrative style that has the highest instances of 

 

• Accuracy of form 

• Accuracy of function 

• High level of descriptive detail 

• Representation as in life 

• Contextualised in natural habitats 

• Derived from field observation 
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• High level of technical accuracy 

• High level of aesthetic appeal 

 

Table 3.10.1: Selection of Western Zoological Illustration Style 

Criteria Period of Illustrative Styles 
 Medieval Renaissance 17th Century 18th – 19th 

Century 
20th 

Century 
Application of 
impartial logic 
based scientific 

principles 

Symbolically 
based, no 

established 
system of 

classification 

Theologically 
based, 

varying 
systems of 

classification 

Theologically 
based, with 

introduction  
of Linnaeus 
classification 

system 

Widespread 
acceptance 
of Linnaeus 
classification 
system. Less 
theological 
influence 

Linnaeus set 
system  of 

classification, 
little 

theological 
influence 

Representation 
as in life 

1 2 3 5 N/A 
(dependent 

upon 
application) 

Accuracy of 
form 

2 3 3 5 5 

Accuracy of 
function 

2 3 3 5 5 

High level of 
descriptive 
detail 

2 3 4 5 N/A 
(dependent 

upon 
application) 

Contextualised  
in natural 
habitats 

2 2 4 5 N/A 
(dependent 

upon 
application) 

Derived from 
field 
observation 

2 2 3 5 3 

High level of 
technical 
accuracy 

3 3 4 5 5 

High level of 
aesthetic 
appeal 

4 4 4 5 N/A 
(dependent 

upon 
application) 

TOTAL 18 24 28 40 18 
 

 

Table 3.10.1 reveals that, over five historical periods of illustrative style, only two 

(18th – 19th and 20th – 21st centuries) successfully fulfilled the requirement of having 

widespread and objective scientific principles.  This was due mainly to the Linnaean 
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classification system25

 

 which, by the end of 18th century, became widely accepted as 

the method of naming and identifying species.  It was also reflective of a period in 

which new scientific discoveries contradicted firmly held religious beliefs about 

humanity and nature, resulting in a lessening of theological influences on scientific 

discourse.  

Given that the modern period of zoological illustration is highly diverse in technique, 

genre and stylistic approach, many of the criteria could not be applied as no 

generalised style is recognised.  As a result, only the period of illustrative zoological 

style of the 18th – 19th century met all criteria, and was therefore accepted as the 

stylistic reference for the practical interpretation of objective scientific sources. 

 

 

3.11 Entering the Field 

In order to maximise the veracity of each reference, established collection practices 

for the purpose of scientific illustration were utilised.  These combine both traditional 

techniques and modern technologies in order to acquire the best possible specimen 

from which detailed observations may be made; including 

• field observation and studies, 

• journal notes and sketches,  

• specimen skins and mounted studies,  

• field photography and video,  

• related text and research documentation. 

 

It should be noted that, while the purpose of this section is a broad overview of the 

general collection, preservation and recording strategy where it has been applied to 

all the selected species (such as that relating to geography), a generic collection 

strategy for all selected species was inappropriate as each has its own unique 

properties and requirements. A detailed analysis of the collection strategy used for 

each species is thus outlined in chapters five through to eight in each of which the 

                                                 
25 The modern scientific naming of species commenced with Carl Linnaeus’ tenth edition of the Systema Naturae (1758), in which a 
two part, or binomial, naming system, (consisting of a unique Latin genus and species name) is applied to every plant and animal.  
Only names published since that date in binomial form count as valid. 
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selected species is examined in relation to its history, environmental and social 

impacts of each and how these impacts have influenced public perceptions and 

subsequent control plans.  These chapters detail the practical component of this 

research, outlining the approach taken to collecting and recording and how these data 

were used in visual interpretation. 

 

3.11.1 Fieldwork Sites 

As all selected species are ubiquitous to the Townsville and Thuringowa suburban 

environment, observation sites for fieldwork were primarily selected for accessibility 

to both indoor and outdoor environs.  For this reason, most observations centred on a 

suburban location in the Townsville suburb of Condon, in which three of the four 

selected species (Cane Toad, Common Indian Mynah and Asian House Gecko) were 

plentiful.  Preliminary observations of the species not present in large numbers in the 

Condon location (feral cat) were made in Vincent, Belgian Gardens and The Strand, 

with additional observations of all species in Heatley and Hermit Park.  The range of 

locations ensured the observation of species in a variety of suburban landscapes, as 

the physical environment could potentially have a bearing upon species behaviour 

and density.   

 

In relation to the documentation of species behaviour and general appearance, 

notebook illustrations and sketches, combined with photography, formed a 

preliminary basis for study.  As such, general notes concerning group and individual 

behaviour of the selected species were included with visual observations on colour, 

shape, texture, movement and form. Colour and monochrome studies in watercolour, 

ink and graphite pencil were undertaken to facilitate familiarisation with form and as 

a reference point for completed works.   

 

3.11.2 Sourcing Preserved Specimens 

Sources for suitable specimens derived mainly from the Tropical Museum of North 

Queensland, James Cook University and the author’s own collection.  Table 3.11.1 

lists all sources for specimens used in this research, as well as the type of specimen 

reference (i.e., mounted skin, study skin, live animal) supplied by a particular source. 
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It also provides an overview of the various types of specimens that were collected 

and, where relevant, preservation processes.  

 

Table 3.11.1:  Overview of Preserved Specimens by Species, Source and Location. 
Subject Specimen type Sourced 

from 
Locatio
n 

Notes 

Common 
Indian 
Mynah  

Adult (1x male) and juvenile (1 x 
male) skins 

Specimens 
provided by  Dr 
Chris Tidemann 
(Australian 
National 
University);  
preservation 
Tropical Museum 
of QLD 

Collected in 
Canberra, 
preserved in 
Townsville 

While the 
preserved 
specimens were 
not of local 
origin, the 
Indian Mynah  in 
Australia is 
uniform in type. 
 
Supplemented 
with 
photographic 
documentation 
and life studies 

Mounted preserved adult (1x female) 

Feather specimen collection (1x male) 

Full adult Skeleton (1 x male) 
Full juvenile skeleton   
(1x female) 
Mounted preserved nestling  (1x sex 
unknown) 

Tropical Museum 
of QLD 

Collected in 
Townsville 

Asian 
House 
Gekko 

Eggs ( x 4) Sourced by author, 
location Condon, 
Townsville 

Collected in 
Townsville 

Supplemented 
with 
photographic 
documentation, 
video and life 
studies 

Juvenile – frozen; (1x sex unknown 
Adult– frozen; (3 x sex unknown) 
Adults (4x sex unknown) 
– dried specimens 

Sourced by author, 
location Vincent 

Juvenile (5 x sex unknown) – dried 
specimen 
Adult (1 x sex unknown) – stained 
specimen 

Zoological 
department, James 
Cook University 

Adult skeleton (2 x sex unknown) Sourced by author, 
location Vincent 

 

Cane Toad Preserved eggs (in alcohol) Zoological 
department, James 
Cook University 

Collected in 
Townsville 

Supplemented 
with 
photographic 
documentation 
and life studies 

Preserved tadpoles (in alcohol)  (6 x 
sex unknown) 
Adult (1 x sex unknown) frozen 
Adult skeleton (1 x sex unknown) Zoological 

department, James 
Cook University 

Stained adult specimen (1 x sex 
unknown) 

Domestic 

Cat 

Adult skeleton (1 x male) - mounted Zoological 
department, James 
Cook University 

Specimen 
origins 
unknown 

Supplemented 
with 
photographic 
documentation 
and life studies 

Adult skull (1 x sex  unknown) 
Adult teeth (10 dental specimens, sex 
unknown) 
Adult male (live domestic specimen) Sourced by author, 

location Vincent 
Townsville 

Kitten (x 4) Sourced by author, 
location Condon, 
Townsville 
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The range of different types of specimens and techniques, such as naturally dried, 

frozen or artificially preserved through taxidermy, is largely due to the different 

requirements of the specimens themselves. The need to explore both the internal 

and external aspects of the specimen also allowed for further diversity in the type of 

specimens required; while dried/frozen/taxidermy skins provided accurate enough 

representation of the specimen, the use of skeletal remains (both mounted as a 

whole and as separated, individual bones) and stained specimens provided valuable 

internal information. 

 

Ethics clearance and protocols were not required by the University for the collection 

of naturally preserved and/or deceased feral species for visual documentation, other 

than as stipulated by legislation.   Further inquiries through the Queensland 

Department of Environment established no provisions regarding the collection of 

deceased feral specimens, aside from general health and safety provisions requiring 

that specimens prone to deterioration be stored appropriately to avoid potential health 

risks, and then disposed of safely at the end of the research.  The vast majority of 

sourced specimens were obtained in their current preserved state (either naturally or 

artificially), with the exception of the Indian Mynahs where a small number of 

recently deceased specimens were initially frozen and then later preserved.   

 

 
3.11.3 Fieldwork Documentation 

Documentation was primarily in the form of photographs, drawings and field notes 

which included description, date, location and notes regarding behaviour and/or 

appearance. When time permitted various recording methods were employed in 

conjunction and provided a collective basis for further artworks.  Relevant details are 

provided in the species chapters.  
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4 Technical Experimentation with Materials 
 

4.1 Technical Potentialities of the Natural History Genre 
 

While the Encounter 1802 Exhibition (see 3.9.4) provided invaluable input for 

decision making in relation to the objective scientific works, the nature of such an 

exhibition precludes the detailed study of an oeuvic. This is an important 

preliminary to technical decision making. Hence, as part of the preliminary 

research, it was necessary to see as many original natural history illustrations 

focusing on Australian zoological subjects as was practical.  Of the collections 

available for public review, the Library of New South Wales (Mitchell Collection) 

is notable for its portfolio of 30 original watercolour works of Australian fauna by 

natural history artist Sarah Stone (1760 –1844).   

 

Stone is considered to be one of the foremost female artists of this period and, as 

such, the opportunity to view such a substantial collection of original natural 

history illustrations from this period was both rare and fortunate in providing 

additional insight into this genre. Stone was considered a remarkable natural 

illustrator by her contemporaries, and was commissioned by some of the great 

eighteenth-century collectors, including Sir Joseph Banks and Sir Ashton Lever, to 

prepare watercolour illustration of animals, birds and objects brought back to 

England by members of exploration voyages.   

Sir Ashton Lever had established an extensive private museum, known as the 

Leverium Museum at Leicester Square in London, of specimens and ethnographic 

material being brought back by British expeditions to Australia, the Americas, 

Africa and the Far East; this included specimens from Cook's three round-the-world 

voyages.  From 1777 through to the closure of the museum in 1806 Stone executed 

over 1000 watercolours for Lever and the Museum's subsequent owner James 

Parkinson.  Unfortunately, the contents of Lever's Museum were dispersed by 

auction in 1806 and thus Stone’s watercolours (of which currently around 900 are 

extant) provide the only pictorial record of the majority of the museum’s 

specimens. 
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Unlike Bauer and Lesueur, Stone only had skins to work from and never saw her 

subjects in their natural habitat.  Nonetheless, as with Bauer, her works capture the 

liveliness and character of the birds she painted (see Plates 4.1.1– 4.1.4). 

 

Plate 4.1.1:  Pennantian Parrot (Crimson Rosella) Psittacus pennantii (Platycercus elegans) 
[drawn by Sarah Stone] c.1790, watercolour; 23 x 17.2 cm, Plate 6 of Natural History 
Specimens of New South Wales 1790  National Library of Australia  

 

Plate 4.1.2: Calyptorhynchus banksii (formerly magnificus) Banksia Cockatoo [drawn by Sarah 
Stone], watercolour; 23 x 17.2 cm, Plate 36 of  John White, Journal of a Voyage to New South 
Wales, London, 1790 
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Plate 4.1.3:  Port Jackson Thrush [drawn by Sarah Stone], Hand coloured copper engraving 
from watercolour; 23 x 18 cm, John White, Journal of a Voyage to New South Wales, London, 
1790 
 

  
Plate 4.1.4:  New Holland Creeper (White Cheeked Honey Eater) [drawn by Sarah Stone], Hand 
coloured copper engraving from watercolour; 23 x 18 cm, John White, Journal of a Voyage to 

New South Wales, London, 1790 

 

Stone’s work was considered to be highly accurate resulting in numerous requests 

from authors to reproduce her work as engravings in books. In addition to her work 

for the Leverium Museum she produced plates for John White's Journal, Journal of 

a Voyage to New South Wales, London, 1790. An example is her engraving of a 
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Blue Bellied Parrot (Rainbow Lorrikeet) ( Plate 4.1.5) showing Stone’s attempts to 

portray the subject as in life.   

 
Plate 4.1.5:  Blue Bellied Parrot (Rainbow Lorrikeet) [drawn by Sarah Stone], Hand coloured 
copper engraving from watercolour; 23 x 18 cm, John White, Journal of a Voyage to New 
South Wales, London, 1790 
 

Stone contributed plates to two other publications: George Shaw's Museum 

Leverianum (London, 1792), and Thomas Pennant's A View of Hindoostan 

(London, 1798).  The drawings in the Mitchell Collection relate closely to the 

engravings in John White's Journal of a Voyage to New South Wales, published in 

London in 179026

                                                 
26 John White (1756-1832) was the New South Wales colony's Surgeon-General and sent a collection of 
natural history specimens to England in mid-1789 which were then prepared for illustration by five London 

, and consist of thirty-one watercolour drawings on thirty-one 
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sheets. Thirty of the sheets (apart from no.22) are heavily sized with each drawing 

surrounded by a thin wash frame line; thirty are original watercolours by Sarah 

Stone (1760-1844) with one (no.22) is attributed to Charles Catton Jnr (1756–

1819).  

 

The majority of the Stone illustrations in the collection are either originals, or 

presentation copies made subsequent to the plates for White’s publication. Two are 

signed "Sarah Smith", and one "S. Smith".27

 

  It is interesting to note that plates such 

as the Cassowary of New South Wales’ are almost identical to corresponding 

engravings in the "Journal of a Voyage to New South Wales".  While it is likely that 

at least some of these drawings were made after White’s book was published, the 

drawings always depict more detail than the engravings, particularly in relation to 

the texture and anatomical details of fur and feathers making it likely that these 

works were executed with reference to the original specimens. 

In terms of media, thirty of the drawings are on a heavily sized rag paper such as 

that characteristically used by Stone.  The colouring and technique of these 

illustrations is very similar to that in a copy of Journal of a Voyage to New South 

Wales, (Mathews Collection, National Library of Australia), which was hand-

coloured by Stone. One drawing in the Mitchell Collection, "Kangaroo" was 

executed on unsized paper and is now attributed to Charles Catton Jnr.  However 

the engraving of the kangaroo in "Journal of a Voyage to New South Wales" which 

include a notation of "C. Catton Junr delin" relates more to Folio no.25 (the second 

Kangaroo) of this album.  This second work is on the same sized paper as the other 

works in the collection and the handling of media and technical approach are 

consistent with these works.  It is therefore likely that this drawing is a copy by 

Stone of the Catton plate; it is notable that the foreground engraving combines the 

detail of Catton’s kangaroo with the animal depicted in the version attributed to 

Stone.   

 
                                                                                                                                                  
artists (Frederick Nodder, Charles Catton Jr., Edward Kennion, Mortimer and Stone) by December 1789. 
Stone was responsible for the original drawings for forty-nine of the sixty-five plates 
27 Stone married John Langdale Smith on 8 September 1789, and from this point any signed works 
attributed to her bear the inscription S.Smith or Sarah Smith. 
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Table 4.1.1 synthesises the notes and observations made by the researcher in 

respect of the Stone portfolio works, from a technical perspective.  

 

Table 4.1.1: Technical Overview of Artworks in the Mitchell Collection 

Folio Subject Description 

1 Anomalous Hornbill : Signed l.c. Sarah 
Smith  Now known as a Channel-billed 
Cuckoo  

Dry brush w.colour technique with wash over top – 
fine marks, 0000 brush .  Subject perched lifelike, 
side view no background. 

2 Cyprinaceous Labrus [and] Hippocampus 
now known as Wrasse or Parrot-fish and 
Sea horse 

Dry brush w.colour technique with wash over top, 
include shadow to right by no obvious light source, 
no background; different subjects laid out together in 
a balanced composition. 

3 Knob-Fronted Bee Eater : Signed l.c. 
Sarah Smith. Now known as a Friar bird 

Builds up over based wash, line delicate, then another 
wash.  

4 Hepoona Roo : Signed l.l. outside frame 
line S. Smith. Now known as a Greater 
glider possum 

Treatment of fur is similar as for depiction of birds, 
with longer line work 

5 New Holland Creeper  Now known as a 
White-cheeked honey eater  

Crisp, sharp washes and line work 

6 Variegated Lizard  Now known as a 
Goanna 

Foreground is muddy, undefined and hurried – 
goanna is out of proportion, skin texture created via 
washes and line work 

7 New Holland Cassowary  Now known as 
an Emu 

Body colour mixed with w.colour.  Definition on legs 
well observed and delicate markings, background 
defined 

8 Doubtful Lophius. Now known as a Frog 
Fish 

Colouration well observed and delicate wash work, 
surface of scales depicted through layering of washes. 

9 Blue Frog. Now known as a Green Tree 
frog 

Depicted as a blue frog, perhaps as with Lesueur the 
preservation of the subject has altered the appearance 
of the subject? 

10 Tapoa Tafa. Now known as a Brush-
tailed Phascogale 

Work is unusual in that it includes foreground details.  
Inscription describing subject not known, assumption 
that subject is of common brush-tail possum. 

11 Insects of New South Wales. Now known 
as Common centipede, Spider genus 
Isopeda, Soldier Crab, Caterpillar 

No background, washes used to build up colour and 
body, line work well observed. 

12 The Scincoid, or Skinc-Formed Lizard. 
Now known as a Blue tongue lizard 

White body colour used to highlight scales, line work 
has been used to depict tone (line hatching) 

13 Atherine, Tabacco-Pipe Fish, Remora 
Fish. Now known as Anchovy, Flute 
Mouth and Sucking fish 

Depicted through tonal gradations, colouration well 
observed and executed, scales individually described 
through tonal work  

14 Yellowed-Eared Flycatcher. Now known 
as a Yellow-faced Honeyeater Yellow 
faced honey eater 

Bird in same positioning as folio 1,3. 

15 Golden Winged Pidgeon. Now known as 
a Forest Bronzewing Pigeon 

Anatomically inaccurate, possibly due to preservation 
of skin. 

16 White Fulica. Now known as a White 
Gallinule (extinct) 

White bird, not recognisable; extinct species. 
W.colour and body colour, very well observed, 
includes foreground. 

17 Wattled Bee Eater  
Now known as a Red Wattle-bird 

Nicely observed, composition uses broken tree trunk 
to push eye to bird, tail feathers bring eye back. 

18 Small Paraquet  
Now known as a Little Lorikeet 

Technically same as other works, Composition 
circular 
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Table 4.1.1: Technical Overview of Artworks in the Mitchell Collection (continued) 

Folio Subject Description 

19 New Holland Creeper  
Now known as a White-cheeked honey 
eater White cheeked honey eater 

Subject with wing partially extends to show feather 
pattern, broken tree stump necessary element in 
composition 

20 Snake No.1  
Now known as a Brown Snake 

Delicate line and wash technique, no background, 
line wash, dorsal view. 

21 Snakes No. 1 & No.2  
Now known as a Young diamond snake 
& a Bandy bandy 

Delicate line and wash technique, no background, 
line wash, dorsal view. 

22 A Kangaroo  
Now known as a Kangaroo. Possibly by 
Charles Catton Junr 

Only print in collection, etching unmarked out of 22, 
credited to Charles Catton 

23 White Hawke  
Now known as a Grey Goshawk 

Depiction is very dramatic, somewhat 
anthropomorphised.  Bird well observed although 
some exaggeration of features, foreground sketchy 
and not defined 

24 Fuliginous Peteril  
Now known as a White-chinned Petrel 

Foreground gestural and not defined.  Bird well 
observed, techniques as with other bird subjects 
depicted by artist in this collection. 

26 Wattled Bee Eater female  
Now known as a Little Wattle bird 

Composition well observed and technically astute, 
rendering well executed., line work crisp and well 
defined. 

27 Poto Roo or Kangaroo Rat  
Now known as a Rufous Rat-kangaroo 

Portrayed un-naturally to display pouch, notable 
inclusion of farm fence in background – possibly to 
indicated contemporary environment. 

28 A Tapoa Tafa.  
Now known as a Dasyurus quoll. Appears 
to be a Sarah Stone copy of a Charles 
Catton Junr. plate 

Slightly distorted, possibly due to working from 
Catton’s plate 

29 Port Jackson Thrush, now known as a 
Grey thrush/spotted quail thrush. 

Not as well observed as other bird works, again 
possibly due to state of preserved specimen 

30 White-Vented Crow, now known as a 
Pied Currawong 

Well observed, beak in particular delicately 
coloured 

31 Muricated Lizard, now known as a Tree 
Dragon 

Scales of subject have rough surface, depicted 
through dry brush work over tonal wash base. 

 

The data were utilised alongside the visual diary notes made as a result of viewing 

the Encounter 1802 Exhibition, exemplified in Plate 4.1.6.  Together these technical 

notes and observations informed the approach to the objective renderings of the 

selected species. 

 
Plate 4.1.6: The Encounter 1802 Exhibition flyer and researcher’s visual diary notes, 2004 
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4.2 Rediscovering Vellum: Impetus for Investigation 

In the selection of objective style (see Table 3.10.1), the period of natural history 

illustration from the late 18th to 19th century was identified as the primary era for 

representation.  As works during this time were created both on site (often in very 

arduous conditions) then later refined in studio situations (with print publication 

often planned as an end result), the practical necessities of both led to the selection 

of certain media and support. 

 

Investigation into original works from this time, reproductions of works together 

with other media research has identified various common mediums and supports 

used by practising natural history artists during this period. However, the passing of 

time and the introduction of new technologies led to changes and, in some areas, the 

disintegration, of traditional areas of media knowledge. It was therefore necessary 

to conduct media experiments in order to explore and expand upon the techniques 

required for the successful working of media. 

 

Research revealed that vellum had been used extensively by natural history artists 

as its attributes were considered particularly suitable to the fine, precise and detailed 

work exemplified by zoological and botanical illustration of the 18th and 19th 

centuries.  However, in the contemporary context, vellum is not a common material 

and little information is published vis-à-vis its technical application.  In order to 

investigate the suitability of this material, it was necessary to review its physical 

properties and actual/potential use in both a historical and contemporary context. 

 

 

4.3 Historical Uses of Vellum 

As early as 2450 BC, treated animal skins (leather) were in use as a writing 

material, with examples surviving from Egypt, China and Turkey. Most famously, 

the Dead Sea Scrolls were inscribed on animal skins which, together with the dry 

and arid conditions of their housing, helped to preserve these invaluable documents.  

More portable and durable than other supports for inscribing, leather had the added 

benefit of being a readily renewable resource. 
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The roughly treated leather was later refined into a thinner and finer support, known 

as parchment. There is some debate as to the difference between parchment and 

vellum; parchment takes precedence as a term given its currency in Europe as early as 

the second century A.D., occurring at least as early as the Cursor Mundi (c. 1300).  

Vellum is not recorded until around c. 1440 when it was used as the equivalent of 

the Latin membrane (Ustick, 1935: 439). 

 

For modern artists and collectors the distinction between the forms is that the 

treatment of vellum is such that it becomes highly refined, whereas parchment is 

cruder, often thicker, tends to have a harsh texture and is less highly polished.  It is 

generally considered that the origin of vellum derives from the finer parchment 

made from the more delicate skins of new or stillborn calf or kid and that this led to 

the difference in terminology.   

 

The use of a more refined form of parchment and the term vellym (vellum) is 

mentioned in an important treatise on miniature painting by Nicholas Hilliard (1547 

–1619)28

 

, an English limner (painter) and goldsmith who was best known for his 

portrait miniatures of court members and nobility during the reign of Elizabeth I 

and James I of England.  Hilliard’s treatise, entitled The Art of Limning (c. 1600), 

particularly notes the use of virgine parchment as the preferred support for 

miniaturists of the time: 

Knowe also that parchment is the only good and best thinge to limme one, 

but it must be virgine parchment, such as neuer bore haire, but younge 

things found in the dames belrye; some calle it vellym, some abertiue 

(deriued frome the word abhortiue for vntimly birthe). (Hilliard c 1600 [ed 

Norman 1912:34]) 

                                                 
28 In addition to the traditional small oval shaped works, Hilliard also produced larger cabinet 
miniatures and is credited with at and at least two famous half-length panel portraits of Elizabeth. 
His paintings are considered embolic of the period of Elizabethan England, in that his technical 
styling differed considerably when compared to much of Europe in the late sixteenth century.  While 
his works are conservative by European standards, his paintings are technically superb.  English 
historian, Sir Ellis Kirkham Waterhouse noted in his series Painting in Britain, 1530-1790 (1978), 
that Hilliard was "the central artistic Plate of the Elizabethan age, the only English painter whose 
work reflects, in its delicate microcosm, the world of Shakespeare's earlier plays”. (p.38) 
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Plate 4.3.1 demonstrates not only Hilliard’s technical mastery but also the 

suitability of virgine parchment (vellum) for the fine, intricate and delicate work 

associated with miniature artwork. 29

 

 

 
Plate 4.3.1: Nicholas Hilliard Porträt eines Jünglings unter Rosen (Portrait of a Young Man 
under Roses), c. 1588 watercolour and body on vellum, 13.7cm x 7cm. Victoria and Albert 
Museum 
 

Further evidence relating to increasing use can be found in the escalation of types of 

vellum on the market; further, while most early manuscripts up to the 6th century 

AD were of good quality, an increase in demand led to a flood of inferior material 

in later centuries.  The inferior quality vellum, while cheaper to produce, was 

susceptible to deterioration and sometimes difficult to work.  As such, by the 12th 

century when large numbers of manuscripts were being produced in western 

Europe, a soft, more pliant vellum was extensively used by miniature artists. 
                                                 

29  During the development of the genre, subject miniature (which depicted landscapes and genre 
paintings) took a back seat to portrait miniature, which featured a single important person, with or 
without a distant landscape behind the sitter. The concentration was then on the details of the 
clothes, jewellery, and the air of importance of the person depicted. The techniques became even 
more realistic, often three dimensional, with deep jewel colors often contained in a frame described 
as about the size of a man's hand, and a finely refined, smooth surface was required in order to 
achieve such visual effects.  While fine vellum was originally the primary support by 1700 ivory 
became the preferred medium.  While vellum was cheaper than ivory, a new method of preparation 
of ivory allowed it to be sliced paper-thin which brought out the luminosity of the painting and 
making it cost effective. Today, the modern synthetic ivorine has replaced ivory, although many 
miniaturists prefer the natural appeal of vellum and its use has continued.   
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Later artists appear to use parchment as the general term but distinguish various 

types and textures of parchment as either vellum, abertive and abortive parchment, 

the latter two being the kinds of parchment used for miniatures.  However, later 

texts indicate that the emphasis was more upon the texture of the support than its 

source; in his A Dictionarie of the French and English Tongues (1611), Randle 

Cotgrave (approx 1571 -1634) defines the French velins as  ‘… smooth peeces of 

fine parchment, or of vellam’ (Cotgrave, 1611, 

http://www.pbm.com/~lindahl/cotgrave/all.pdf accessed 15.07.10).  He makes no 

reference to the kind of skins used, only to the delicacy of the support. 

 

John Bullokar (1574–1627) in An English Expositor (1656) specifies the kind of 

skin: “Felume, Fine parchment of calves skins.” (Bullokar, 1656: 6). English 

lexicographer and stenographer, Elisha Coles (1608 – 1688), described ‘vellume’ 

his English Dictionary (1676) as ' Fine Parchment of Calves-skin.' (Coles, 1676: 

12)   By the seventeenth century, uterine vellum was used by the portrait 

miniaturists and either called abortive  (or abortive parchment), or simply vellum. 

As the principal users of fine prepared skins in the early seventeenth century, 

miniaturists recognised a distinction between parchment and vellum, though they 

seem not to have questioned whether vellum came from kid, lamb, or calf.  Put 

simply, it was not the origin of the material but its properties that were considered 

to be of prime importance. As such, while a variety of animals have been used to 

make vellum, (including goat, kangaroo, gazelle, antelope, stags, and even 

ostriches), the skins of calves and sheep are the most common, with calf preferred 

by artists due to its smoothness and ability to retain colour. 

 

The genre of decorative miniature painting influenced both the painting of natural 

subjects associated with the collectors’ cabinets and the decorative florilegiums and 

French flower paintings of the 17th and 18th centuries.  The use of vellum as a 

support accompanied this development as it was well suited to the delicate and 

intricate techniques required of these genres, a feature that also saw its adoption by 

natural history artists in the 18th and 19th centuries.  However, fine vellum was 

always an expensive and labor intensive material, and the 19th and 20th centuries 

saw its use by artists decline as cheaper, modern materials (such as ivorine, the 
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synthetic replacement for ivory) became popular.  As a result, much knowledge was 

lost and, by the late 20th/early 21st centuries, only a handful of manufacturers 

produce a vellum type suitable for painting.  

 

It should be noted that the use of vellum was not only confined to painting and 

calligraphy; evidence also exists of vellum’s use in the early evolution of 

printmaking. Art historian Kathryn Rudy (2011) (University of St Andrews) notes 

in her unpublished paper on early experimental colourists, that Birgittine monks 

combined the traditions of illuminated manuscripts with early printmaking 

technology30

 

  

The transition from manuscript to print technologies was not smooth.  

During the first decade of the sixteenth century, one of the Birgittine 

monasteries in the Northern Netherlands began commissioning, or 

possibly producing, Psalter-Breviaries that combined the old way of 

writing texts (in manuscript), and a new way of contributing the images 

(as prints).  Two of these manuscripts survive, but they have not been 

studies, because one has been ensconced in a Dutch private collection 

and the other is in a little explored South American collection.  They 

are important witnesses to the development of printing and the use of 

colour in printing.  

The two surviving Psalter-Breviaries use woodblocks to print 

‘historiated initials’ directly on the page….One of the notable features 

of the woodcuts is their exuberant colour.  The woodcuts have been 

printed on vellum, rather than paper, so that they can take body colour 

and gilding.  (Rudy, 2011:10) 

 

Rudy’s (2011) paper also makes it clear that while there is little other research or 

published literature on printing on vellum, artworks do survive to attest to the fact 

that it took place.   
                                                 
30 Unpublished paper entitled The Birgittines of the Netherlands: Experimental Colourists was presented at 
the conference Impressions of Colour, Rediscovering Colour in Early Modern Printmaking ca 1400 – 1700, 
was organised by the Centre for Research in the Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities (CRASSH), 
University of Cambridge, London.   
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4.4 Vellum: Properties and Problems  

While difficult to source, vellum from a variety of different animals is still made for 

calligraphy and miniature painting.  Not all vellum is suitable for painting however; 

traditionally vellum used for writing is prepared by napping – a process by which 

the surface is lightly rubbed with pumice and sometimes sandrac, creating a 

smooth, velvety texture.  The napping process renders the surface unsuitable for 

painting as the tip of the brush has difficulty cutting through the nap and it can 

prove impossible to lay colour thereon, especially if much sandrac has been used to 

create the texture.  It is also impossible to lay a fine line on such a surface.  If a 

piece of vellum is intended for both calligraphic work and painting, the artist must 

ensure that only the area intended for text is napped. 

 

Furthermore, many types of vellum are unsuitable for painting due to the properties 

of the vellum itself.  Much depends not only upon the animal, but the cut 

(essentially, what part of the skin has been used for that piece of vellum). The 

thickness and manufacturing process will also affect the surface of the support.  

Should the vellum be waxy or greasy it will repel water based pigments and, as 

result, will be difficult, if not impossible, to paint upon. Moreover, vellum has a hair 

and flesh side and the texture and consistencies of each of these sides will vary, 

affecting the ability of the support to take in water based pigment. 

 

Given the sheer variety of vellum types and properties it was therefore vital that 

research be conducted into the types of vellum suitable for natural history style 

illustration.  Unfortunately, no historical references verify the specific types of 

vellum used by natural history artists of the 17th to 19th centuries, other than 

references to smooth vellum, or calf, kid or lamb vellum.  Furthermore, while 

vellum manufacture is a traditional industry, there has been some modernisation of 

the process, which also impacts upon the type of vellum produced. 
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4.5 Practical Experimentation on Vellum 

A number of types of vellum were sourced and considered for use, based upon 

availability and evidence of use by other artists, including: 

 

• Manuscript 

• Classic 

• Natural 

• Kelmscott 

• Slunk 

• Goat white 

• Goat natural 

• Stained sheepskin 

• Sheep parchment 

• Kangaroo 

 

Many contemporary botanical artists working in vellum use a variety known as 

Kelmscott, manufactured by the William Cowley Parchment and Vellum Works 

(located in Pagnell, UK).  The works have been making parchment and vellum 

since 1870.  The Kelmscott variety was especially prepared for William Morris 

(1834-1896), a leading member of the Arts and Craft movement (late 19th - early 

20th centuries), whose books were printed at the Kelmscott Press.  Derived from 

cow skins, the product differs markedly from other forms of vellum in that it is 

coated with vellum glue and chalk, which creates a refined and supple surface that 

is uniform in both texture and thickness.  The fine ivory-like surface is already 

smooth but can be further refined using fine grain (400 or 600) grit paper.  In 

addition, it is strong enough to withstand the use of water-based paints without 

needing to be stretched as is required with other types of vellum. These properties 

make Kelmscott vellum ideal as a support for natural history and botanical artists 

who require a luminescent surface where detail may be finely rendered, but with a 

minimum of preparation. Plate 4.5.1 details the various vellum types sourced as 

part of the practical investigation for this research. 
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Plate 4.5.1:  Various examples of vellum types utilised in media experimentation 

 

While research across a range of sources provided an overview of the various types 

of vellum (modern and traditional) and their usage, practical experimentation was 

also required in order to determine which variety of vellum would best suit the 

various media to be used in this study.  Plates 4.5.2 – 4.5.5 illustrate the extensive 

media experiments conducted using a number of different water-based media 

(including gouache/body, watercolour and inks) on different vellum surfaces and 

types: 
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Plate 4.5.2: Vellum experiment notes (skin and reverse sides) 2003, from artist’s own 
handbook, various techniques, vellum types and media 
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Plate 4.5.3: Vellum experiment notes (skin and reverse sides) 2003, from artist’s own 
handbook, various techniques, vellum types and media 
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Plate 4.5.4:  Vellum experiment notes (skin and reverse sides) 2003, from artist’s own 
handbook, various techniques, vellum types and media 

 

 

 
Plate 4.5.5:  Kelmscott media experiments with notes (one side only) 2003, from artist’s own 
handbook, various techniques and media 

 

Table 4.5.1 provides an overview of effects of various media on different vellum 

types when a range of techniques are applied.31

 

 

  

                                                 
31  Techniques include colour bleeds, colour blends, tonal gradations, wet on wet, wet on dry, overlay of 
colours, blend of media, flat washes, line work including stipple and cross hatch. 
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Table 4.5.1: Summary of Technical Experimentation and Media on Various Vellum 
Supports 

Vellum 
Type Watercolour Gouache Watercolour 

Inks Other/ Comments 

Suitability 
for use 

with 
water-
based 
media 

Kelmscott 

• Excellent to 
use 

• blends well,  
• brilliant 

colour, 
• delicate line. 

• brilliant 
colour,  

• fine line and 
marks, 

• takes well. 

• Fine lines & 
good 
absorption,  

•  pigment not 
as intense as 
other media. 

• Pencil and micron 
pen used as surface 
indicated it would 
accept media  

•  minimal resistance 

Very high 

Manuscript 

• Too long to 
dry,  

• some pooling 
of paint  

• does not 
grab paint. 

• Poor 
coverage, 
some areas 
do not grip 
paint. 

• Resistance is 
more 
pronounced 
with inks. 

• Too much resistance 
on both sides (even 
with gouache) 
making it unviable 
for painting directly 
on the surface. 

Low 

Classic 

• Grips paint 
well,  

•  not as 
brilliant as 
Kelmscott. 

• Gouache sits 
well on 
surface,  

• nice 
intensity of 
colour 

• Some 
resistance on 
the hair side,  

• fine on flesh 
side. 

• Good surface,  
• fine lines possible,  
• colour good 

although 
watercolours not as 
pronounced as on 
Kelmscott. 

High 

Natural 

• Flesh side 
‘beads’,  

• colour less 
intense  

• reverse 
colour takes 
well  

• fine marks 
possible. 

• Takes poorly 
on hair side,  

• overlay of 
colour on 
reverse side 
takes well 
but 
impossible 
on hair side. 

• As for 
watercolour 

• Reverse (flesh) side 
best to work on, 
accepts all media, 
quite luminous.  

• Hair side too waxy to 
take pigment 
effectively. 

Hair side 
Low, Flesh 
side High 

Slunk 

• Takes colour 
well,  

• nice line 
work,  

• clean washes 
& tonal 
gradation 
difficult to 
achieve. 

• Takes small 
areas of 
gouache 
well,  

• nice 
intensity of 
colour. 

• Good 
intensity,  

• nice for line 
work,  

• possible to 
get solid 
intense 
colours. 

• Similar in texture to 
Kelmscott although 
much thinner – 
likely to buckle if 
used in large scale 
painting without 
stretching.  

• May not take much 
moisture, washes ok 
in small measures 
but not as robust as 
Kelmscott. 

Medium 

Goat 
white 

• Hair side too 
waxy to grip 
colour,  

• beading 
occurring.   

• Washes 
poor, stipple 
ok but takes 
time to dry.  

• Reverse side 
similar. 

• Colour is 
intense but 
beading still 
present 
although less 
than for 
watercolour. 

• As for 
watercolour, 
although 
improved 
effects on 
reverse side. 

• Skin side far too 
waxy for water 
based media,  

• texture and pattern 
of the vellum is 
appealing.   

• Reverse (flesh) side 
takes water based 
pigment better 

Hair side 
Low, Flesh 
side 
Medium. 
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Table 4.5.1 (continued) 
Vellum 

Type 
Watercolour Gouache Watercolo

ur Inks 
Other/ 

Comments 
Suitability 

for use 
with 

water-
based 
media 

Goat 
natural 

• Beading in 
the line 
work,  

• skin side 
more waxy 
than flesh & 
results poor,  

• colour 
intensity 
good,  

• washes 
intense. 

• Gouache on 
flesh side 
works well,  

• good 
intensity & 
absorption,  

• poor on skin 
side. 

• As for 
watercolour. 

• Skin side also too 
waxy for water 
based media,  

•  reverse (flesh) 
side takes water 
based pigment 
better – esp 
gouache. 

Hair side Low, 
Flesh side 
Medium. 

Stained 
Sheepskin 
Parchment 

• Very waxy 
consistency 
– does not 
absorb 
pigment 
well. 

• Reverse side 
takes colours 
better but 
still some 
beading-  

• colour 
intensity 
good 

• As for 
watercolour 

• Skin side also too 
waxy for water 
based media,  

• reverse (flesh) side 
takes water based 
pigment better –  

• no discernible 
difference between 
media. 

Hair side Low, 
Flesh side 
Medium 

Sheepskin 
parchment 

• Very waxy – 
worst 
surface to 
absorb 
pigment 

• Poor 
absorption 

• Poor 
absorption 

• Least suitable of all 
trialled surfaces 

Low 

      
 

 

In addition to watercolours and gouache, further experiments were undertaken 

using a variety of natural powdered pigments, synthetic powdered pigments and 

water based inks.  Results varied, largely dependent on the quality and pigment 

type for success on any or all vellum types.  As the results between watercolour and 

gouache experiments often differed, an overview has been provided  in Table 4.5.2. 
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Table 4.5.2: Experimentation with Pigments and Inks on various Vellum types 

 Characteristics Application Comments Use on Vellum 

Powdered 
natural 
pigments 

• Powdered 
natural 
pigments are 
more intense in 
colour vibrancy 
and depth, 
stemming from 
the fact that the 
particles are not 
as refined as 
manufactured 
colours.   

• They must be 
bound with a 
suitable medium 
such as egg or 
gum water,  

• can be mixed 
with either 
gouache or 
watercolour but 
not all at once 

• Colour is 
limited more 
restricted  

• some 
pigments 
easier to 
combine 
than others 

• very versatile in 
that they were 
successfully 
applied to a 
broad range of 
vellum types,  

• are the closest to 
those 
traditionally 
used by 
medieval 
illuminators and 
miniaturists. 

Powdered 
synthetic 
pigments 

• Also had colour 
vibrancy and 
depth, although 
particles are 
more uniform 
so there is less 
variation. 

• As with natural 
powdered 
pigments 

• Important to 
be aware 
when mixing 
that some 
substances 
are highly 
poisonous 
(ie emerald 
green), or, if 
mixed with 
another 
pigment may 
give off a 
toxic gas. 

• Versatility 
varied with 
different colour 
pigments and 
velum types. 

Coloured 
inks 

• Intense colour, 
water based 
ink.  

• has a tendency 
to stain the 
surface and thus 
is difficult to 
remove any 
marks made 

 • Although colour 
was vibrant 
when applied, 
pigment is not 
lightfast,  

• May 
fade/discolour 
over time.  

     

 
 

It is clear that, while the natural pigments were the most versatile in that these could 

be applied to a wide range of vellum types, their individual properties limited their 

effectiveness when mixing pigments and restrictions on available colours. Synthetic 

pigments were more uniform, but their versatility varied with different pigment 

chemicals.  In addition, some combinations were hazardous.  Coloured inks, while 

highly intense in colour, were not light fast and tended to discolour and fade after 

time.  These were also the least amenable to alteration or removal once a mark had 

been made. 
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With the exception of the powdered natural pigments, experimentation found that 

forms of vellum with a higher grease content, such as the classic, were problematic 

when applying any water based pigments.  Some, such as sheepskin parchment, 

were totally unsuitable, while others, such as the stain sheepskin, did take some 

forms of water based pigments on the flesh side.  In most cases, gouache was the 

preferred medium to use on vellum with a high grease content; the opaque medium 

was effective when applied gradually, using either a small line or stipple method.  

However, for all varieties of vellum it was advisable to keep moisture content to a 

minimum, as water can buckle or even dissolve vellum. 

 

The non-greasy vellum forms were slunk and Kelmscott vellum.  Through a series 

of experiments it was determined that Kelmscott was the more versatile and 

adaptable of the two non-greasy forms.  Unlike the other forms of vellum, 

Kelmscott was particularly suited to watercolour where the restrained application of 

thin layers to the smooth, thick ivory-like surface of the vellum gave the pigment 

luminosity.   

 

While it was possible to use gouache on the Kelmscott it was not without risks; 

traditional techniques involved the building up of multiple layers to create an image 

with depth; however, excessive layering causes the Kelmscott to soften and buckle.  

In addition, the fine and smooth texture of the Kelmscott vellum that absorbs 

moisture readily leave the pigment particles resting on the surface of the vellum in a 

thin layer that creates a chalky texture.  While it is these particles of pigment resting 

of the surface of the vellum that gives the vellum its renowned luminosity 

(rebounding light reflects through the pigment particles as it hits the luminous 

surface of the vellum), it also has the disadvantage of making layering very difficult 

to achieve cleanly; a loaded brush will lift the paint underneath as there is very little 

to which particles can adhere.  The chalky texture of gouache made this even more 

difficult to achieve, as it would readily lift given subsequent layering.   

 

Experimentation with a variety of techniques and materials, however, resulted in a 

number of successful discoveries.  The application of either gum arabic or egg 

whites over watercolour pigments intensified colour and added considerable depth 
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to the image, and largely counteracted the need to layer pigment. Caution must be 

used when applying gum arabic, however, in that too much will darken the image 

and even crack pigment.  The risk of cracking was found to be more prevalent when 

using gouache than watercolour, however. 

 

While it was apparent, based on the media experimentation, that Kelmscott vellum 

was the superior vellum for painting, all experimentation undertaken had (due to 

factors relating to the limited availability of vellum types and expense) been on a 

small and experimental scale.  It was therefore necessary that more complete and 

larger scale work be undertaken to fully explore and ascertain the properties of the 

Kelmscott material, and thus determine its suitability for the practical component of 

this research. 

 

 

4.6 Media Experimentation with Kelmscott Vellum (Larger Scale Work)  

Very little information is available on appropriate techniques for painting on 

vellum. To date, illustrator and calligrapher Marie Angel (1923 - ) has produced the 

only known modern publication detailing techniques for vellum painting, Painting 

for Calligraphers (1984).  Angel’s book is primarily intended for calligraphers with 

little or no formal knowledge in painting and thus her instructions on painting, 

guilding and writing on vellum is rudimentary.  However, in reference to painting 

on vellum, Angel (1984) cites Hilliard’s (c. 1547 –1619) treatise, The Art of 

Limning (c. 1600), where he describes the process in detail (with Angel sic). 

Shadowing in limning [painting] must not be driven with the flat of the 

pencil [brush] as in oil work, distemper or washing, but with the point 

of the pencil by little light touches with colour very thin, and like 

hatches as we call it with the pen; though the shadow be never so great 

it must be done by little touches, and touch not too long in one place, 

lest it glisten, but let it dry an hour or two and then deepen it again.  

Wherefore hatching with the pen, in imitation of some fine well graven 

portraiture of Albertus Dure [Dürer’s] small pieces, is first to be 
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practiced and used, before one being to limn, and not to learn to limn 

at all until one can imitate the print so well as one shall not know that 

one from the other, that he may be able to handle the pencil point in 

like sort.  This is the true order and principle secret in limning, which 

that is may be the better remembered, I end with it. (Hilliard, c 1600  

[Angel 1984:60]) 

Angle (1984) notes that it was Hilliard’s instructions that led her to adopt particular 

techniques for painting on vellum, saying that: 

When I wanted to learn about painting miniatures, I studies the paintings of 

Nicholas Hilliard, whose miniatures are some of the finest ever created. I 

did not quite go so far as to follow Hilliard’s instructions to copy 

engravings of Dürer, but it led me to hatching rather than a flat of stipple 

technique for my own miniatures. (Angel: 60) 

However, while stipple and cross hatching are suitable methods for miniatures or 

more stylised works, they are not technical approaches usually employed for larger 

natural history works. Previous viewing of the paintings executed by Lesueur and 

Bauer (Encounter 1802 exhibition, 2002) indicated that the artists had employed 

washes and gradual mark building, rather than a pure stipple or cross hatch method, 

even when working on their vellum pieces.  Furthermore, media experimentation 

undertaken as part of this research indicated that it was possible to construct an 

image by gradually building on a series of washes and the sparing use of gum 

arabic.    

In order to ascertain what technical approaches should be employed when 

constructing an image on vellum, a short exercise using a botanical subject (tomato) 

was executed.  Plate 4.6.1 shows the gradual stages of layering required to achieve 

the final image. 
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Plate 4.6.1:  Construction of layers of watercolour on vellum.  Original work: T MacDonald  
Roma tomato study, 2002, 8.5cm x 10.5cm , watercolour on Kelmscott vellum 
 

The work was executed in watercolours as previous experiments using gouache on 

Kelmscott had resulted in a chalky residue and dried pigment also lifted easily from 

the surface.  It was possible to combine gouache with watercolours sparingly (e.g., 

in creating highlights on a reflective surface). The image on the far left of Plate 

4.6.1 is the basic pencil outline, from which a series of sparing washes gradually 

builds tone and form. The initial tone was built upon with fluid and controlled 

mixtures of paint (using a No. 1 round sable brush). Colour was applied in a 

manner that generally follows the natural form of the object being depicted.   

In applying the paint, great care was needed to avoid lifting the underlying layers of 

paint when applying additional colours, or allowing the paint to become so wet that 

it smeared and lost the distinction of the successive layers of colour. As such, 

colour was applied either by mixing two or three tube colours on a palette and 

painting on the combination or by applying the colours separately and allowing 

them to blend on the vellum.  

As a result of this exercise it was noted as essential to keep a fine tip on the brush 

for line work. Traditional watercolour techniques (e.g., wet on wet, flooding, 

bleeding) did not work on vellum as the excess moisture caused the vellum to warp 

and even disintegrate.  Table 4.6.1 summarises the technical notes taken when 

executing the tomato study. 
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Table 4.6.1: Technical Notes For Small Studies in Watercolour on Kelmscott Vellum  

Technique Notes 

Washes • best applied in light layers for subtle colour; ensure that when applying 
colour there is minimal pick up of the underlying layer, 

• possible to wash back (lift) colour to almost a white surface,   
• dark washes are best applied in heavy colour layers, 
• best to keep very wet techniques (e.g. saturated washes) to a minimum as 

this may warp the vellum. 
Line • possible to obtain a very fine line, with discernible marks with the tip of a 

0000 brush,    
• negative lines created by loading brush with water and going over a painted 

area, then come back with a dry brush and remove wet pigment layer.  
• excellent for creating fine light/white lines – e.g. feathers, the shaft, etc. 

Intensification of 
Colour 

• while all colours are intensified, hues such as vermillion and reds/oranges 
are particularly intensified,   

• avoid over compensation in colour when mixing up a desired colour/tone . 
Mixing colour. • mixing colours with a wet on wet technique is limited,  

• colour does not spread, bleed or flood as it would with paper, 
• liquid does not bead, surface is highly absorbent and moisture is taken in 

very quickly. 
 

 

Further studies on a hermit crab (Plate 4.6.2) and greater carpenter bee (Plate 4.6.3) were 

then undertaken to hone the accuracy of these techniques. These subjects were taken as it 

was intended to explore the natural history style using a live subject (the hermit crab) and 

a more scientific illustrative approach in the greater carpenter bee study.  Both studies 

also incorporated the layering of gum Arabic to determine the suitability of this medium 

on the vellum.  It was noted that it successfully intensified the colours on the pigment and 

could also be used to create a slightly raised surface texture. 

 
Plate 4.6.2:  T. MacDonald Hermit Crab Study 2002 Watercolour and gouache on Kelmscott 

vellum, 6.5 x 7.5cm 
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Plate 4.6.3:  T. MacDonald Great Carpenter Bee 2003 Watercolour and gouache on Kelmscott 

vellum, 6.5 x 7.5cm 
 

Following these smaller studies, it was determined that a larger work on Kelmscott 

should be undertaken.  Plates 4.6.4 and 4.6.5 show this work (30cm x 30cm) 

depicting the ventral and lateral views of an oar footed crab.  In undertaking this 

work, a number of significant scale related and technical issues were encountered. 

 
Plates 4.6.4:  T MacDonald Oar footed crab, lateral view 2003, watercolour on Kelmscott 
vellum , 30cm x 30cm 
 

 

Plate 4.6.5:  T MacDonald Oar footed crab, ventral view  2003, watercolour on Kelmscott 
vellum, 30cm x 30cm 
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• Preparation - It was found that larger works must be treated differently to 

smaller pieces. Before commencing, it was advisable to tape the vellum on to 

a sealed backing board for support, as this assisted in retaining the form of the 

vellum during painting.  It is notable that, while other forms of vellum 

(typically used for calligraphy), may be stretched back into shape at a later 

date (achieved by rewetting the back of the vellum and them compressing it 

between weighted, flat sealed boards) it is not possible to do so with 

Kelmscott as this results in unacceptable warping and puckering.  

Furthermore, the over use of water will remove the sheen of the vellum 

surface, creating a dry, porous and dull texture.  Continued over use of water 

will even physically thin the vellum to the point where it might dissolve. 

 

• Techniques – Blends and washes may be achieved on large pieces but need 

to be over smaller areas (similar to Bauer’s numbering system). For larger 

section, either stipple or line is best applied over a light wash (or series of 

washes) to define form, create depth and develop intensity of colour.  For 

example, when constructing drop shadows, a blue-green wash can be 

overlayed by a blue green stipple, softened with a yellow ochre–olive stipple 

that softens the shadow (variation of shadow can be achieved by increasing 

the yellow ochre-olive green over wash on the outer edge of the stipple area, 

blue green wash on the inner edges). 

 
The use of gum arabic layers, as initially explored with the smaller hermit crab and 

great carpenter bee studies, was also applied to the two oar footed crab (see Plates 

4.6.4 and 4.6.5).  This technique was used to seal the layers of watercolour in 

between applications, and together prevented the lifting of layers while allowing for 

increased depth and intensity of colour.  The texture created by the use of the gum 

arabic suited the subject matter (a hard, reflective shell) although a more sparing 

application of the gum arabic is required when depicting other textures (such as 

feather, fur or flesh). Even with care, the large pieces of vellum used in this 

exercise still buckled slightly, but this did not affect the final pieces when framed 

and was not discernible to the viewer. 
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It was decided to depict the oar footed crab in a manner similar to Bauer’s natural 

history works, working from a deceased specimen but depicting it as lifelike. This 

created challenges in terms of keeping the specimen fresh.  In order to preserve as 

much of the natural colour of the specimen it was thus necessary to freeze it.  While 

this was the best method of preventing discolouration and deterioration of the 

specimen, it did require shorter periods for painting from reference.  As an exercise, 

this was both interesting and informative.  Without modern technology to preserve 

highly perishable specimens (such as marine life), it is readily understandable why 

Bauer resorted to his highly advanced paint by numbers schema. 

 

4.7 Contemporary Application of Vellum 

Up to this point, research on the techniques and application of artists using vellum 

had largely been restricted to natural history artists of the 18th and 19th centuries.  

However, while Kelmscott vellum can be perceived as a suitable substitute for the 

vellum used by these artists it is, nonetheless, a modern vellum.  Consequently, in 

order to fully investigate the medium in its modern form it was appropriate to 

examine the work of contemporary artists using Kelmscott or other forms of vellum 

in their work.   

 

While there are a number of artists working in vellum, this study has focused on 

three in particular.  Kate Nessler32

 

 is a prominent and influential contemporary 

botanical artist specialising in Kelmscott whose work has appeared in numerous 

publications, both nationally and internationally.  Her work draws upon the 

decorative botanical illustrators and has a stylistic affinity with the natural history 

artists previously explored in this research.   

                                                 
32 Nessler has been awarded three Gold Medals from the Royal Horticultural Society, UK, and the 
1997 Award of Excellence from the American Society of Botanical Artists. In 2009 she received the 
Kendall Distinguished Alumni Award from Kendall College of Art and Design, Grand Rapids, MI, 
and in 2010 the Ozarks Ambassadors Award from North Arkansas College, Harrison, AR 
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Contrasting in both style and approach is calligrapher and mixed media artist, Denis 

Brown33

 

.  While Brown’s foundations are in traditional calligraphy, he has 

expanded from this base to use calligraphy, traditional and non-traditional media 

and vellum as tools for his expression.  Internationally recognised, Brown has been 

awarded numerous distinctions and fellowships, has works in a number of 

prestigious collections and has been published internationally.  

Jill O’Sullivan34

 

 is a printmaker based in north Queensland. As a component of her 

Masters degree at James Cook University, O’Sullivan investigated various forms of 

vellum and completed a number of etchings on goat vellum.  She notes in her 

Master’s thesis that, although there are a number of historical references to printing 

on vellum, it seems to be largely “…a lost art…” (O’Sullivan 2007).   

Although distinct contrasts in style, these three practising artists have in common in 

that they do not treat vellum as a passive support, but see it’s unique properties as 

integral to their artworks.   

 

 

4.7.1 Kate Nessler 

Kate Nessler (1950 - ) works on a variety of vellums, including Kemlscott vellum. 

Working primarily in watercolour, Nessler is known for highly realistic botanical 

images that incorporate the texture and colour of the vellum within the painting.  

Influenced by the founding botanical artists, Ehret (1708–1770 ) Redoute (1759 - 

1840), and by one of the forerunners of modern botanical art, Rory McEwen (1932 

- 1982), Nessler initially selects a live botanical specimen and composes it in a way 
                                                 

33 Brown’s works are in the collections of European Parliament, Strasbourg & Brussels; British 
Library, London; Newberry Library Chicago; San Francisco Public Library; Fitzwilliam Museum, 
Cambridge UK; National Museum of Ireland; Akademie der Künste / Berliner Sammlung 
Kalligraphie; Trinity College Library, Dublin; Chester Beatty Library, Dublin; Crafts Council of 
Ireland; Irish Office of Public Works; The Great Book of Ireland, Dublin Castle; Irish Life PLC.  He 
holds a number of Fellowships and Awards, including the Honoured Fellowshipof Calligraphy & 
Lettering Arts Society UK (HFCLAS), Fellowship of Society of Scribes and Illuminators UK, 
(FSSI) Honorary membership of Hong Kong Letter Arts Club. Honorary membership of Alpha Beta 
Club, Hong Kong and is a Portfolio member of Crafts Council of Ireland. 
34 Jill O’Sullivan is an academic and awarded printmaker who was awarded her master in 2004 and 
has recently completed her doctoral studies in printmaking through James Cook University (2013). 
Her personal email correspondence with this researcher in relation to printing on vellum was in 
2011. 
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that best expresses the plant's individual and unique characteristics.  She then does 

a quick gestural sketch to determine size and placement. When satisfied with the 

overall composition, a detailed image of the specimen is drawn directly on to 

vellum, to scale and as accurate as possible.  

 

As Nessler takes into consideration the colour, markings, surface, texture and 

character of the vellum that she is working on when determining composition, great 

care is taken in the selection and preparation of a skin for each painting.  Her 

practical method is both systematic and precise. After the drawing is completed, 

transparent watercolour is applied with a dry brush technique. Fine, light, pencil-

like strokes gradually build colour upon colour. This slow, meticulous process 

continues until the depth of colour and detail of the specimen is completed and the 

essence of the plant is realised. 

 

In a 2005 interview with the editor-in-chief of American Artist, M. Stephen 

Doherty, Nessler notes the difficulties in learning to paint on vellum 
 

It took some effort to learn how to paint on vellum, but I was 

determined to adjust to its characteristics because I loved the way the 

surface accentuated the luminous, translucent quality of watercolor; 

and I found the smooth, hard finish perfect for the type of precise 

drawing and painting required for botanical painting. I discovered a 

specific type of vellum and a range of techniques that allowed me to 

have more flexibility than I originally thought possible. (Doherty, 2005, 

http://www.allbusiness.com/services/museums-art-galleries-botanical-

zoological/4359565-1.html  Accessed 10.12.11) 

 

While Nessler prefers calfskin vellum for her work because the surface quality is 

unique, varied and rich, her recent “Edges” series are on Kelmscott vellum. In the 

2005 interview with Doherty, Nessler notes that 

  

The skin is an integral part of a painting ……It is not just a surface on 

which to display a plant specimen. I spend a lot of time simply looking at 
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the pieces of vellum in my studio, judging the gradation of color and 

surface texture to determine which is best suited to the intended painting. 

More often than not, I choose Kelmscott vellum because it is the finest 

and most consistent to work on, especially when a specimen requires 

extremely fine detail, such as webbing and veining on dried leaves. 

(Doherty, 2005 Accessed 10.12.11 

http://www.allbusiness.com/services/museums-art-galleries-botanical-

zoological/4359565-1.html) 

 

She points out that she 

 

… experimented with other vellums before selecting Kelmscott. For example, 

Dutch vellum has a beautiful surface but it is difficult to paint on. Rory 

McEwen’s vellum is very smooth and hard, and Cowley's English vellum comes 

in a wide range of colors from honey tan to dark brown, and I use those when 

they seem most appropriate for a subject. (Doherty, 2005 Accessed 10.12.11 

http://www.allbusiness.com/services/museums-art-galleries-botanical-

zoological/4359565-1.html) 
 

Nessler’s Edges (2010) series incorporates pressed plants alongside partially to 

fully rendered drawings of the same image. These images are mounted and drawn 

on edges of vellum sheets, revealing the crudeness of the skins. By painting and 

adhering specimens on to the vellum Nessler links the organic nature of the skin 

with the natural word in an attempt to explore the aesthetic virtues of both. 

 

Plates 4.7.1 – 4.7.3 from Nessler’s Edge (2010) series illustrate her integration of 

the specimen and its related imagery on untrimmed Kelmscott vellum pieces.  
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Plate 4.7.1:  Kate Nessler  Hollyhocks Saved in Leaf  2010 , watercolor, pencil and dried 
specimens on Kelmscott vellum, including specimens in transparent vellum, hand-created 
envelopes and boxes, sewn and attached with linen thread on museum board. 21.5cm x 13cm 

 

 
Plate 4.7.2:  Kate Nessler  Hydrangea 2010 , watercolor, pencil and dried specimens on 
Kelmscott vellum, including specimens in transparent vellum, hand-created envelopes and 
boxes, sewn and attached with linen thread on museum board. 33cm x 76cm 
 

 

 
Plate 4.7.3:  Kate Nessler  Peonies 2010 , watercolor, pencil and dried specimens on Kelmscott 
vellum, including specimens in transparent vellum, hand-created envelopes and boxes, sewn 
and attached with linen thread on museum board. 60cm x 95cm 

 
 

It is evident that Nessler’s stylistic approach is more akin to the naturalism of 

Lesueur than to Bauer’s more scientific treatment.  The subjects are depicted 

accurately but not so that the work is dry and objective; these are still objects to be 
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appreciated and enjoyed in a subjective sense. Thus, the use of vellum is integral to 

that experience, enhancing the aesthetic enjoyment of subject by combining the 

visual and tactile sensation of the vellum with the vibrancy of the artwork. 
 

 

 

 

 

4.7.2 Denis Brown 

Denis Brown (1968 - ) incorporates the tactile and visual elements of vellum in his 

work. A contemporary calligrapher and mixed media artist, Brown works in a very 

different style to Nessler, producing experimental works that both explore and 

manipulate the physical properties of the vellum while drawing from the ancient 

traditions of manuscript writing. 

 

While the foundations of his highly experimental works lie in what he describes as 

“rigorous formal training” in traditional calligraphy, Brown’s works explore and 

extend these traditions in highly innovative works of art. He describes his approach 

as pushing 

 
… boundaries while continually refining and extending traditional 

skills. I use letterforms and writing to create three-dimensional 

layered works of art where a thousand words may paint a picture. At 

a time in history where handwriting is being eclipsed by e-mail, text 

messaging and other digital means of communication, my work 

explores the meaning and function of being a scribe in the 21st 

century. (Brown, 2011 

http://www.quillskill.com/frameset/frameset_about.html Accessed 

14.12.2011) 

 

Plate 4.7.4 demonstrates how Brown’s use of the natural properties of vellum, 

combined with calligraphy, imagery and mixed media, is used to create expressive 

pieces that convey Brown’s artistic message.  In describing his work, Gulf (1991-
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1992) Brown outlines the impetus for its creation and the materials used to create 

the work:   

 

In the aftermath of the Gulf War in 1991, I addressed the plight of the 

Kurds in my work, who had fled to the mountainsides from Saddam 

Hussein, only to face bitter cold, disease and starvation.  Mixed media 

on two vellum calfskins presented on a canvas stretcher, with a piece of 

burned wood showing between them. The media includes many types of 

gold leaf and copper leaf on various bases, gold powder, bronze 

powders, and small twigs. (Brown, 2011 

http://www.quillskill.com/frameset/frameset_about.html Accessed 

14.12.2011) 

 

 
Plate 4.7.4:  Denis Brown, Gulf, 1991-92, Expressive gilt calligraphy on two calf vellum skins, 
separated by a charred wooden plank 113 x 56 cm  
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In describing his highly evocative work Leviticus (2011), which evokes biblical 

references from the Book of Leviticus, Brown explores concepts of animal sacrifice 

and the holocaust, reflecting that he is 

 

…a calligrapher. From an early age I've been able to make flourishes 

and other glib decorations that pleased people but by my mid-twenties 

I realized a need to present something more gutsy, more alive and 

less dependent on skills I had developed that seemed to me at the time 

to dazzle my audience away from looking any deeper. Works like the 

one illustrated above exploded as both an extension and a rebellion of 

my craft training. Please do not be offended by extreme content, I was 

exploring 'the far side', opposite to decorative aspects for which 

calligraphy is known. It was a step in a process of continuing 

development... sometimes I step forward, sometimes I step back, but 

there has always been movement. (Brown, 2011 

http://www.quillskill.com/frameset/frameset_about.html Accessed 

14.12.2011) 

 

While poles apart from Nessler in style, expression and approach, Brown’s 

dramatic works intersect with those of Nessler in that he also makes use of the 

unique properties of the vellum, in effect treating the vellum not only as a support, 

but as a medium for expression.  In Verses ascribed to St Colum Cille (2004) (Plate 

4.7.5 below), Brown incorporates the natural holes and tears in the vellum within 

the work (making reference to the same practice in traditional vellum manuscripts 

of the Middle Ages).   
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Plate 4.7.5: Denis Brown Verses ascribed to St. Colum Cille, (Columba) 2004, Calligraphy, 
gouache, shell gold and graphite on translucent calfskin vellum over watercolor paper, 297mm 
x 420mm 

 
He has used also used the transparent properties of the vellum to create depth and 

complexity in the work; the vellum has been stretched over a wooden board and 

watercolour paper inserted behind it (see Plate 4.7.6). Marks on the paper therefore 

show through the translucent vellum, creating a ghostly image.  Hence the holes in 

the vellum skin thus provide whimsical windows, allowing some of the drawn 

Celtic animals to be glimpsed through from behind. 
 

 
 

Plate 4.7.6: Denis Brown, Detail from Verses ascribed to St. Colum Cille, (Columba) 2004, 
Calligraphy, gouache, shell gold and graphite on translucent calfskin vellum over watercolor 
paper, 297mm x 420mm 
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Brown’s exploration of vellum as a medium has not been restricted to the natural 

properties of the vellum in itself; he has also sought to push the boundaries of the 

material by burning, scalding, wetting, binding and shaping the vellum leather, 

making it, in effect, a sculptural element within his works: 

   

 What happens when you burn vellum skin? You perceive the 

transformation of a flat sheet into a sculptural relief- and rigid lines of 

text free themselves into natural undulations.  

 

Here my destructive impulse is a reaction against traditions, (religious 

as well as calligraphic traditions which then seemed to constrain, even 

while guiding me).  I carefully crafted pages of biblical text in Insular 

styles, before subjecting them to ritual burnings. Crucially, this 

destruction is not mere self indulgence, but yields new creative form 

and meaning. (Brown, Accessed 14.12.11 

http://www.quillskill.com/frameset/frameset_about.html)  

 

Plates 4.7.7 and 4.7.8 illustrate Brown’s sculptural treatment of vellum, where he 

has burnt the vellum to create colour, texture and form. 

 

 
Plate 4.7.7: Denis Brown, Burnt Parchment, 1992  Calligraphy, copper wire on burnt goatskin 
vellum (dimensions not provided) 
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Plate 4.7.8: Denis Brown, Phoenix, 1993  Calligraphy, copper wire on burnt goatskin vellum 
(dimensions not provided) 

Comprised of a number of individual panels (Plates 4.7.9 – 4.7.12), Brown explores 

the very origin of vellum in his 2003 calligraphic work Birthday Suit, (see Plate 

4.7.13).  While this work initially appears quite confronting, it is not intended to be 

a grim reminder of the source of vellum but rather a celebration of the medium 

itself.  Central to the work is poetry by Catherine Byron from her book, The Getting 

of Vellum (2000)35

 Catherine witnessed the skinning of a 'three days dead calf' and found 

it to be 'like watching a birth, not a flaying, this headfirst slow 

emergence from its skin as if from the birth canal'. (Brown, 2011 

, which includes a poem (The Getting of Vellum) describing the 

creation of uterine (slunk) vellum:  

http://www.quillskill.com/frameset/frameset_about.html Accessed 

14.12.2011) 

                                                 
35 The Getting of Vellum (2000) was a collaborative work between Brown and Byron, in which the 
signature poem “The Getting of Vellum” incorporated statements from Brown regarding the use and 
treatment of vellum within Bryron’s verse. 
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Brown incorporates hair, leather, gilding and various vellum types in this polyptych 

(tetraptych)36

 

 work and, while he describes each component separately, each is an 

integrated element in an overall celebration of his medium: 

Plate 4.7.9: Denis Brown, Panel 1, Birthday Suit, 2003, mixed media, calligraphy on and 
underneath transparent calfskin vellum on plywood and museum board.  Tetraptych, total 
size 30cm x 63 cm. 

 

For the first panel of the series (Plate 4.7.9) Brown provides an overview  

  

Birthday Suit is written on top of the transparent vellum, the flourishes 

are underneath, showing through the skin. The term relates to Catherine 

Byron's text on Panel Three, described below. Gold symbols along the 

bottom represent the gradual historical development of our roman letter 

A from the ancient Phoenician Aleph, which was represented by an ox-

head. So just as the vellum writing surface came from the ox, so too did 

our primary letter. A strand of horsehair is attached over the writing, 

another animal element in this layered sandwich of: paper, ink, skin, ink, 

hair. The left and right edges are gilt with gold leaf. (Brown, 2011, 

Accessed 14.12.11 

http://www.quillskill.com/frameset/frameset_about.html) 

                                                 
36 polyptych ( /ˈpɒlɪptɪk/ pol-ip-tik; Greek: polu- "many" and ptychē "fold") generally refers to a painting 
(usually panel painting) which is divided into sections, or panels. The terminology that follows is in 
relevance to the number of panels integrated into a particular piece of work: "diptych" describes a two-part 
work of art; "triptych" describes a three-part work; "tetraptych" describes 4 parts; "pentaptych" describes 5 
parts; "hexaptych" describes 6 parts; "heptaptych" describes 7 parts; and "octaptych" is the term used for an 
eight-part, or eight-panel, work of art.  Source: wikpedia http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Polyptych 
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Plate 4.7.10: Denis Brown, Panel 2, Birthday Suit, 2003, mixed media, calligraphy on and 
underneath transparent calfskin vellum on plywood and museum board.  Tetraptych, total 
size 30cm x 63 cm 
 

In his second panel (Plate 4.7.10) Brown notes that the texture and colour of the 

vellum is integral to the impact of the piece and notes the interrelationship of the 

different elements  

 

This vellum is from a very strongly marked natural calfskin. An 

illuminated square of letters and a single letter A in black ink are the 

only additional marks on this panel. The colored square features white 

painted letters spelling 'skin' and 'inks', whether read vertically or 

horizontally. This is a development of the conceptual play relating the 

surface and the message it carries -'skin' and 'inks' are anagrams of each 

other. (Brown, 2011 

http://www.quillskill.com/frameset/frameset_about.html Accessed 

14.12.11) 
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Plate 4.7.11: Denis Brown, Panel 3, Birthday Suit, 2003, mixed media, calligraphy on and 
underneath transparent calfskin vellum on plywood and museum board.  Tetraptych, 
total size 30cm x 63 cm 

 

 

The third panel (Plate 4.7.11) is Brown’s most confronting work in the series as it 

details the process for skinning of a still-born calf.   

 

This text is written on paper underneath the transparent calfskin. The 

vellum is so fine and thin that it is like tracing paper, yet bears natural 

tones and hair follicles. This is known as slunk vellum, as it comes from 

naturally stillborn calves- animals slung from the mothers body - a 

tragic end of a pure life untainted by the outside world... an innocent 

whose death preceded its birth. (Brown, 2011 

http://www.quillskill.com/frameset/frameset_about.html Accessed 

14.12.11). 
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Plate 4.7.12: Denis Brown, Panel 4, Birthday Suit, 2003, mixed media, calligraphy on and 
underneath transparent calfskin vellum on plywood and museum board.  Tetraptych, 
total size 30cm x 63 cm 

 

Brown coalesces all the elements of the tetraptych in the finale piece (Plate 4.7.12), 

again making a connection between the material and its source  

 

…the Animal rationale: a reasoning animal- normally referring to 

man, but in this context also suggesting the calves whose tragic end 

was a first step to immortality in in the form of manuscript books 

made from their skins. The knowledge contained in books is the 

reasoning aspect given to these calves. Again this is transparent 

vellum, but this time what shows through from underneath is human 

skin... the vellum is stretched over a print bearing a photographic 

image of my own stomach. 

A quotation at the very base of this panel is from the opening of an 

Anglo Saxon riddle which describes the making of a book:  

A life-thief stole my world-strength,  

Ripped off flesh and left me skin, 

Dipped me in water and drew me out.  

Stretched me bare in the tight sun...  

Translation from Old English by Craig Williamson, "A Feast of 

Creatures- Anglo Saxon Riddle Songs", Scolar Press, 1983  

(Brown, 2011 http://www.quillskill.com/frameset/frameset_about.html 

Accessed 14.12.11) 

 

Plate 4.7.13 depicts the final work, which integrates the separate panels. 
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  Bir thday Suit ,  Denis Brown, 2003  
Plate 4.7.13: Denis Brown, Birthday Suit, 2003 , calligraphy on and underneath transparent 
calfskin vellum on plywood and museum board.  Tetraptych, each panel 30 x 63 cm  
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4.7.3 Jill O’Sullivan  

An alternative use of vellum may be observed in the experimental prints on vellum 

by north Queensland printmaker, Jill O’Sullivan.  As part of her masters research 

(2004), O’Sullivan experimented with producing intaglio prints on both kangaroo 

and goat vellum.   

 

While noting the considerable technical challenges in printing on vellum, 

O’Sullivan (2003) found little documentation regarding methods for printing on 

vellum, although there were some historical examples: 

 

Four small intaglio works use vellum as support.  Jeremy (Pl.83), On 

the Line (Pl.81), The Play (Pl.84) and The Farewell (Pl.82) resulted 

from some fascinating research and challenging experiments in 2002-

3.  Printing on vellum seems to be a lost process, mentioned rarely in 

technical printmaking literature. Although according to the Grolier 

Club (1998) vellum is the ‘aristocrat of printing surfaces’ (Grolier 

Club 2003:1).  (O’Sullivan, 2004:113). 

 

O’Sullivan’s (2004) own viewing of other prints on vellum works whilst in England 

led to an interest in the material and a curiosity on the technical aspects of printing 

on vellum.  Understanding that there was little published knowledge in this area, 

O’Sullivan sought advice from master printmakers who had worked with the 

material.  Subsequent email contact with Dutch printmaker and researcher, Ad 

Stijnmann (University of Amsterdam) provided some technical direction and, 

combined with O’Sullivan’s own knowledge of printmaking, she conducted a 

number of print experiments using vellum as a support: 

 

 Curiosity was aroused about printing possibilities through having the 

opportunity to obtain some vellum pieces from England.  The original 

intention was to print with support with relief techniques.  After some 

email dialogue (Appendix 3) with a Dutch printmaking technical master, 

Ad Stijnman, the decision was made to print using intaglio on vellum.  For 

this method of working the subject needs to be considered in its 
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relationship to vellum’s inherent characteristics and variations of slight 

transparency, hardness, pore textures, and slightly oily feel.  The Play 

demonstrates the successful use of deep line etching, fine rosin and salt 

aquatints on copper plate.  Sepia etching inks are more suited than black, 

given the off white or cream skin colour.  Although Stijnman (2003) 

indicated, in his emails, that fine aquatints were hard to obtain on vellum, 

these seemed to be quite successfully resolved in Jeremy, The Play and 

The Farewell.  (O’Sullivan 2004:113). 

 

Plates 4.7.14 and 4.7.15 show two of the works accomplished by O’Sullivan (2003).  

While these are small pieces on offcuts of goat vellum, they are exquisitely precise and 

detailed.  The texture and colour of the vellum combines effectively with the richness of 

the ink and aptly demonstrates the crispness of line that is a characteristic of vellum 

prints. 

 
Plate 4.7.14: Jill O’Sullivan, Jeremy 2003, (state proof)  intaglio print on goatskin vellum offcut, 

approximate size 12.5cm x 16.5cm 
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Plate 4.7.15: Jill O’Sullivan, The Farewell, 2003, (state proof) intaglio print on goatskin vellum 

offcut,  approximate size 9.5cm x 15.5cm 
 

In recent email correspondence detailing her experiences in working on vellum, 

O’Sullivan (2011) offers the following insights on using vellum as a support for 

printed works: 

 

The following are my notes on print process as outlined by Ad Stijnman 

in email 2003 to me and adapted. This process works for most 

printmaking techniques. Lithography may be difficult but worth a try. I 

found the deep line etching most successful (yet to try woodcuts). 

 

 Make a sandwich of acid free printmaking papers (I used Magnani 

300gsm),  1 wet, 1 dry, 1 wet 1 dry…as many as needed for vellum 

pieces,  wrap  in plastic, weight down with board  leave for a day (any 

longer mould spores will grow).  

 

Pace vellum in between each layer of paper and leave for 3- 6 hours 

before printing, rewrap and put under weights as before (I found the 

longer time worked better). 
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Ink plate and print through press as for normal prints.  

  

Dry by pinning each corner to board otherwise will curl;   if larger 

pieces are used then use more push pins around the vellum edges.  May 

need later flattening out if the humidity is high … place between 

blotting paper with weights on.  

 

Ad suggested only coarse aquatints would be successful but I printed 

with fine aquatints very successfully. (O’Sullivan, personal email 

correspondence with researcher, 25.01.2011) 

 
O’Sullivan’s (documentation of her vellum prints in both her Master’s thesis (2004) 

and in her personal correspondence with this researcher (2011) provides a rare 

insight into the challenges of working with this unique material. Of particular 

interest is her success in using fine aquatints, contrary to Dutch master printmaker 

Ad Stijnman’s advice to her that this would be unsuccessful. While technically 

difficult to master, the results are notable; O’Sullivan praises the material’s 

individual nature and the effect it has on the printed image, whilst also noting its 

historical importance in printmaking: 

 

In terms of effects, I liked the glow and depth it gave to the image and 

the crispness of the etched line … and the challenge of printing on one 

of the most ancient of supports that had recorded much of human texts 

and images (particularity in European art and text). (O’Sullivan, email 

correspondence with researcher, 03.02.2011) 

 

In comparing the artistic approaches taken by Nessler, Brown and O’Sullivan, it is 

apparent that vellum, although a difficult medium to master, offers versatility and 

distinctiveness unmatched by other supports. It is a highly appropriate support for 

works that depend on clarity of detail and thus lends itself to natural history works 

where the goal is to extol the virtues of the subject matter.   
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4.8 Other Experimentation with Media and Techniques 

While there was no technical restriction in the choice of media that could be 

employed in the creation of the subjective artworks relevant to this research, 

convention dictated that, for the objective zoological illustrations, the media should 

be primarily watercolours, gouache and inks.  Water-based media were the most 

practical and portable media for zoological and botanical artists in the 18th, 19th and 

early 20th centuries and continue to be the preferred media for artists practising in 

these genres today.  It was certainly possible to adopt different media strategy for 

the objective and subjective works; however, to do so would certainly alter the 

visuacy of the works.  This could lead to the viewer focusing on the differences in 

the use of media, rather than visually juxtaposing objective and subjective 

interpretations of the subject.  This could potentially undermine the objective of 

comparing alternate views of the species in order to examine and challenge public 

perceptions of the subject matter. In order to ensure consistency, the same media 

were employed for both the zoological and subjective narrative works. 

The media were consistent, but obviously the technical application of the media 

could, and should, vary depending upon the genre, size, composition and character 

of the work. Thus, while the objective zoological works are tightly and precisely 

executed, with their subject matter presented in a dry, scientific manner, the 

subjective narrative works are more gestural and expressive.  In order to achieve 

these results, a number of technical experimentations were undertaken.  

 

 

4.8.1 Water-based Media Experiments: Subjective Narrative Works  

The subjective narrative works are the expressive, illustrative works in this research 

and are executed in mixed, water based media, combining watercolour, watercolour 

inks and gouache on illustration board and watercolour paper. The majority of the 

expressive works are large (420mm × 594mm) to maximise the impact of the 

narrative being depicted, although there are also a number of smaller studies (the 

smallest approximately 148 x 105 mm) that are more intimate and detailed works.  
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Thus, the use of techniques in these works should be expressive, suited to the range 

of media, and effective in both large and smaller works.   

 

While there are numerous watercolour techniques (such as bleeding, wet on wet, 

wet on dry, layering, salting, wax repelling) it has been the practical experience of 

this researcher that many of these techniques are not effective when combined with 

other water-based media, such as gouache.  However the application of a variation 

on the wet on dry “droplet” technique was highly effective, even when applied to 

gouache and watercolour inks 

 

Plate 4.8.1 shows the use of the droplet technique on areas of gouache (the flesh 

coloured areas) as well as on areas of watercolour and watercolour ink (the purples 

and ochre coloured areas).  Droplets of untainted water in various sizes are applied 

with a clean sable brush to various areas that have been painted.  Upon application, 

the droplet dislodges pigment pushes this outwards, leaving a deposit of pigment 

around the water’s edge (in effect, a dried droplet mark) as it dries.  It is important 

that each droplet is carefully and precisely placed for maximum effect.  It is also 

vital that the droplet of water retains its shape and form as it dries; if it runs, or is 

absorbed into other areas, the effect will be lost.   

 

 
Plate 4.8.1:  Application of droplets on mixed media on illustration board (detail from Miss 
Toady’s Tea Party, 2003, watercolour, watercolour inks and gouache on Bainbridge board 
64.5cm x 45.5cm) 
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Plate 4.8.2 shows the marks this technique makes on dried areas gouache.  

 
Plate 4.8.2:  Dried droplet effect (detail) on gouache. (detail from Miss Toady’s Tea Party, 2003, 
watercolour, watercolour inks and gouache on Bainbridge board 64.5cm x 45.5cm) 
 
 

Plate 4.8.3 demonstrates the effect on watercolour and watercolour inks.   

 
Plate 4.8.3:  Dried droplet effect (detail) on watercolour and watercolour inks. (detail from 
Miss Toady’s Tea Party, 2003, watercolour, watercolour inks and gouache on Bainbridge board 
64.5cm x 45.5cm) 
 

Plate 4.8.4 illustrates how droplets can be manipulated as they dry to create bleeds, 

colour cuts and drip like effects, giving the work a more visually expressive 

appearance. 

 
Plate 4.8.4:  Dried droplet effect (detail) creating bleeds and other effects, on watercolour and 
watercolour inks. (detail from Miss Toady’s Tea Party, 2003, watercolour, watercolour inks 
and gouache on Bainbridge board 64.5cm x 45.5cm) 



189 
 

Plate 4.8.5 presents the finished artwork, and demonstrates the full effect of the 

technique, which was used for all watercolour subjective narrative works.  

 

 
Plate 4.8.5:  Completed work showing droplet effect. (T MacDonald, Miss Toady’s Tea Party, 
2003, watercolour, watercolour inks and gouache on Bainbridge board 64.5cm x 45.5cm) 
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4.8.2  Watercolours Experiments: Zoological Works  

While the droplet technique is useful for expressive works, its application in 

depicting the highly realistic, tightly rendered scientific artworks was not 

appropriate. Given a somewhat haphazard tendency for the paint to drip and run 

when droplets are applied – appropriate to expressive works - this would undermine 

the minute accuracy of the scientific works.  There was thus a need for a stylistic 

approach which maximises accuracy and intensity of colour and the realistic 

rendering of form.  

 

Drawing upon the layering techniques initially developed when working on vellum, 

it was found that it was possible to create an image using alternating layers of gum 

arabic between layers of watercolour.  Gouache could be applied as a final element, 

and be used to highlight areas of the form.   

 

Plate 4.8.6 shows a series of layering exercises in watercolour, gouache and gum 

arabic, with descriptive notes on the technical experiments.  

 

 
Plate 4.8.6: Layering exercises in watercolour, gouache and gum arabic, with descriptive 
notes, Artist’s Notebook, 2003 
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Notes taken on the results (see Plate 4.8.6) conclude that there is an obvious 

difference in colour when comparing the exercises without the gum arabic layer 

with the layers with it. Although the colours in each of the three lines that make up 

the exercise are the same (ultamarine, zinc white and purple lake), the studies show 

that where gum arabic has been applied that the colour is more intense, and deep 

pigments such as ultramarine appear stronger. It is also readily observable that, in 

the exercises where zinc white has been applied over a watercolour base with a 

layer of gum arabic, it is more opaque and less prone to staining from the colour 

underneath than if there were no gum arabic to seal the watercolour pigment.  This 

is an important discovery when adding lighter highlights over intense colours. 

 

When taken as a series, the experimental studies documented that layering gum 

arabic created an effective barrier, preventing the discolouration of white gouache 

as a result of the underlying colour.  The application of gum arabic is very effective 

with darker colours and tonal blends, although care must be taken to ensure that the 

gum arabic is applied in moderation in order to avoid the cracking of the paint 

surface. 

 

While these small studies were technically useful experiments, a more complete 

study was required to fully explore technical limitations and to determine the 

number of consecutive layers required to convey both depth of colour and realism. 

Plate 4.8.7 is a study of the leg of the Common Mynah bird involving layering with 

watercolour, watercolour inks, gouache and gum arabic on cold-press watercolour 

paper.  
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Plate 4.8.7:  T MacDonald, Acridotheres tristis leg study 2003, watercolour, watercolour inks 
and gouache on paper (10cm x 14cm) 
 

The study has only been partially completed to allow for the different layering 

stages to be observed; the toe and talon to the far right have had a single layer of 

color and gum arabic applied, and then a small amount of highlighting has been 

applied; the toe and talon to the left of that has had a further layer applied and some 

modelling of form.  The last two talons and toes are more complete, with a third 

and fourth layer of colour and gum arabic applied. It is evident from this leg study 

that the use of layering is both an effective and efficient method of constructing 

form, and may be used to create a highly realistic image.  As such, the layering 

method has been applied to all objective works executed with water based media on 

paper, board as well as vellum. 
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4.9 Print works 

While natural history subjects were initially depicted in watercolours, the 

imperative to publish the findings of these new discoveries required a method of 

mass producing illustrations in a form that would remain as true as possible to the 

original artwork (and also, theoretically, the specimen being depicted). 

 

Early prints of natural subjects (around 15th and 16th centuries) were depicted in 

woodcuts but, by the late 17th century, copper plate etchings and lithographs were 

more commonly used in the expensive and highly sought after publications of 

voyages of discovery.  As such, it was deemed appropriate to depict the subjects of 

this research in etchings and lithography, in order to more fully explore the media 

used in the selected period of the 18th and 19th centuries (see Chapter 5.3).  

 

 

4.9.1   Etchings 

The process for pure etching (as opposed to combining etching with other intaglio 

techniques, such as engraving) involves covering a metal plate (usually copper, zinc 

or steel) with a waxy ground which is resistant to acid. The ground is then scratched 

into with a pointed etching needle, exposing the bare metal and resulting in a line 

that will appear in the finished piece.  An échoppe, a tool with a slanted oval 

section, is also used to enlarge the lines. The plate is then dipped in a bath of acid, 

(known as the mordant which literally translated, means "biting") or etchant, or has 

acid washed over it. The acid "bites" into the exposed parts of the metal resulting in 

lines etched into the plate. The remaining ground is then cleaned off the plate.   

To print, the plate is inked over and the surface then wiped clean leaving only the 

ink in the etched lines.  The plate is then rolled through a high-pressure printing 

press together with a sheet of paper (often moistened to soften it) on which it will 

print the image. The paper picks up the ink from the etched lines, creating an 

impression of the image etched into the plate.  The printing process may be 

repeated many times; indeed there may be several hundred impressions (copies) 

printed before the plate shows sign of wear. Further work can be done on the plate 
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by repeating the whole process, effectively creating an etching that exists in more 

than one state (form). 

As the image is constructed through a series of marks etched into the plate (usually 

line work or stipple), techniques for pure etchings usually involve crosshatching, 

line and stipple to depict the imagery. While a variety of different technical 

treatments could be applied (e.g., aquatinting to achieve tonal gradations, or soft-

ground to create pencil like marks), natural history prints were often hand tinted in 

watercolours. Plate 4.9.1 depicts such an example of a hand coloured copperplate 

engraving published in Fleet Street, London by George Kearsley (c1809) as part of 

the published works from the series of Zoological Lectures (c1806 and 1807) at the 

Royal Institution by George Shaw. 37

 

 

Plate 4.9.1: George Kearsley Blueish-Grey or Silver Kangaroo,  c1809  original hand coloured 
copperplate engraving . 22.5cm x 15cm 
 
Plate 4.9.2 depicts a copperplate engraving from "The Voyage of Governor Phillip 

to Botany Bay with an account of the Establishment of the Colonies of Port Jackson 

and Norfolk Island" (Phillip, 1789, page number unknown). Although this example 

is faded, the line drawing of an anatomical study of the teeth of the dingo is seen at 

the top of the print. 
                                                 

37 It should be noted that determining the page number (and sometimes Plate number) of the 
majority of the early natural history illustrations within their original publications is highly difficult 
due to the high collectability of the artworks; as a result these publications have most often been 
separated and the illustrations removed. 
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Plate 4.9.2: artist unknown, copperplate engraving from "The Voyage of Governor Phillip to 
Botany Bay with an account of the Establishment of the Colonies of Port Jackson and Norfolk 
Island" (Phillip, 1789) Size 29cm x 21.5cm 

 

Copperplate etchings (engravings) were used to illustrate the majority of early 

natural history publications; the more expensive of these were individually coloured 

by hand.   Copperplate etchings had the advantage over other early print methods 

(most notably, wood cuts) as a finer and more detailed image could be reproduced.  

The copper plates were also more robust than wood, allowing for an increase in 

mass production before there was any degradation of the image. 

However, it was not long before another revolutionary printing technology took 

over from copper plate etchings in the area of natural history. This technology 

allowed more artistic freedom and, for the first time, allowed artists, formerly 

discrete in printing and publication process, to become intimately involved.  This 

technology was known as lithography. 

 

4.9.1.1 Lithographs 

Lithography is the original form of planographic, or surface printing, and was 

initially invented in Germany in 1798 by Aloys Senefelder as a cheap means of 

publishing theatrical works (Meggs 1998; Carter, Day, Meggs 2002).  Charles 
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Joseph Hullmandel (1789 – 1850), who together with Rudolf Ackermann (1764 – 

1834) is credited with popularizing the lithographic process, writing and publishing 

The art of drawing on stone (1824) and by the late 1820s, lithography was widely 

used by commercial printers and artists who made the most of its versatility. 

Literally derived from Greek words lithos, 'stone' and graphein, 'to write', the 

lithographic process is based on the principle that oil and water do not mix but will 

attract like substances, and that both will adhere to a porous ground, such as a porus 

stone.   The printing process involves the drawing of an image on a flat and 

smoothly sanded (polished) piece of limestone using an oil based crayon. After the 

image has been applied the block is washed with nitric acid and wiped with gum 

arabic, essentially fixing the image, with the gum adhering to non-oily surface. The 

stone is then wetted and the oily ink applied to the surface of the stone using a 

roller.  The ink is repelled from the damp sections of the stone and adheres only to 

the areas of the greasy crayon. The paper is then placed on the stone, run through a 

special printing press and the ink design transferred in reverse to the paper.  

Lithography has a distinct advantage over traditional intaglio and relief printing in 

that many drawing techniques can be directly applied to limestone block.  As such, 

lithography is a very natural process for artists; there is little difference between 

drawing onto the stone as compared to paper, and a number of drawing techniques 

can thus be used, including pen-and-ink, crayon and chalk like techniques.  By the 

1830s tonal gradations were possible with a watercolor-like wash, applied with a 

brush, known as lithotinting. 

Lithographic printing was revolutionary in its time as it was more versatile, easier 

to produce and generally cheaper than relief or intaglio printing. As artists could 

draw directly on to the stone, the publisher avoided the need to pay for the services 

of an engraver to convert the image to a printing plate, which also assisted in 

reducing costs, although early colour lithographs were still expensive as the colour 

was applied by hand.  As a result, coloured prints were still only used in the more 

expensive scientific and medical publications. 
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Lithography was particularly popular with natural history publishers such as John 

Gould (1804 – 1881) who adopted the technique for his publications after seeing 

the life size bird prints by Edward Lear (1812 – 1888) in his book Family of 

Psittacidae (1830) (see Plate 4.9.3): 

Gould chose to use lithography after seeing how successfully Edward Lear 

had used the technique in his illustrations of the Family of Psittacidae in 

1830. Lear found lithography the perfect process for producing the softness 

he required for his depiction of feathers in his parrot illustrations and long, 

curving lines were easily drawn freehand. Lear believed that where the 

technique of etching failed because of the necessary stiffness of line, 

lithography offered him great freedom. At Gould's request, Lear taught 

Gould's wife Elizabeth to draw on stone, and Elizabeth went on to produce 

600 imperial folio-sized lithographed plates for some of Gould's major 

ornithological works. (Stephens, Fenton and Lemmer, 2009 

http://australianmuseum.net.au/Lithography-in-the-time-of-Gould Accessed 

20.12.2011) 

 
Plate 4.9.3: Edward Lear Macrocercus aracanga. Red and yellow maccaw from Illustrations of 
the Family of Psittacidae, or Parrots. 1832 hand coloured lithograph.  53cm × 35cm 
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Plate 4.9.4 depicts a lithograph print of a pair of lyrebirds by Elizabeth Gould 

(1848- 1860)38

 

 and evidences the versatility of the lithograph process; there is a 

naturalism to the subject matter that is not technically possible with the etching 

process.  The image has been hand tinted with watercolours and presents the 

subject matter in a life-like manner similar to the works of Lesueur and Lear.   

 

 
Plate 4.9.4: John & Elizabeth Gould Lyre Bird. Menura superba C1848-60 hand coloured 
lithograph. 53cm × 35cm 

 

                                                 

38 Interestingly, while the stones were drawn upon at Gould’s home by Elizabeth Gould and other 
artists, it was Hullmandel who printed most of Gould's known 3000 plates. 
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The prints by Lear (Plate 4.9.4) and Gould (Plate 4.9.5) aptly demonstrate why 

lithography became the preferred method of illustration in natural history 

publications from the mid 19th century onwards (until the advent of mass 

photographic reproduction in the 20th century).  Subjects could be represented 

realistically through the use of drawing techniques familiar to artists, whereas 

previously the transcribing of images for print had usually required the services of 

a professional etcher who would essentially copy the artist’s original drawing (with 

varying degrees of success).  As such, lithography allowed the artist also to become 

the printmaker, a development fully exploited by natural history artists such as 

Lear and Gould.  

 

4.10 Inclusion of Printed Works in Visual Framework 

It is clear that printed works (and in particular, etchings and lithographs) are 

integral to the development of natural history illustration. Both copperplate 

etchings and later lithographic prints were key to the popularisation of 18th and 19th 

centuries scientific discoveries; it is through the mass production of popular 

journals and (more expensive) folio publications that not only the accounts, but 

accompanying illustrations of exotic and unknown flora, fauna, people and 

landscapes fuelled public thirst for further exploration (and subsequent 

exploitation).  

Given the importance of printed works in familarising and shaping public 

perceptions of natural history subjects, it is appropriate that the visual framework 

of this research should also incorporate lithographic and etched works.  This will 

provide another dimension to the visuacy of this research, (that is, the visual means 

of creating, processing, critique and appreciating), and further support the objective 

of exploring and challenging common perceptions of the subject species. 
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5 A Rogues Gallery: the Cane Toad 
 

5.1 Love Them, Hate Them: The Spread of the Cane Toad  

In Australia, few species create more of a reaction than the Cane Toad.  Loathed 

and yet admired, the Cane Toad presents a modern parable for what is wrong with 

environmental management in Australia, yet is seen as symbolic of northern 

Queensland.  Part of the love and loathing relates to its appearance and reputation 

as poisonous: 

Surveys of public opinion often suggest that Australians see Cane Toads as 

the worst invasive species in this country – worse even than scourges like 

rabbits, foxes, cats, pigs, goats, camels and the like. It’s not obvious why 

people react so strongly to toads – a lot of it seems to be related to an 

emotional reaction – “YUK, THEY’RE DISGUSTING!!” It’s puzzling to 

people from other countries where toads of one kind or another are common 

native species (in Europe, Africa, Asia, and North and South America). 

Perhaps because most other types of toads are much smaller than Cane 

Toads, plus the fact that the local toads “belong there”, these little warty 

animals often are regarded with affection. It’s hard to find that affection in 

Australia towards Cane Toads! 

(CanetoadsinOz.com website http://www.canetoadsinoz.com/biodiversity-

impact.html  Accessed 23.02.12) 

The history of its introduction and unique biology is fundamental to an 

understanding of these contradictory perceptions. The Cane Toad (Bufo marinus)39

                                                 

39 In the majority of scientific papers on the cane toad, the official name of the species is given as Bufo 
marinus. Bufo, (the genus) is based on this species being a “true toad” or bufonid, while marinus, refers 
what early naturalists mistakenly thought was an ability to tolerate saltwater  (in reality, toads do not 
tolerate saltwater well at all).  However, more recently a number of scientific papers have renamed Bufo 
marinus  to Rhinella marina.  This change is due to DNA research into toads finding that in evolutionary 
terms, the cane toad is genetically closer to a smaller genus group that can be given its own name – 
Rhinella.  Although incorrect, marinus has been maintained for historical reasons.  In this paper, however, 
the term Bufo marinus has been maintained, as it is the most common term used in research papers and is 
the name that the public is familar with. 

 

is extremely successful, having established populations throughout the Caribbean 
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and Pacific, and invaded more than 20 countries to date (Lever, 2001). While today, 

many would consider the deliberate and planned introduction of the toad to 

Australia to be the ultimate act of environmental ineptitude by government 

bureaucrats and scientists, it is important to understand that at the time, the toad 

was seen as the silver bullet for a sugar cane industry in crisis. Indeed, it would 

appear that biological research and commercial imperatives linked the appetite of 

Bufo marinus with sugar cane beetles:  

For almost three hundred years the toad’s tale has been written in the 

margins of colonial expansion and the sugar trade. In 1735 Carolus 

Linnaeus, the father of the systematic classification used universally by 

scientists, met a wealthy collector of natural curiosities, Albertus Seba, who 

had in his collection in Amsterdam a giant toad purchased from a sailor 

who brought it from Suriname; it was a by-product of the Dutch trade in 

slaves, sugar, coffee and the booty of piracy. Linnaeus included it in his 

Systema Naturae as Rana marina; it was later reclassified Bufo marinus – 

the marine toad. But Linnaeus did not have much regard for toads and their 

ilk; he reasoned their ‘... horrible cold bodies, filthy colour ... fierce faces, 

ponderous features ... raucous calls, squalid habitats, and dreadful venom’ 

was the reason why ‘... the Creator had not made many of them.’ (Turvey, 

2009: 1) 

 

In the early nineteenth century the toad was taken from its home in Central and 

South America to the sugar plantations of the Caribbean to catch insect pests and 

rats (Turvey 2009), where it became widely considered a highly successful 

biological control.  Indeed, even as far back as 1888, when biologist Albert Koebele 

(who was associated with Charles Valentine Riley, the father of biological control) 

visited Australia, the Cane Toad was considered useful in controlling the outbreak 

of sugar cane grubs; Koebele recommended their use in Australia’s early sugar cane 

industry, noting “…without doubt the presence of toads ... would have a remarkable 

effect in diminishing the number of these [greyback canegrubs] as well as many 

other injurious insects.” (Illingworth, 1929). However, his advice largely went 

unheeded. 
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By the 1930s the cane industry in Australia was being systematically stripped by 

two species of cane beetles – French’s canegrub and the Greyback beetle. (Easteal, 

1981).   Ironically, both beetles are native scarab species that, prior to the whole 

sale clearing of rainforests, had lived on the leaves of the weeping fig tree (Ficus 

benjamina).  The soft roots of the sugar cane plant, however, proved more palatable 

than the tough roots of the fig for the grubs of the beetles, who would hatch from 

the eggs dropped on the ground at the base of the plants by the beetles, living above 

on the cane stalks. (Lewis, 1989) 

 

At that time no effective controls for the beetle pests were known and, by the 

1930s, their numbers had reached plague proportions: 

 

I remember what it was like on my father’s small farm.  He would cut a 

thousand ton of cane.  Then there’d be a bad attack of grubs and he’d get a 

hundred ton.  You’d be around here, say, February, March, and you’d see 

all the cane was yellow – paddocks of fifteen, sixteen acres – completely 

dead.  (Quote from interview with Tip Byrne, cane farmer, Lewis, 1989: 5)   

 
The Queensland Government’s Bureau of Sugar Experiment Stations (BSES) 

provided advisory services and conducted research for the sugar cane industry. As 

the crisis in the industry deepened during the Depression years (exacerbated by the 

drop in sugar prices), the Government found itself under considerable political 

pressure from increasingly anxious cane farmers who, quite literally were watching 

their crops die before them.  

 

The role of governments and the scientific establishment of the time cannot be 

underestimated when examining the introduction of Bufo marinus to Australia.  

However, until recently, little was officially recorded on the series of events that led 

to the ultimate arrival, distribution and spread of the toad.  It seemed that, officially, 

the responsibility for its introduction had passed to one or two individuals. 

However, this is not the case.  While individuals were strong advocates, there is 

also evidence of widespread support for the toad’s introduction.  



203 
 

Light was cast on this unrecorded history in a recent paper (2009) by Nigel Turvey 

(Charles Darwin University), who perceived the entire saga to be “…biological 

control gone wrong” (see Appendix B.1 for the entire context).  Turvey had access 

to stored dusty and deteriorating archive files and papers documenting the decisions 

and events of the time.  His paper is fascinating; recording not only the chronology 

of the toad’s introduction, but details of individuals involved in the fateful decision 

to bring the toad to Australia. He notes the enthusiasm of well-respected scientists 

and researchers, strong political support at all levels for what was generally 

perceived to be the solution to a growing economic (and political) problem, and the 

fact that, at the time, the importation of the toad met all quarantine regulations. 

(Turvey, 2009).   

 

It is widely acknowledged that the genesis of the toad’s expansion into the Pacific 

was at the International Society of Sugar Cane Technologists Fourth Congress in 

Puerto Rico, 1932.  Arthur Bell (1899 – 1958), a pathologist and entomologist, and 

deputy director of the Brisbane based Bureau of Sugar Experiment Stations 

(BSES), attended on behalf of the Queensland Government. At this conference a 

paper, The Food Habit of the Imported Toad, Bufo marinus, in the Sugar Cane 

Sections of Porto Rico (Dexter, 1932) was presented, which claimed that sugar cane 

beetles constituted a significant proportion of the Cane Toad’s diet in Porto Rico 

cane fields.   

 
The white grubs of sugar cane beetles that caused so much damage to the sugarcane 

crops in Puerto Rico that, by the early 1920s, the United State’s Government’s 

Agriculture Experiment Stations on the island had decided to import Cane Toads 

from Jamaica and Barbados in the hope that the toads would be a biological control 

for the beetle larvae. (Turvey, 2009). Within ten years of their introduction, the 

toads had spread across the island, and the white grubs had appeared to be 

vanquished. (Wolcott, 1950).  

 

The question of whether the supposed demise of the grub was linked to the toad 

was undertaken by Raquel Dexter (date unknown), lecturer in Biology at the 

University of Puerto Rico.  Dexter devised an experiment to prove the link between 
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the abundance of Cane Toads and the decline in populations of white grubs. In 

biopsies of the stomach contents of 301 toads, she reported that 51 per cent of the 

insects in the toads’ stomachs were “injurious to agriculture”, 42 per cent were 

“neutral species”, and seven per cent were “beneficial” insects. (Dexter, 1932:3).  

Dexter’s paper presented Bufo marinus as an effective biological control and called 

for its introduction into beetle control programs internationally: 

 

All other methods of control of this pest have so far failed, and we strongly 

advocate the effective use, under favourable conditions, of the amphibian 

immigrant (Bufo marinus) which is doing its full share of benefit to our 

sugarcane industry and to which this International Congress should pay a 

tribute of gratitude.  (Dexter, 1932: 4 -5).  

 

While some delegates at the conference arranged for the immediate delivery of 

Cane Toads to their respective countries, Bell had not heard the lecture (Turvey 

notes that he was delivering a paper in another session). One of those who became 

enamoured of the toad, however, was Cyril Pemberton (1886–1975), an 

entomologist for the Hawaiian Sugar Planters’ Association, and chair of Dexter’s 

session. 

  

Pemberton was so impressed by Dexter’s evidence that he immediately arranged 

for the export of 152 toads to Hawaii. Pemberton became the greatest advocate for 

the Cane Toad and, as a result of his overt enthusiasm, Hawaii became the toad’s 

main distribution point into the islands of the Pacific. 

 

Pemberton was whole-heartedly convinced of the Cane Toad’s allegedly amazing 

appetite for cane grubs; furthermore, he was a senior scientist in a respected 

institution and his opinion carried the weight of the scientific establishment. 

However, there were flaws in Dexter’s 1932 paper, as identified by Turvey (2009), 

(see Appendix B.2).  He notes that, in biopsying the stomach contents of the toad, 

all that was determined was what the toads had last eaten and/or what was slow to 

digest.  There was no research on the dynamics of populations of toads and white 

grubs.  
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In 1935, however, the experiment in Hawaii was viewed as successful. In July 

1934, Pemberton published an update on the Cane Toad’s introduction in Hawaii in 

the Hawaiian Planters Record (Pemberton, 1934) noting its successful integration 

and healthy growth in numbers.  Pemberton does not record any evidence of the 

Cane Toad’s role as an agent for biological control, instead indicating it too early 

for reliable findings. Pemberton nonetheless stated his belief that the toad was an 

effective predator of cane beetles, and appears so impressed with the toad’s 

attributes that he wrote in poetic tones about the toad’s melodic call. (Lewis, 1989: 

10)  

 

There was also considerable, mounting political pressure from desperate farmers. 

While the idea of introducing the toad was not immediately embraced as a solution 

by those on the ground (see Appendix B.3) successes with other biological 

controls40

 

 saw a growing fashion for such pest control mechanisms; they were 

generally considered benign to the environment (excepting the pest they were to 

control), cost effective and with little negative impact on human interests.  Indeed, 

many saw biological control as a magic bullet solution. Indeed, only a few months 

later, some previously opposed to the toad’s introduction became strong advocates 

for it.(Turvey, 2009) (see Appendix B.4). 

In 1935, there was thus the environmental equivalent of the perfect storm; a peak in 

the cane grubs population had caused widespread devastation in 1934, the effects of 

the Great Depression, high unemployment and the increasing shadow of war in 

Germany had made the political landscape domestically and internationally 

unstable, and the Sugar Regulations incorporated financial inducements to use 

white labour as a means to not only populate tropical Australia, but create what 

sugar growers termed a defensive garrison against a temptation to Asiatic invasion 

(Turvey, 2009).  On the scientific side, there was an increase in international 

evidence supporting the toad as a biological control for the cane grubs as scientists 
                                                 
40 Australian ladybird beetles (Vedalia beetles) had been used to control cottony cushion scale infestations 
in the Californian citrus industry during the 1930’s with great success; and around the same time, the 
Argentinean moth Cactoblastis cactorum had been introduced in Queensland to control the introduced 
prickly-pear cactus, which up to that point had resisted all other control mechanisms, both biological and 
chemical. By 1928 the moth had eradicated the cactus in Queensland; interestingly, Reg Mungomery was 
on the team responsible for its introduction. 
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believed they were engaged on behalf of mankind in continuous warfare upon the 

insects which attacked the cane. (Turvey, 2009; Kerr & Bell, 1939).   Finally, a 

change of staff within the BSES (Lewis, 1989) saw a promotion for Cane Toad 

advocate, Assistant Entomologist Reginald Mungomery (1901-1972), to the 

Meringa Sugar Experiment Station at Gordonvale, and consequent opportunity for 

innovation.  

 

In March 1935 Dr John Cumpston (1880-1954), the Commonwealth Director 

General of Health approved importation of Bufo marinus into Australia.  

Mungomery was tasked with the job of overseeing the toad’s introduction to 

Australia.  In his paper The giant American toad (Bufo marinus), published in 

the Cane Growers Quarterly Bulletin (1935) Mungomery reports that, on the 

night of 1st June 1935, with the aid of Pemberton and the headlights of their car, 

102 toads were captured from various front lawns in the suburbs of Honolulu.  

Equal numbers of males and females were selected, ranging from juvenile to fully 

mature adults, so that the future breeding of this new population could be staggered. 

The toads were shipped back to Gordonvale station in two cases filled with 

dampened wood shavings and refreshed from time to time with a spray of water.  

Despite an ocean journey of 19 days and little sustenance (albeit in the equivalent 

of Business Class), only one toad was lost, an early indication of the toad’s now 

infamous resilience and adaptability. 

 

Pemberton notes that, only six days after their installation in a specially built 

enclosure in Gordonvale, the toads had commenced breeding. Tadpoles were 

plentiful and, by 18th August, 1935, the first populations were released in targeted 

districts (commencing with Mulgrave and Hambledon).  Not only did these 

populations flourish, but they began to spread rapidly; George Wilson (date 

unknown) Assistant Entomologist with the Bureau and whose role was to distribute 

the toads, noted 
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We had enough toads by the end of the first year to establish the 

whole thing for all of Queensland.  There were toads in the cane 

fields, toads around the city street lights – sometimes about eighty-

strong in circles all around – and toads in the rubbish tips.  When 

they were disturbed there, the noise was like a crackling. It was like 

a grass fire sweeping through.  Anyway, there were so many of 

them, I could stop the distributing part of my job and go back to the 

pest control office in South Johnston. (Lewis, 1989: 22) 

 

However, it was not long before public objections to the toads began to surface 

 

Even this early, just when it all seemed so promising, a trickle of 

objections began coming through.  Dogs that foamed at the mouth 

after contact with the toad?  Just wash their mouths out and 

they’ll be fine.  Bees that disappeared down toad gullets?  Just 

raise the hives off the ground and you’d be right.  Fowls that got 

sick from toad-contaminated water?  Nonsense! Superstition! 

That’s what it was! It’s apparent that complaints were usually 

scoffed at, treated lightly and laughed away. (Lewis 1989: 21) 

 

Other objections mounted also. The then president of the New South Wales 

Naturalist Society and a former government entomologist, Walter Wilson Froggatt 

(1898 – 1957), was the first to raise official objections to the toad’s by letter to the 

Sydney Morning Herald; the editor it as alarmist.   Froggatt had previously fought 

other proposed introductions of species for biological control; including the 

proposal to introduce red meat-ants from South Africa to control rabbits (the ants 

would eat the baby rabbits in their burrows) the importation and wild release of 

ferrets, stoats, weasels and the mongoose (again, as a mechanism to control 

rabbits), and a somewhat odd proposal to release vultures from Texas to control 

blowflies (Turvey, 2009).  
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Turvey (2009) located correspondence from Froggatt to Arthur Bell (1936), in 

which he voiced his very strong opposition regarding the Cane Toad (see Appendix 

C for context). Froggatt ‘s view was that 

 

 ... no organisation, or even a single state of the Commonwealth has the 

right to independently introduce such a possible menace to the continent as 

Bufo marinus. (Turvey, 2009: 6) 

 

Froggett’s vocal protestations against the Cane Toad were dismissed by the toad’s 

proponents, who largely considered him to be a nuisance. However, the concerns of 

Froggatt and others in the community regarding the potential impact of the toad 

gave the Commonwealth Department of Health, and more specifically, its head, Dr 

Cumpton, cause for concern.  In November 8th 1935, only a few months after the 

Fifth Congress of the International Society of Sugar Cane Technologists (held in 

Brisbane in September 1935) heard from Reg Mungomery about the successful 

captive breeding of the toad and its release, a bombshell was dropped.  The Federal 

Health Department’s head, Dr Cumpston, telegrammed Bill Kerr (1900 – date 

unknown), the Director of the BSES, to inform the organisation of the decision to 

impose a ban on further releases of Bufo marinus.   

 

The reaction to the ban from the supporters of the toad was swift and broadly 

based: 

 

 Sir David Rivett, Chief Executive Officer of the Council for Scientific and 

Industrial Research (CSIR) – the fore-runner of CSIRO – was brought into 

the debate but he supported BSES saying ‘I am very glad to know that Mr C 

E Pemberton is prepared to defend the wisdom of the importation despite 

the decidedly pessimistic forecast of the New South Wales entomologist’…. 

And there was additional support for the toad from Robert Veitch, the Chief 

Entomologist of Queensland, and representation in person from Arthur Bell 

in Canberra, but Dr Cumpston was un-moved.  (Turvey, 2009: 5) 
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Proponents of the toad then accelerated the campaign, lobbying state politicians and 

meeting with considerable political support: 

 

It was time for the sugar industry to flex its considerable electoral muscles. 

The Director of BSES, Bill Kerr, wrote to the Australian Sugar Producers’ 

Association and the Queensland Cane Growers’ Council announcing the 

ban. The Council’s Secretary, Bill Doherty, immediately telegraphed his 

members asking for ‘... strong agitation against Federal authorities’. Bill 

Kerr also briefed his Minister, Frank Bulcock, who in turn sent a glowing 

recommendation of the toad to the Premier of Queensland, William Forgan 

Smith, suggesting he make representations to the Prime Minister. Forgan 

Smith was a former Minister for Agriculture and Stock and represented the 

sugar seat of Mackay; he had championed the sugar industry through the 

Depression and he had recently addressed international delegates at the 

Sugar Technologists’ Congress. (Turvey, 2009: 5) 

 

However, since it was a Commonwealth departmental ban, the campaign was taken 

right to the top; to the then Prime Minister Joseph Lyons (1879-1939); 

 

On the 2nd December 1935, Forgan Smith sent the Prime Minister, Joseph 

Lyons, an almost verbatim version of Bulcock’s letter – a copy of the original 

letter from Bill Kerr – requesting the ban be lifted. (Turvey, 2009: 5) 

 

The campaign was successful, with the Prime Minister intervening directly: 

 

The very next day Dr Cumpston telegraphed the Queensland Under Secretary 

for Agriculture and Stock to partially lift the ban, and the Prime Minister 

added later that ‘... no objection would be raised against the release of toads 

in those areas in which liberations have already been made’ – the Cairns, 

Gordonvale and Innisfail region. (Turvey, 2009: 5) 

 

Not only was the toad generally considered by scientists, industry and politician as 

a panacea for the ailing cane industry, but the strength of the sugar lobby was such 
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that it could compel a Prime Minister to over-rule his Head of the Department of 

Health almost instantly: 

 

An unhappy Dr Cumpston wrote to the Queensland Under Secretary to say 

‘It is recognised, of course, that your Government is prepared to accept its 

share of responsibility for the action which is now being taken’. BSES still 

wanted the ban lifted completely because cane growers were now calling for 

their allocation of toadlets, but first they had to satisfy a snubbed and 

unhappy Dr Cumpston. (Turvey, 2009:5 - 6). 

 

Mr Froggatt’s continued his opposition to the toad and, in January 1936, his article 

forewarning of the potential devastating impact of Bufo marinus was published (see 

Appendix D for extract). 

 

The weight of political, scientific and industry interests, however, was against 

Froggatt and his supporters. In July 1936, Dr Cumpston was sent a dossier of 

information concerning the benefits of the Cane Toad by the then Queensland 

Under Secretary for Agriculture and Stock.  The dossier included a detained 

rebuttal to Froggatt’s article, a letter from Cyril Pemberton supporting the 

‘...beneficial and innocuous creature’, a review of literature and a paper citing the 

benefits of the toad’s introduction in Hawaii (Turvey, 2009).  This dossier was 

swiftly followed by Arthur Bell forwarding to Dr Cumpston in August 1936, not 

only another copy of Raquel Dexter’s paper but also a report from an experiment 

conducted by staff of BSES in which they examined the toads’ excreta for evidence 

of their last meals (Turvey, 2009).    

 

The weight of scientific opinion presented by these two reports swayed Dr 

Cumpston and the ban on the wider release of the toad was lifted in September 

1936.  The BSES staff continued to breed and distribute Cane Toads for at least 

another three years in all sugar cane growing areas in Queensland. 
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Given that a single female toad can lay 30,000 eggs in a single session, it would 

seem that even had the ban been continued, there would have been little hope in 

reversing the impending spread of the toad.  Indeed, since their initial release they 

have spread to more than one million square kilometres of the Australian continent 

(Lever, 2001).  As Turvey (2009) notes, there was no hope of getting those tadpoles 

back in the jar and Froggatt’s prediction that the toads would reach beyond the 

Kakadu wetlands in Western Australia was prophetic - it has colonised the northern 

regions of Australia and into the south as far as northern New South Wales. 

 

Furthermore, the initial misgivings by Mungomery on the ability of the toad to 

control the white grubs of the sugar cane beetles proved correct; they were in fact 

ineffective against the larvae, as their feeding habits did not correspond with the 

swarming habits of the adult beetles, or the tendency of the grubs to burrow into the 

ground.   

 

What is interesting however, was the broadly based and often passionate support 

for the Cane Toad from quarters that, only a few years later, would seek to distance 

themselves from events leading to the toad’s introduction.  However, the evidence 

uncovered by Turvey paints a clear picture of the three main authorising bodies – 

government, industry and the scientific establishment of the day – working together 

on what was generally considered a mission to save a major Australian rural 

industry.  It is a classic example of what can go wrong when enthusiasm and blind 

faith replace evidence-based policy decision making; yet it should be noted that the 

introduction of Bufo marinus met the requirements of quarantine at that time.  

Furthermore, as Turvey (2009) observes, the introduction of Bufo marinus could 

easily meet the standards of today: 

 

Could it happen again today? Could another alien organism, championed 

by respected scientists, government departments and politicians, be released 

in Australia? Consider the 1935 proposal in the light of modern criteria for 

research funding and imagine the PowerPoint presentation; 
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The Cane Toad 

• builds on successes in biological control 

• replaces toxic pesticides 

• is supported by a published scientific paper 

• has international scientific peer review 

• is endorsed by Australia’s leading science body 

• is championed by the industry 

• is promoted by the Queensland Government and its Premier 

• is approved for use by the Commonwealth Government and 

• has personal endorsement from the Prime Minister. 

 

It is a dead-set winner – straight to the top of the funding list – yes, it could 

happen again. (Turvey, 2009:9) 

 

It is generally considered today that we have learnt the lessons of the past, and that 

we are far more rigorous in our scientific and environmental assessments. However, 

each generation of researchers believe that they are at the forefront of what is 

accepted evidential fact. New organisms are still being released as biological 

controls41

 

, and there are new concerns – the use of water, energy, genetic 

modification –which science judges safe today, but may not be considered so in 

future.  Indeed, the question of whether the lesson of the introduction of Bufo 

marinus has been learnt is far from resolved.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
41 Examples of these measures include vaccines against the cattle tick and the introduction of pest-specific 
diseases such as myxomatosis in rabbits. (Commonwealth of Australia 2012 
http://www.questacon.edu.au/indepth/clever/control_ferals.htm ) 
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5.1.1 Fact and Fear 

An article in the Western Australian newspaper, the Melville Times (Tuesday 23 

August 2005), (Plate 5.1.1) illustrates well the unbridled fear associated with the 

Cane Toad. 

 
Plate 5.1.1:  Toad fears spelt out  Melville Times Tuesday, 23 August 2005 
http://www.stopthetoad.com/media/media050823a.php 
 

In promoting an anti-toad campaign run by Western Australian novelist Tim 

Winton (1960 - ), the paper reported the advancement of the “…breeding 

machines…” with “…voracious appetites…” that will remove “…the native frogs, 

insects, fish and small mammals from your picnic scene” (Melville Times, 2005 

http://www.stopthetoad.com/media/media050823a.php Accessed 04.08.10), playing 

directly on public fear to sensationalises the story.  Indeed, it even goes as far as to 

suggest children are not safe, warning the poison of the toad can cause humans 
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“…intense pain, temporary blindness and inflammation.” (Melville Times, 2005 

http://www.stopthetoad.com/media/media050823a.php Accessed 04.08.10).  While 

Cane Toad venom is highly toxic, there are no documented cases in Australia of 

human deaths from Cane Toad poisoning.42

 

 

In addition to fear, the article continues the misinformation concerning the toad’s 

release, stating that Winton spoke to the paper “….about his anti-toad passions last 

Thursday, the 70th anniversary of the day a group of misguided cane farmers first 

released the South American amphibian to control beetle pests” (Melville Times, 

2005 http://www.stopthetoad.com/media/media050823a.php Accessed 04.08.10).   

 

The over-riding desire to control the Cane Toad is always associated with fear The 

transcript of a report by Australian current affairs program, Sixty Minutes, in 2003, 

highlights this well (see Appendix E for media hype over fears of the Cane Toad). 

However, the issue of the Cane Toad’s impact, and particularly its effects on 

predators is a core concern; more so when the predator as a national marsupial icon, 

such as the quoll.   Indeed, the impact of the Cane Toad on quoll populations is a 

complex issue.  Recent studies in Kakadu National Park demonstrated that local 

extinction of northern quolls is indeed occurring following the arrival of Cane 

Toad. (Oakwood, 2003, 2004; Watson and Woinarski, 2003; Freeland, 2005). Over 

the last decade a number of studies have shown a significant decline in northern 

quoll populations, and it has generally been considered that the reduction in 

numbers is a direct result of lethal ingestion of Cane Toad toxin.  

However, it has been previously estimated that there has been a 75 per cent 

reduction in the northern quoll's range between 1900-1990, prior to the introduction 
                                                 
42 Despite cane toads colonising over 20 countries, to date there are only two well-documented cases of 
human death as a result of eating toads or their eggs (Shine 2012). The first case was in the Philippines in 
1941, when the Chief of Detectives in Iloilo Province died after a meal of three toads mistaken for edible 
frogs. The second case was in Peru, when a woman and her young daughter died after eating a soup made 
from toad eggs. There are also reports (Shine 2012) of a near-fatal poisoning which occurred at the 
University of Sydney in the 1960’s, in which a first-year biology student consumed a small part of a cane 
toad that was being dissected in a biology laboratory class in response to a dare from fellow students. He 
was hospitalized as a result. As such, while there are certainly stories of human poisoning from cane toad 
venom, the very small number of reliable records of human fatalities from eating cane toads worldwide, 
over many decades, would appear to contradict this as being a cause for real concern. 
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of the Cane Toad in many areas.  It is thought that this decline was due to the 

predation of the species following the removal of ground cover by fire (which 

increases vulnerability to predators), widespread changes in land use and land 

management (such as cattle grazing) and potentially the introduction of exotic 

disease.  The addition of toads to this litany of problems may indeed be the 

proverbial straw on the camel’s back; to date, the range of the Northern Quoll has 

been reduced to six major geographical centres: Drummond Range, central 

Queensland; wet tropics Northern Queensland; northern Cape York Peninsula; 

northern and western Top End Northern Territory; north Kimberley and Pilbara 

(Braithwaite and Griffiths, 1994).   However, quolls in the wet tropics of North 

Queensland, while losing numbers initially, appear to have stabilised; it is in areas 

where seasonal changes lead the natural fluctuations in the quoll numbers that the 

combined impacts have been more detrimental. 

This illustrates how well researched, evidence based analysis can establish a picture 

of the true impact of an invasive species.  Quolls in particular areas are more 

susceptible than in others, and in determining quoll behaviour, there are initiatives 

currently underway to assist the quolls in adapting to the presence of toads, whilst 

also seeking to reduce toad numbers. An experiment reported by O’Donnell, Webb 

and Shine, (2010) found that quolls raised at the Territory Wildlife Park rapidly 

learnt to leave toads alone if a nausea-inducing chemical was added to the toad 

sausages (ground-up toad flesh in a sausage form) offered. The study found that the 

toad-trained quolls had significantly improved rates of survival following their 

release into toad affected areas in Kakadu National Park, with the trained quolls 

surviving long enough breed.  While it is too early to determine whether the toad 

aversion behaviour is inherited by the quoll offspring, the study presents the first 

practical success in enabling predators such as quolls to deal with Cane Toads.  

This methodology has been repeated with several types of predators, including 

lizards and crocodiles, and encouraging results have been reported (Shine, 2012). It 

would appear that many predators are able to avoid toads very quickly following 

behaviour modification; this presents another interesting avenue for dealing with 

Cane Toads, rather than extermination.  Here evidence based analysis has revealed 



216 
 

unforeseen benefits and opened avenues for further research; facts, as opposed to 

fears, have had practical outcomes. 

A website set up by Professor Rick Shine (University of Sydney), entitled 

CaneToadsinOz.com, outlines current research into Cane Toads and their control in 

Australia.  It also notes that there is a great deal of misinformation and mythology 

regarding toads, which can cloud the actual impact of the toad: 

 

There are numerous myths about Cane Toads. Many of the things that 

people think they “know” about Cane Toads are actually wrong. 

Many other stories may or may not be true, but we simply don’t know. 

(CanetoadsinOz.com website 

http://www.canetoadsinoz.com/debunkingcanetoadcontrolmyths.html  

Accessed 28.02.12) 

 

Shine and others involved in the University of Sydney based Team Bufo43

Shine and his associates refute a number of what they term as myths based on either 

insufficient evidence, or evidence to the contrary.  They acknowledge that such 

research may be considered controversial, but argue that such myths have a 

negative impact on what is actually known about Bufo marinus. Initially, Shine 

(2012) notes there is still insufficient research regarding toad’s dietary habits - the 

reason for their introduction - although the papers cited by Turvey (2009) indicate 

some initial concerns with the project.  More controversially, Shine (2012) argues 

 projects 

are critical of the often extreme reactions towards the toad. While acknowledging 

that Bufo marinus does have an ecological impact, they question the extent of that 

impact, and whether this in fact is leading to improper control methods (see 

Appendix F). 

                                                 
43 Team Bufo is the self-named group of Australian and international research scientists and students 
involved in a number of Australian Research Council funded projects researching cane toads and their 
impacts on biodiversity in regional and remote Australia.  The researchers and their students are affiliated 
with the University of Sydney, but have collaborative relationships with other national and international  
institutions, including James Cook University (QLD), Yale University (USA) and the  Centre for 
Ecological Analysis and Synthesis in Santa Barbara (USA) 
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that the evidence does not support the myth that toads have caused the extinction of 

many native Australian species; indeed, he notes that “The truth is, no Australian 

species is known or even suspected to have gone extinct as a result of Cane Toads.” 

(Shine, 2012).  He acknowledges that toads impact on predator and frog 

populations initially, but over time, an equilibrium is reached as predators either 

adapt to the toads or learn to avoid them. 

When they first arrive in a new area, Cane Toads kill lots of frog-

eating predators like quolls (carnivorous marsupials), goannas 

(varanid lizards) and snakes like death adders, red-bellied 

blacksnakes and king brown snakes. But over time, the Australian 

species adapt to deal with the toad’s presence – so if you go to places 

where toads have been around for many decades, most of those 

predator species are much more common again. They may not be as 

common as they were before toads arrived – we can’t tell because we 

don’t have any detailed information on historical numbers – but they 

certainly are much more common than they were a few years after the 

toads arrived. (CanetoadsinOz.com website 

http://www.canetoadsinoz.com/debunkingcanetoadcontrolmyths.html  

Accessed 28.02.12)  

Shine (2012) also refutes the myth that the toad is universally poisonous.  While 

acknowledging the absence of native toads in Australia and that their poison is 

chemically different to that of frogs, and thus many predators have not evolved in a 

manner allowing them to resist the toad’s poison, he cites evidence to support the 

premise that some species appear immune to the poison: 

…some native frog-eating species are perfectly capable of eating 

toads. For example, keelback snakes can eat all the toads they like 

without dying. Many birds also don’t seem to have any trouble, and 

indeed road-killed toads are a popular diet item for hawks in our 

study area at Fogg Dam. Native rodents happily munch Cane Toads 

without becoming ill. And lots of invertebrates handle the toad’s 

poison also – sometimes you can see meat ants grabbing and eating 
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huge numbers of tiny toads beside billabongs. (CanetoadsinOz.com 

website 

http://www.canetoadsinoz.com/debunkingcanetoadcontrolmyths.html  

Accessed 28.02.12)   

Shine (2012) also debunks the commonly held perception that Cane Toads are 

responsible for a decline in native frog populations, noting that there have been 

several studies showing frog numbers do not decline after toads arrive in an area. 

While there is competition for food and a small number of frogs may perish if they 

attempt to eat the toads, the toads also entrap predators that would normally target 

frogs. (Shine, 2012) 

Many of these myths (Shine, 2012) are held to be fact by conservationists and the 

public more broadly. The commercial network talk show the Circle, aired on 

29.02.12 an interview with Gerry Marantelli, of the independent and self-funded 

Amphibian Research Centre44

                                                 
44 The Amphibian Research Centre (ARC) website describes the organisation as  “a centre 
dedicated to research and conservation of Australia's unique frogs. The ARC is self funding and 
provides for its valuable work through sales and sponsorships.” ( 

 on the growth in frog populations.  Marantelli was 

asked specifically on the effect of the Cane Toad on Australian frog numbers, and 

he responded that the toad had been “devastating” and was responsible for frog 

predation, competition for food and resources, and was “poisoning the 

environment’ (Shine, 2012).  Interestingly, Marantelli’s statements were accepted 

without question or further substantiation, despite the lack of scientific evidence.  

This highlights the problem with the Cane Toad; although the evidence suggests 

that it does have a negative impact environmentally, the extent of that impact has 

http://frogs.org.au/arc/index.html  
accessed 29.02.12). The ARC is not affiliated with any research body or institution, and does not 
appear to publish any referred journals or papers.  The website cites as its origins that “It was the 
passion for frogs of Gerry Marantelli that led him to establish the Amphibian Research Centre as a 
"backyard business” (http://frogs.org.au/arc/features.php accessed 29.02.12).  With the exception of 
a single ARC hosted workshop/conference, (entitled Captivity, Reintroduction and Disease Control 
Technologies for Amphibian, December 2004) concerning husbandry and hygiene in amphibian 
conservation, the ARC appears to be a commercial enterprise (albeit with an education strand), and 
not a research body.  
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been the subject of significant conjecture.  In the absence of substantiated research 

into the habits and influence of Bufo marinus, more fears than facts will prevail. 

A report by Shine (2010) on the effects of Cane Toads on native fauna, entitled the 

Ecological Impact of Invasive Toads (2010) includes an extensive table (reproduced 

here as Table 5.1.1) which cites the relevant supporting research and summarises 

the effects of Bufo marinus on wildlife.  Of the species listed, only three (goannas, 

bluetongue lizards and the quoll) are noted as being severely affected by the 

presence of the Cane Toad, although it does note that crocodile numbers in some 

areas are more severely affected. In terms of native frogs, the effects are either 

negligible, minor or unknown. Shine’s (2010) table also notes those species where 

predation of Cane Toads has been documented; meat ants, a number of snakes and 

water rats. The evidence would therefore suggest that the reputation of the Cane 

Toad for being universally poisonous is inaccurate, although it is highly detrimental 

to a number of top level predators. 

Table 5.1.: Shine’s Summary of the Ecological Impact of Cane Toads on Native Animals in 
Australia 
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Table 5.1.1 (cont): Shine’s Summary of the Ecological Impact of Cane Toads on Native Animals 
in Australia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shine, 2010: 75-78.  
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Obviously, in relation to the toad, fear is not necessarily based in fact.  A report in 

the Northern Territory News entitled “Mutant 5 legged toads march on” (Wood, 

2011 http://www.ntnews.com.au/article/2011/09/25/262661_ntnews.html, Accessed 

27.11.2011) noted recent scientific discoveries that the Australian Bufo marinus 

was evolving; toads at the forefront of the population spread into the Northern 

Territory and Western Australia have been found to have longer and stronger legs, 

were prone to arthritis but seemingly did not respond to pain or discomfort, and 

were faster than toads in other areas outside of the advancing groups (Shine, 2010).   

However, the Territory News gave it a different spin, highlighting a report from 

Florida, USA, of a mutant five legged toad, and connecting it to a number of 

Australian cases of five legged toads.  It then makes the somewhat erroneous 

connection between these genetic mutations and the evolutionary advancement of 

the toad, albeit somewhat tongue in cheek.  Ultimately, the article presents the Cane 

Toad as a “Toadzilla” (Wood, 2011), mutating as it invades new territories, and 

ignoring the fact that genetic mutations occur in all life forms, including humans 

(see Appendix G). 

 
 

5.1.2 The Cane Toad as a Cultural Icon  

Ask any Queenslander and they will tell you that the Cane Toad has an iconic place 

in the identity of that state.  Indeed, “Cane Toad" is a colloquial term for an 

inhabitant of Queensland, particularly the state's State of Origin rugby league team 

members and supporters. Plate 5.1.2 displays caricatures of a Cane Toad and 

cockroach, used to advertise a State of Origin match in which the Cane Toad is 

clearly a reference to Queensland’s own and interstate identification with the Cane 

Toad. 
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Plate 5.1.2: State of Origin mascot artwork, Wordpress website 

http://lifebrisbane.wordpress.com/tag/cane-toads/ accessed 01.03.12 
 

In reality, most documentation of the social interaction between humans and Cane 

Toads, and symbolic status of the toad within Queensland folklore, is found within 

the media and in the spheres of human sciences - in creative arts and humanities, 

and more specifically, in art, literature, and in film. Of note are two fictional 

children’s novels by Morris Gleitzman - Toad Rage (1999) and Toad Surprise 

(2008) (both published by Penguin, Vic).  Both novels centre on the toad character, 

Limpy, and his search to understand why Cane Toads are loathed and detested by 

humans.  Amusingly written, Gleitzman uses the character of Limpy as an allegory 

for understanding bigotry, minorities, social relationships and the environment.   

 

Also of note was the publication The Cane Toad Times – Australia’s Humour 

Magazine, published by Planet Press in Brisbane, QLD, in the late 1970’s and 

between 1983 and 1990.  The first volume (appearing between 1977 and 1978) was 

an eclectic mix of artwork and articles “…a funny little folded thing filled with 

naughty cartoons and scribblings.” (Stocks 1998:30); the second volume (published 

in 1983) was stridently anti- National party, and in particular highly critical of then 

Queensland Premier, Sir Joh Bjelke-Petersen. It used the toad as a symbol for a left 
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leaning counter culture that had a “professed disdain of high art and poetry.” 

(Stocks, 1998:30).45

 

  

However, the standout example of the Cane Toad’s place within popular Australian 

culture is in film, with two documentary style films looking at not only the impact 

of the toad, but its relationship with humans and its place in modern culture (see 

Appendix H for an overview of these films and their context and impact). 

 

Both films were made by Australian film maker, Mark Lewis (1957-  ) and draw 

heavily upon the perceptions of Cane Toads; the human characters may either be 

strongly supportive or ardently opposed to the toad, but in all cases, the symbolism 

of the toad as an environmental menace and a tenacious survivor is central in 

portraying the connections people have with the toad in his films.  

Another short film, the computer animated work by David Clayton and Andrew 

Silke, Cane-Toad - What happened to Baz? (2002) also plays to public perceptions 

towards the Cane Toad. The synopsis is simple – the toad character, Baz, 

disappears, and the theories on his possible plight are recounted by his toad friend 

Daz, who outlines possible grisly endings that can befall an unfortunate Cane Toad.  

As with Lewis’s documentary style films, What happened to Baz?  plays upon the 

love/hate relationship the public have with the Cane Toad; although the audience 

empathises with the characters of Baz and Daz, the entertainment is in the possible 

ways Baz has met his untimely end.  As with Lewis’s films, What happened to 

Baz?,(Plate 5.1.3) was both a commercial and critical success, and won the "Best 

Comedy" award at the 2003 St Kilda Film Festival. 
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Plate 5.1.3:  Promotional poster advertising Toad Rage (2011).  Director Morris Gleitzman,  
Yearling Films. 

Australia’s connection with the Cane Toad is recognised in popular culture 

elsewhere.  The invasive nature of Cane Toads was referenced in The Simpsons 

episode "Bart vs. Australia" (first aired Fox network February 19, 1995, written by 

Bill Oakley and Josh Weinstein and directed by Wes Archer).  In the episode, the 

central character of Bart releases his pet bullfrog, which breeds and invades 

Australia, destroying all the crops.  

Given the Cane Toad’s place in popular culture and in Queensland identity, it is 

therefore of little surprise that, in 2006, Bufo marinus was listed by the National 

Trust Queensland as a Queensland icon (Plate 5.1.4).  
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Plate 5.1.4: National Trust Queensland, National Trust Icons - List of Queensland Icons, 2006.  

http://www.nationaltrustqld.org/files/Events/Icons_2006.pdf 
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Recognising that the Cane Toad was not universally admired, the trust nonetheless 

listed it, noting that: 

THOSE items we have listed as Queensland icons all satisfy the criteria 

that they inherently represent a part of our history or will have 

contributed to our cultural identity and will have won a lasting place in 

our minds and memories. Whatever one may feel towards it, this 

inclusion is no exception and well deserves its place amongst our not 

necessarily always popular Queensland icons. (Maxwell, 2006: 03)    

Thus, the Cane Toad has official status as a state icon of Queensland, alongside the 

Great Barrier Reef, and past icons, the Royal Flying Doctor Service and the 

backyard mango tree (also an introduced species). 
 

 

 
5.1.3 Turning a Profit: the Cane Toad and Industry 

For almost as long as Cane Toads have been in Australia, there have been attempts 

to make use to them commercially. Internationally, Bufotenine toxin derived from 

Cane Toads have been used as an aphrodisiac and hair-restorer in Japan, and in 

China the toxin has been applied in medicine to lower the heart rate of patients 

undergoing cardiac surgery (Lyttle, Goldstein & Gartz: 1996).  The toxin from Bufo 

marinus is used by South American Indians on hunting arrows, and there is 

documented evidence of its misuse as a narcotic. (Lyttle, Goldstein & Gartz: 1996, 

Lever, 2001). 

 

In 1948, it was discovered that amphibians, and particularly frogs and toads, could 

be used to determine human pregnancy.  A woman's urine was injected 

subcutaneously into the lymph glands of a male toad, resulting in spermatazoa 

becoming present in the toad's urine if the woman was pregnant (Berra, 1998 in 

Lever, 2001). Although these tests initially employed Bufo arenarum, it soon 

became clear that a variety of anuran species were suitable, including the Cane 

Toad.  In a short time, Cane Toads became the primary subjects for human 

pregnancy testing and were used for this purpose for approximately twenty years; 
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their popularity derived from the fact that toads produced faster results than 

mammals and were easier to raise and reproduce in large numbers (Tyler, 

Wassersug & Smith, 2007). 

 

Indeed, as a laboratory animal, the Cane Toad is ideal; it is plentiful, easily 

obtained, inexpensive and placid when handled.   Cane Toads were used in 

scientific experiments and laboratory procedures from the 1950s, and by the end of 

1960s, large numbers were being collected and exported to high schools and 

universities (Tyler, 1976).  Since then, a number of Australian states have 

introduced or tightened importation regulations (Tyler, 1976).    

 

Even deceased, Cane Toads have value. Cane Toad skin has been made into leather 

and novelty items; (McCarin, 2008) they have been taxidermied in various poses 

and accessorised, and their iconic status makes them popular with the Queensland 

tourist market (Bateman, 2008), attempts have also been made to produce fertilizer 

from their bodies.  

 

In some parts of the world, Cane Toads are considered a delicacy, although it would 

appear that attempts to make them palatable in Australia has some way to go (see 

Plate 5.1.5). 
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Plate 5.1.5:  Watkins E Visiting TV show host eats a pesky canetoad. NTNews.com.au, first 
posted 06 October 2008, http://www.ntnews.com.au/article/2008/10/06/7785_ntnews.html 
Accessed 23.01.2012  

 

In her book Cane Toads – An Unnatural History (based upon the movie of the same 

title by Mark Lewis), Stephanie Lewis (1988) includes two Cane Toad recipes, 

warning the poisonous skin must be removed before consumption, but that “…Then 

and only then, toad legs can be treated much the same as frog’s legs – a gourmet’s 

delight.” (Lewis 1988: 65). Lewis (1988) then details the recipes for Toad Legs in 

Beer Batter and Marinated Toad Legs.  
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A news article from ABC Online (dated February 15th 2010) outlines plans by a 

meat processing company, United Game Processors,46

 

 for the exportation of toads 

to China for use in traditional Chinese medicine (see Appendix I.1 China keen on 

Cane Toad imports). The director of the company believed that the Cane Toad 

would provide opportunities for market expansion, but a subsequent report found 

that the Chinese interest had (for reasons unknown) waned.  However, the company 

maintains there is still the opportunity for commercial exploitation (Appendix I.2 

China takes Cane Toads off the menu). 

In terms of local industry, however, it would appear that the most common 

application for Cane Toads is within the leather industry.  The company 

Toadtraders.com specialises in products made from Cane Toad leather; their range 

includes Cane Toad leather bags, hats, key rings, purses, wallets and a number of 

novelty items (including the rather arresting Cane Toad bow tie, complete with 

Cane Toad head) (Plate 5.1.6).   

 

                                                 
46 United Game Processors are based in Charleville, Queensland and involved in the harvesting and 
exportation of kangaroo and buffalo meat and hides to markets in America, Europe, South East Asia and 
Asia, and the Middle East.   
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Plate 5.1.7: Various Cane Toad leather products commercially produced by Toadtraders.com  

http://www.toadtraders.com/index.php/0/0/46ca450a1f990.jpg/ accessed 02.03.12 
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While these products are not to everyone’s taste, it remains that there must be 

enough of a market to make these items commercially viable. 

 

Another leather company specialising in Cane Toad products, Marino Leather 

Exports, promotes Cane Toad leather as being strong and versatile.  Their website, 

which lists a variety of different toad leather and taxidermy products, highlights the 

Cane Toad as a major pest, suggesting that, in purchasing a Cane Toad product, the 

customer is saving Australia’s native wildlife and reducing Cane Toad numbers 

(unproven claims, but certainly a good sales pitch) (see Appendix I.3 Advertorial 

for Australian Souveniers and Wholesale Souveniers). 
  

However, it would appear that not all commercial applications of Cane Toads are 

without problems.  ToadJus, a commercial grade fertiliser made by the Northern 

Territory based community and environmental organisation, FrogWatch, was 

initially seen as a viable commercial solution to the Cane Toad problem. As a result 

of their community eradication campaigns, Frogwatch had stockpiled over 200kgs 

of toad carcasses, and sought turn these into commercial grade fertiliser.  An article 

published in the Sydney Morning Herald (Toads to be juiced, AAP, 2006) 

announced the proposal, with Organic fertiliser producer Moeco agreeing to 

produce a trail batch while noting doubts about the commercial viability of the 

project. 

 

However, in a somewhat bizarre turn of events, it appeared that the Cane Toad 

cocktail was not sufficiently aged, and the build-up of gas in the fertiliser bottles 

lead to a number of messy, and highly fragrant, explosions.  A subsequent article 

Bottled toads have explosive potential (Northern Territory News, September 19 

2006) reported there had been a product recall, although all that was required was 

to ensure that the fertiliser container lids were loosened. However, given that the 

Frogwatch website no longer advertises the product for sale, it would appear that 

commercial production has been put on hold, and that other (more pedestrian) 

applications for Cane Toads remain safer. 
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5.1.4 Mechanisms for control 

For many people, it would appear that the best Cane Toad is a dead Cane Toad, and 

the method of dispatch is not of concern.  An article in the Courier Mail entitled 

Outrage over ‘Cane Toad golf’ (Courier Mail, June 7, 2007) reported the reaction to 

a somewhat misguided marketing ploy by Townsville City Council in its promotion 

campaign of the city and the lifestyle of the region. Along with slogans promoting 

the reef, fishing and recreation activities, beer stubby coolers were printed promoting 

Cane Toad golf as a regional activity: 

 

Townsville City Council produced several hundred beer stubby holders 

carrying slogans promoting local activities including "Cane Toad golf", 

as part of a recently launched advertising campaign. 

The $270,000 campaign is designed to showcase "all the great things 

about Townsville and the people who live here", a council spokeswoman 

said. 

Other slogans on the beer coolers include "cold beer on a hot summer's 

day" and "bagging a barra" (barramundi). (Courier Mail, June 2007, 

http://www.couriermail.com.au/news/queensland/outrage-over-cane-

toad-golf/story-e6freoof-1111113699939 Accessed 07.03.12) 

 

The RSPCA criticised the promotional campaign, stating that it encouraged animal 

cruelty and was an ineffectual method of control (see Appendix J.1). While the then 

mayor of Townsville, Cr Tony Mooney, acknowledged the concerns of the RSPCA 

and the community, he nonetheless concluded that the campaign should not be taken 

too seriously (Appendix J.2): 

 

The campaign did have the effect of increasing the media footprint of the 

Townsville City Council, albeit not positively.  It also divided the local community, 

with the editorial blogs and emails to the editor in the online Townsville Bulletin 

newspaper reflecting popular sentiment for and against (see Appendix J.3). 
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Toad golf, toad clubbing, toad cricket and a variety of other means have been used 

to eradicate toads.  In 2009, Federal Member of Parliament in the Northern 

Territory, Dave Tollner (1966 - ) caused national controversy in calling for a 

whacking day (see Appendix J.4 Whacking day: MP urges public to kill Cane 

Toads, 2009) as a means of eradicating toads from the Northern Territory.  When 

the obvious ethical issues in clubbing an animal to death were pointed out, his 

response was to justify the slow death of the toad by comparing that to the slow 

death of the unfortunate predator that has ingested the toad’s toxin. 

 

However, more recently, the approach to toad control has taken on a more humane 

approach.  The annual Toad Day Out (organised by FrogWatch and other 

environmental community groups), which engages the community in what is 

effectively a toad ‘round up’, euthanises captured toads with carbon monoxide gas.  

A report in the 2010 Cairns Post (see Appendix K.1) notes the public change in 

culture, stating that the Cane Toad should be eradicated as humanely as possible. 
 

Despite the feeling of community goodwill, evidence shows that the annual Cane 

Toad round ups by environmental groups are ineffective at control.  Shine (2011) 

notes that, while considerable effort and funding has been expended by 

environmental group in hand-collecting toads, trapping and building fences to 

segregate areas (a tactic usually employed, where funded, in areas of Western 

Australian and the Northern Territory) the physical removal of toads is not 

sufficient to halt, let alone reduce, the toad population (see Appendix K.2). Shine 

(2011) also notes that hand collecting toads does not slow their rate of advancement 

with toads at the forefront of the population spread continuing to advance 

(Appendix K.3). 

 

Shine acknowledges benefits in the collection of toads by community groups, citing 

an increase in the public profile of environmental conservation and increased 

awareness of the effects of invasive species on natural biodiversity. He also notes 

that toad collection events are useful in promoting community involvement and 

cohesion: 



234 
 

 

…."toad-musters" and the like have got lots of tropical residents off their 

couches, away from the TV, and out into the swamps so they can see their 

local environment firsthand. Co-operating to fight the threat of toad 

invasion has brought people closer together, and encouraged important 

dialogue between aboriginal Australians and other parts of the wider 

community. (CanetoadsinOz.com website 

http://www.canetoadsinoz.com/debunkingcanetoadcontrolmyths.html  

Accessed 28.02.12)  

While acknowledging there may be a thinning out of populations if toads are 

collected during dry seasonal spells which may reduce their impact on the local 

fauna, Shine (2011) promotes biological control as the preferable control.  Noting 

that the viruses that affect Cane Toads in their native countries would also impact 

on our native frog population (and thus be inappropriate for release here), Shine 

(2011) cites a number of other interesting research avenues. 

He is critical of attempts by the CSIRO to engineer a genetically modified virus that 

would only affect Cane Toads (noting this work appears to be abandoned), but 

supports Thresher and Bax’s (2006) work to modify toads genetically to produce 

only male offspring. The genetically modified animals would otherwise be identical 

to normal toads. The theory is that if sufficent genetically modified animals are 

released, the population sex ratio would become increasingly male-biased towards 

eventual extinction. 

However, given that a single female can produce 30, 000 viable eggs in a spawning, 

the numbers to be released would need to be significant.  Shine (2011) notes that 

there are both considerable technical and ethical issues, not the least of which 

would be releasing more toads into habitats where ecological equilibrium between 

the toad and other species appears to have been reached.  There are also likely to be 

public concerns with a proposal to release significant numbers of genetically 

modified animals into the wild. 



235 
 

Shine (2011) cites research at Newcastle University by Mahony and Clulow (2005) 

on the release of large numbers of sterile males to outcompete wild males in 

securing females. This theory has had some success with certain agricultural pest 

insect females producing infertile eggs. However, controlling toads by releasing 

new toad populations remains logistically problematic, could have an 

environmental impact on predator species and is likely to cause public alarm. 

Other control mechanisms are also being investigated. A study by Ward-Fear, 

Brown and Shine, (2009) found Cane Toads to be vulnerable to one of the common 

native predators, the meat ant, Iridomyrmex reburrus.  Ward-Fear et al found that, 

unlike young native frogs that have evolved to avoid the ants, juvenile toads during 

the daylight hours inhabit the places the ants forage and do not flee when ants 

approach. The study found meat ants to be highly effective at capturing and killing 

the small toads as they emerge from the water; of those that initially escaped attack, 

many would perish within a few hours, due to wounds inflicted by the ants. In some 

of the trials, it was determined that the ants attacked and killed more than 90 per 

cent of the toads near the water’s edge within a short period of time. (Shine, 2011).  

It has been proposed that this discovery be considered one of an array of options in 

determining control – and again demonstrates the relevance of fact, not fear, in 

determining policy initiatives. 

 
 
 
 5.2       The Cane Toad: Interpreting the Subject  

While many artists work from a primarily instinctual foundation, the methodology 
of this research demanded that the artworks for this exhibition be planned 
strategically; hence at all times it was essential that their purpose to affect be at the 
forefront of consciousness. This  was  to maximize the viewer 
revisiting preconceived notions regarding the target species. The subjective 
narrative artworks were based upon first-hand accounts volunteered by people 
wishing to share encounters with the selected animals; the objective works drew 
stylistic inspiration from the zoological works of artists from the 18th and 
19th century, with particular emphasis on the works of Ferdinand Bauer and Charles 
Alexandre-Lesueur. 
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In terms of the visual approach to the Cane Toad, the artworks were designed to 
capitalize on undercurrents of sympathy, pride, loathing and fascination towards the 
Cane Toad.  The zoological and natural history style artworks were intended to go 
beyond an external visual description of the toad’s form and function; these were 
intended to show the toad as a masterpiece of biological engineering, a perfect 
embodiment of the Darwinian principles of procreation and survival.   The 
subjective narrative works drew inspiration from the iconic nature of the Cane 
Toad, illustrating stories that encapsulated the emblematic status of the toad for 
many people.  
 
Previous sections have noted the iconic status of the Cane Toad, particularly in 
north Queensland.  Indeed, it is evident that many hold pride in the toad’s stubborn 
existence and its dogmatic biological need to propagatre. The fact that it is reviled 
so extensively by those in other states (and in particular, south of the Queensland 
border) is icing on the cake for many Queenslanders.    That said, challenging 
public perceptions of the Cane Toad remained to be a difficult, even herculean 
task. Revising perceptions in the light of dedicated anti-toad sentiment presented a 
significant challenge.  
 
  

This decision as to which print style should be adopted took into account a number 

of considerations.  Firstly, it was decided that in order to ensure balance and 

consistency, the one print style should apply to the selected works for printing.  

Secondly, technical considerations including complexity of process, time required 

for each successful print, and the artist’s own skill and knowledge in printmaking 

techniques, were considered.  It was evident that this point that copper etching took 

considerably less time and was less intensive in terms of process than lithography, 

but there was also a stylistic concern.   

 

In keeping with the decision to enhance or even exaggerate the subjective narrative 

works, it was decided that the best approach would be to employ a highly 

illustrative, simple flat line technique that was almost cartoon like, where the 

simplicity of form and use of characterisation would create an engaging and even 

whimsical representation of the account.  It was obvious that the etching process 
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would be the better print technique to adopt this style, given the ability to use the 

etching process to create simple and crisp linework.  Coupled with the fact that the 

etching process was far less complex technically than lithography, a decision was 

made to represent one each of the subjective narrative accounts in copper plate 

etching.    

 

Thus, the Cane Toad series consists of works in watercolour on board and vellum 

as part of the natural history style (the objective works) and a major watercolour 

work and a printed etching, as part of the subjective narrative style (the subjective 

works). 

 

 

5.2.1 From Specimen to Realisation 

The reference materials for artwork of the subjects in this study drew primarily 

upon photographic studies of the subject, life sketches and preserved specimens.  

The exception were tadpoles sourced from the James Cook University Zoological 

sciences collection; preserved in a liquid, these were still in pristine condition (Plate 

5.2.1).   

 

 
 
Plate 5.2.1:  Preserved Bufo marinus tadpoles.  James Cook University zoological reference 
collection. Photograph Terri MacDonald, 2003 
 
 
Also sourced from the collection were two species of cane beetle, French’s cane 

grub and the Greyback cane beetle, (Plate 5.2.2) as published illustrations (Plate 
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5.2.3) proved somewhat inaccurate when actual specimens were viewed; as such 

the cane beetle art work was derived from the preserved specimens and notebook 

studies (Plate 5.2.4). 

 

 
Plate 5.2.2:  Preserved cane beetles, artist’s own collection.  Photograph Terri MacDonald, 
2003. 

 
Plate 5.2.3:  Reference images of French’s canegrub and the greyback cane beetle (CSIRO 
Australia and AFFA, 2001). 
 
 

 
Plate 5.2.4:  Cane beetle sketch, artist notebook, 2003. 
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Skeletal studies were used to inform the etchings of the toad; photographs were 

taken of skeletal specimens in the James Cook University zoological collection and 

found skeletal remains of toads were collected by the artist/researcher for reference 

(Plate 5.2.5).  

 
Plate 5.2.5:  Preserved mounted skeletal specimen of Bufo marinus.  James Cook University 
zoological reference collection.  Photograph Terri MacDonald, 2003 
 

The photographs were over-drawn in pencil in order to define the outline of the 

bones more effectively and fill in any missing elements. 

The subjective narrative works drew upon the imagery of the selected narratives 

but, where possible (such as in Every Dog has its Day, 2004), the characters 

involved (in this case, the dog) were photographed and their likeness recreated 

within that artwork. 

 

With reference to the photographic and life sketches, the Cane Toad was an almost 

perfect subject in terms of passivity, handling and availability.  They are relatively 

passive, easy to handle and plentiful in numbers.  However, amphibians do not 

preserve well; even commercially preserved toads are distorted or discoloured to 

some degree, and thus were not useful in terms of artistic study.    
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The primary sources for the artwork thus utilised photographs of live toads, both in 

(see Plate 5.2.6) and out (see Plates 5.2.7 and 5.2.8) of their environment.  

 

 
Plate 5.2.6:  Image of the Cane Toad in grass. Photograph Terri MacDonald 2003 

 

Plate 5.2.7:  Underside of toad torso and head with eye detail, from a selection of images. 
Photograph Terri MacDonald, 2003 

 

Plate 5.2.8:  Underside of toad, from a selection of images. Photograph Terri MacDonald, 2003  
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Visual documentation of the subject was further supplemented by notebook studies 

or field notes and photographic compilations (see Plates 5.2.9 – 5.2.12).   

 

 
Plate 5.2.9:  Bufo marinus notebook sketches from life studies. Terri MacDonald, 2003 

 

 
Plate 5.2.10:  Bufo marinus notebook sketches (from photographic source). Terri MacDonald, 
2003 
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Plate 5.2.11:  Bufo marinus notebook sketches (from photographic source). Terri MacDonald, 
2003 

 
Plate 5.2.12:  Bufo marinus notebook sketches (from photographic source). Terri MacDonald, 
2003 

 
Aside from documenting the physical from of the toad, its environment and some 

characteristic behaviours, photographs are also useful in determining precise 

patterning and specific colours.  This slight enhancement of colour inherent in 

photography (such as the pink and purple hues and the spotting on the underside of 

the toad) can be useful when depicting the subject in an artistic sense, especially 

when the goal is to challenge the perceptions of the toad as a drab, ugly and 

altogether visually unpleasant animal. 
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5.2.2 Objective Experimentation: Vellum Studies 

A number of experimental works on Kelmscott vellum in various sizes and subjects 

were detailed in 4.6; these were valuable in that they explored the depiction of 

natural history subjects on vellum, and served as the preparatory research for the 

execution of a number of small and intricate studies of the selected subjects in this 

project.    The vellum studies for Bufo marinus consisted of small, anatomical 

studies that were used to inform the larger works.  The object of these exercises was 

to become more familiar with the details of the toad’s physical form.  It was also 

intended to show the variety of colour, texture and shape in what is generally 

considered to be a drab, ugly, warty, brown amphibian.   

 

Photographic references were primarily used to inform these studies; in addition, to 

ensure accuracy where more complex features were being described, simple line 

tracings were taken and then transferred on to the vellum.  The anatomical details 

were then painted in watercolours, using gum arabic to build layers. 

 

Plates 5.2.13 – 5.2.18 show a number of sources that were referenced in order to 

define the colours, textures and structure of Bufo marinus; it is clear from these 

images that there is significant variation in both shape and colour in the toad 

anatomy, which was then used to inform the vellum study (Plate 7.2.18). 

 

          
Plate 5.2.13: Different views of the eye of Bufo marinus. Photograph Terri MacDonald, 2003 

 

 
Plate 5.2.14: External ear, Bufo marinus. Photograph Terri MacDonald, 2003 
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Plate 5.2.15: Dorsal and ventral views of the front feet of Bufo marinus. Photograph Terri 
MacDonald, 2003 

 
 

  
 

  
 

Plate 5.2.16: Dorsal and ventral views of the rear feet of Bufo marinus. Photograph Terri 
MacDonald, 2003 
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Plate 5.2.17:  Ventral view of abdomen skin, colour and texture of Bufo marinus Photograph 
Terri MacDonald, 2003 

 
 

     
Plate 5.2.18: Dorsal view of back skin, colour and texture of Bufo marinus Photograph Terri 
MacDonald, 2003 
 

 

Plate 5.2.19 depicts the vellum studies of Bufo marinus.  Features were done to a 

scale of 2:1 so as to retain detail.  Anatomical features depicted include a front 

and lateral view of the eye (see a1 and a2), the external ear fold (b), the webbing 

folds present between the toes (c1 and c2) and a ventral view of the rear foot. 

Images e1 and e2 depict two different skin textures and colours; e1 of the soft pale 

underside of the toad while e2 is a representation of the lumpy skin covering the 

back of the toad.  
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Plate 5.2.19:  Bufo marinus – anatomical details  2003,  watercolour and gouache on vellum 
22.5cm x 12.5cm. 
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5.2.2.1 Anatomical work 

The major anatomical work of the Cane Toad series, Bufo marinus (Cane Toad) 

(2003) presents the toad in various life stages and multiple views.  As with the 

vellum studies, the primary source materials were derived from photographs 

(depicted in Plate 5.2.20), preserved specimens (shown earlier in Plate 5.2.1) and 

life studies. 

 

 

   

    
Plate 5.2.20: Compilation of reference images of different views and life stages of Bufo 
marinus (Photographs: Terri MacDonald, 2003) 
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Plate 5.2.21 depicts the brief exploratory sketches made in order to establish a 

general composition and to record details of the preserved specimens that would 

need highlighting in the finished work (such as the clear outer membrane 

encompassing the toad tadpole, or details of its eyes).  

 

 
Plate 5.2.21:  Layout sketch of Bufo marinus anatomic study, Artist’s notebook, 2003 

 

The composition of the individual views (1:1 scale) were later revised as per the 

format of the final artwork but with the different presentation of lateral, ventral 

and dorsal views, with the eggs and tadpoles depicted at the top, a ventral and 

dorsal view underneath these, and finally the lateral view at the bottom of the 

composition.  These changes were made to allow for a more logical flow (eggs to 

tadpoles to toad) and also to improve the overall composition; visually the early 

composition was ‘bottom heavy’, with the final work (Plate 5.2.22) more finely 

balanced in terms of overall design. 
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Plate 5.2.22: Bufo marinus (Cane Toad) 2003, watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board 
 

This work was executed in watercolours on Bainbridge illustration board, using 

the layering method of alternative layers of colour and gum arabic described in 

4.3, which enhanced colour and gave the surface of the paint a luminous sheen.  In 

depicting elements such as the raised bumps on the toad’s skin (dorsal view) or 

the eggs of the toad, the gum arabic was applied in droplets to give these images a 

slightly raised, almost three dimensional, impasto texture.   
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The composition and treatment of the toad in Bufo marinus (Cane Toad) (2003) 

depicted in Plate 5.2.22 is very much after the style of Ferdinand Bauer (noting 

also that the supporting illustration of the cane beetles (Lepidiota frenchi 

(French’s canegrub) (top) and Dermolepida albohirtum (Greyback cane beetle) 

(bottom) Diptych 2004), is also executed in the same style).   

 

This work presents the subject in a subtly enhanced manner (depicting the toad as 

a colourful and interesting anatomical form in a kind of neo-realist naturalism) but 

relies for its effectiveness in challenging the perceptions of the viewer upon this 

artwork being viewed in conjunction with other objective styles, with the aim of 

presenting a comprehensive overview of the biology of the toad, which is then 

juxtaposed with the rich narrative of the subjective works.  

 

Thus, while the work depicted in Plate 5.2.22 depicts the external characteristics 

of Bufo marinus, the internal construction of the toad is concealed. In order to 

explore all physical characteristics, the toad’s internal structure also needed be 

represented visually.  Skeletal studies of the toad were depicted in the printed 

works and, in the watercolour series, the internal features of the Cane Toad were 

represented as stained specimens.47

 

   

Specimen staining is a preservation process largely unique to fish and amphibians, 

as traditional preservation methods are either inappropriate, technically difficult or 

distort the specimen’s appearance and colour. In addition to visualising the toad’s 

internal anatomy, with all bones and elements naturally linked and arranged, the 

stained specimen itself is artistically arresting, the outer form of the toad barely 

discernible (becoming a transparent, gelatine like substance) and the inner forms 

                                                 
47 Staining is a method of preserving the specimen so that its internal structure is intact and visible; it is a 
relatively simple, safe and inexpensive preservation technique in which specimen is initially fixed with 
formalin, then cleaned and soaked in water.  The cartilage is stained blue with combination of alcian blue, 
ethanol (ethyl alcohol), and glacial acetic acid. Once appropriately stained, the specimen is rehydrated in 
ethanol and then soaked with trypsin as needed. Alizarin red stain is then applied which fixes to bone, so 
that it is therefore possible to determine what is bone and cartilage from the colours of the stains.  The 
specimens are then dehydrated and placed in glycerol. The advantage of staining is that a researcher can 
determine the relative positions of the adjoining bones, mineralization of growing bones (and therefore 
developmental stage of an individual), and see more detail in the internal structures.  In zoology, this 
process is normally applied to amphibians, reptiles and fish. 
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stained vividly red.  As such, it provided a rich visual base from which to create 

work providing an alternative view of the subject. 

 

In order to ensure complete accuracy, tracings were taken of photographs of the 

stained specimen. These were then transferred to the illustration board and the 

details carefully painted. Plate 5.2.23 shows the artwork in progress, with the 

reference photo (taken by the artist) alongside; Plate 5.2.24 depicts the completed 

work. 

 
Plate 5.2.23:  Work in progress on Bufo marinus (Cane Toad) 2004,  watercolour and gouache 
on Bainbridge board 
 

 
Plate 5.2.24: Bufo marinus (Cane Toad) 2004,  watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board 
31cm x 24cm 
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5.2.2.2  Natural History Work 

The larger painting Cane Toad Serenade (Plate 5.2.25) was the final vellum work 

in the Cane Toad natural history series.  Drawing upon the smaller studies which 

investigated the anatomy of eyes, ears, limbs and skin textures, this work presents 

Bufo marinus in a naturalised setting, and displaying behaviour typical of the toad 

– in this case, Bufo is in full song, with its large throat pouch fully inflated. 

 

 
Plate 5.2.25:  Cane Toad Serenade  2004,  watercolour on vellum, 30cm x 30cm 

 

Stylistically this work is closer to Charles Alexandre Lesueur in that the subject is 

not removed from its surroundings and presented in the dry, clinical manner 

favoured by Ferdinand Bauer (e.g. Plate 5.2.22).  While Lesueur’s approach may 

lack the ability to describe the subject’s anatomy completely, it is useful in that it 

gives the viewer an idea of the subject in its natural environment and engaged in 

behaviour typical of the animal – this is information not conveyed by Bauer’s 

images. 

 

Technically, the larger vellum works presented a number of challenges not 

encountered with the smaller exploratory studies.  These pieces of Kelmscott 

vellum were uniform in colour and texture, and at 30cm x 30cm, any distortion or 

buckling of the skin would be immediately apparent to the viewer and impact on 

the image.  As such, it was necessary to adhere the vellum to a board to prevent 

warping of the medium. 
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The process of layering washes with gum arabic was applied in this work, and 

areas of light (such as in creating skin texture, or in the grass) created by carefully 

lifting pigment with the brush loaded with water.  The use of colour on the toad 

was designed to allow the toad to contrast against its background, and the circular 

composition highlights the inflated throat pouch and the focal point of its eye 

(accented by an orange/red highlight above the eye).  The concept was to display 

the toad naturally, but to emphasise its colour and skin textures so as to show 

there is beauty in the beast. 

 
 
 

5.2.3 Extension Application: Prints 
 

The Cane Toad series included both lithograph and copper plate etchings, in both 

natural history and subjective narrative styles.  The natural history works followed 

the same conventions set with the painted works; the etchings were created in a 

scientifically objective style, detached from a background and environment, and 

instead presented in accurate anatomical detail. The natural history style was more 

interpretive so that, while the subject was described realistically, it was depicted 

within its environment and engaged in typical behaviour.  

In order to undertake these works, it was necessary to acquire the technical 

expertise and skills needed to execute the two different styles of printmaking.   A 

series of workshops on lithography (presented by master printmaker, Peter 

Lancaster) was undertaken in 2003 and 2004, with additional guidance and 

support provided by staff of the printmaking department at James Cook 

University.   

 

5.2.3.1 Etching 

The etching for the Cane Toad series of works was a skeletal study, based upon a 

mounted specimen in the James Cook University zoological collection.  Given the 

fragility of the specimen, it was deemed prudent to photograph the specimen and 

to work from those images.  Plate 5.2.26 shows a printed copy of the photograph 

used as a basis for the etching.   
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As the specimen was mounted behind sealed glass, it was difficult to photograph 

it so that all anatomical details were in focus.  As such, while the image in Plate 

5.2.26 was the main reference in terms of composition,  it was necessary to 

incorporate elements from a series of photographs of the subject, so that features 

that were either unclear (such as the finger segments) or accidently cropped out 

(such as the toes on the hind legs) could be reinstated. 

 

It is also worth noting that the specimen was not set in a completely balanced 

manner, so that it was necessary to rework the image to make it as symmetrical 

and anatomically accurate as possible. A pencil overdrawing on the printed 

photograph (see Plate 5.2.26) was made improve compositional balance and to 

better define anatomical details.  

 

 
Plate 5.2.26:  Photographic print of mounted Bufo marinus specimen with overlaid pencil 
outline 
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As some features, such as the left foot bones and fingers, are not defined in the 

photograph in Plate 5.2.26, separate photos where taken of these and a tracing 

made to overlay the missing features in the final etching (Plate 5.2.27)  

 

 
Plate 5.2.27:  Tracings of anatomical details for Bufo marinus etching 

 

The image of the skeleton was then transferred in pencil to the copper plate and 

etched in, after which came the chemical process of fixing and then applying 

grounds.  The etching process was well suited to the depiction of bone, where 

shadow and form could be established through the use of cross hatching, linear 

line work and stipple. 

 

The resulting print (Plate 5.2.28) depicts Bufo marinus is exacting detail, with the 

features more apparent than in the photograph of the specimen.   
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Plate 5.2.28: Bufo marinus skeletal study dorsal view 2004, Etching on paper 33cm x 23cm. 
  

The sepia tone to the paper was intended to highlight the colour of the ink and to 

provide some depth and texture to the image; while the work is an objective study, 

it nonetheless must also work visually in order to engage the viewer and have an 

impact. 
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5.2.3.2   Lithograph 

The final work in the natural history series was a lithograph of Bufo marinus 

engaged in amplexus, a form of pseudo copulation in which a male amphibian 

grasps a female with his front legs as part of the mating process (Plate 5.2.29).  

 

  
Plate 5.2.29: Bufo marinus 2004, lithograph 27cm x 23cm 

 

Although it makes reference to Lesueur’s approach in that is depicts the subject 

engaged in some form of typical behaviour (noting that reproductive drive of the 

Cane Toad means amplexus is a very typical behaviour), the lithographic style is 

loose, with strong block shadows and highlighted areas creating a dramatic and 

monographic image.  Techniques such as sgraffito and wax resistance were used 

to create texture, and the appearance of the toad’s blocky, textural forms contrasts 

with the rich colour and neo-realistic treatment of the toad in the watercolour and 

vellum works.    

The print works were intended to both support and extend the visuacy of the Cane 

Toad series; they were not intended to be reproductions of the painted works in a 

print form, but to depict the subject matter in ways that celebrated the 

characteristics of media, while still operating within the framework of the 

selected natural history style.  
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5.3  The Cane Toad: From Story to Visual Narrative 

The objective in the subjective narrative works was to use the documented 

experiences of first hand accounts of encounters with the selected species as the 

basis for a illustrative style of work that presented the species in different and 

affectively heightened light to create viewer empathy. 

 

Subjective narrative differs from simple visual interpretation of a story in that it 

aims to encapsulate visually the entire experience of the encounter with the subject 

species.  An illustration that is based on pure narrative, although heightened, 

describes only the physical scene and momentary affective actions/reactions of the 

subjects; subjective narrative works must  include elements which may not be 

included in pure physical terms of the experience but, as noted in 3.7, instead 

symbolise perceptions, feelings and nuances.   

 

These elements may include references to items or ideas, the incorporation of 

additional subjects, or the distortion of viewpoints, perspective and colours.  Thus, 

the approach to the subjective narrative of the toad series set out not only to tell a 

visual story of a toad encounter that was unusual or presented the animal in a 

different light, but to use visual elements to heighten the impact this story would 

have on the viewer. 

 

Section 3.7.2 details the selection of the accounts from which the subjective 

narrative works drew inspiration. While the selection of the works focused on the 

primacy of first hand accounts, the Cane Toad had only one suitable account 

(Every Dog has its Day) accepted. As explained, it was decided to use secondary 

sources and published accounts were considered. After reviewing available 

literature it was determined that an account drawn from an interview in Stephanie 

Lewis’s book Cane Toads (1989) would be most appropriate (translated to Miss 

Toady’s Tea Party, 2003).  
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5.3.1 Mrs Toady’s Tea Party 

The first work undertaken was for the narrative , Toad in a Frock, renamed in the 

final work as Miss Toady’s Tea Party (2003). This was chosen as the story of a 

little girl keeping a large Cane Toad not only as a pet, but as a substitute doll, had 

considerable resonance in terms of presenting the toad in an alternative manner.   

 

The compositional sketch undertaken for Miss Toady’s Tea Party (see Plate 5.3.1) 

experimented with a distorted perspective that were intended to heighten the 

narrative; the image is circular and distorted, and intended to give a sense of the 

bulbous gaze of a toad.  It also makes the toad even more prominent, a larger than 

life character.    

 
Plate 5.3.1: Preparatory sketch Mrs Toady’s Tea Party 2003,  pencil on paper 

 

During the execution of this work, it became evident that this piece also had the 

potential to create considerable visual impact with the viewer, as the central 

positioning of the toad making it a key focal piece and a perfect primer for the 

remaining subjective narratives.  Also key is its familiarity; in many respects this 
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work symbolises the relationship that the Cane Toad has with many north 

Queenslanders.  Both reviled and adored, the toad itself is large, placid and 

impassive, seemingly impervious to what is done to it, whether it is dressed up in 

a doll costume, or threatened by lawn mowers (both of which are referenced in the 

artwork).  

 
Plate 5.3.2: Miss Toady’s Tea Party 2003,  watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board 
64.5cm x 45.5cm 
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Miss Toady’s Tea Party (2003) (Plate 5.3.2) was also the largest of all the works 

in the subjective narrative series (64.5cm x 45.5cm), a deliberate approach in 

order to reinforce the presence of the toad as a focal point and to make the 

illustration ‘larger than life’ - thus also reinforcing the objective of heightening 

the visual experience (the visuacy) of the work in the subjective narrative style. 

  

5.3.2 Every Dog has its Day 

Every Dog has its Day, which told the familiar story of a dog’s water bowl being 

invaded by a large toad, and the dog’s puzzlement at what the large amphibian is 

doing in its bowl, was the first hand account selected in Table 3.7.1.  This story 

has resonance in that it is one that most pet owners in north Queensland are likely 

to encounter at some point, and the character of the dog would translate well 

visually.  Accompanying the account was a photograph of a re-enactment of the 

story, albeit minus the toad (see Plate 5.3.4).   This photograph provided the basis 

for the composition of the work; a pencil overlay filled in features (such as the 

missing toad) and provided the basis of the final etched print.48

The final work distorted the view, but from the perspective of the dog in the work, 

enlarging the Cane Toad in the bowl.  The dog’s body language was also slightly 

emphasised, to convey a sense of disappointment and even revulsion at the 

discovery of the Cane Toad enjoying a swim in its water bowl.  

 

                                                 

48 Unfortunately, the file copy of the final etching was corrupted, and the original work is in a 
private collection and unobtainable at this time.  However the work received a first place award as 
part of the Perc Tucker Works on Paper competition in 2005.    
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Plate 5.3.3:  Every Dog Has its Day, 2003, photo and pencil overlay 
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6 A Rogues Gallery - The Mynah Bird 
 

6.1 The Common Indian Mynah:  Loved and Loathed.  

Although its name would suggest its origin to be Indian, the Common Indian 

Mynahs is a native of many countries, including a large area of the Middle East.  

It is found throughout India and Asia, including Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, 

Cambodia, China, Egypt, India, Islamic Republic of Iran, Kazakhstan, Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic, Lebanon, Malaysia, Myanmar, Nepal, Pakistan, 

Sri Lanka, Tajikistan, Thailand, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Vietnam. 

(Markula, Hannan-Jones & Csurhes, 2009.) 

 

While this range is impressive, Common Indian Mynahs have become naturalised 

in many other countries where warm climates allows them to flourish.  Such 

countries include Australia, Brunei, Darussalam, Comoros, Cook Islands, Fiji, 

French Polynesia, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Israel, Kiribati, Kuwait, Madagascar, 

Maldives, Mauritius, Mayotte, New Caledonia, New Zealand, Oman, Qatar, 

Reunion, Saint Helena, Samoa, Seychelles, Singapore, Solomon Islands, South 

Africa, Spain, Tonga, Turkey, United States, Vanuatu, Wallis and Futuna. 

(Markula, et al, 2009). Today, Indian Mynahs have a vast range, with an estimated 

global extent of 1 000 000–10 000 000 km² (Markula et al, 2009) and are one of 

the most successful bird species on the planet in terms of adaptation and 

population growth. 

 

Indian Mynahs are intelligent, social birds typically found in loose flocks of five 

or six birds while they forage during the day.   However, in the evening, all adult 

Mynahs within a one kilometre radius (with the exception of nesting females) will 

congregate in a communal roost of sometimes thousands of birds, with records 

from overseas nesting sites showing that 5000 birds have been recorded in a single 

roost (Markula et al, 2009). However, in Australia, the roosts are much smaller, 

averaging 40–80 birds per roost. Roosts are typically in dense foliage and are well 

sheltered, such as in large trees, buildings or under bridges.  

 



264 
 

Part of the success of the Indian Mynah is its creation of territories, which will  be 

aggressively defended from other birds, animals and even humans. Territories 

often include a nesting site and a nearby feeding area, and can vary in size from 

117 m² to 2.0 ha (Pell &, 1997). 

In a number of countries, including the United States, Indian Mynahs are kept as 

pets, due to their high intelligence and ability to mimic human speech (Markula et 

al, 2009). In its native countries it is considered to be both useful and beneficial; 

in India in particular, it is known as the “Farmer’s Friend” due to its ability to 

control many insects that destroy crop plants (Long, 1981; Tidemann, 2008).   

It is not only its usefulness to farmers for which the Mynah is known. While the 

name myna comes from a Hindi word, maina meaning a bird of the starling 

family, Sturnidae, to which Mynahs belong, Mynah birds in India are also 

regarded as symbols of undying love, due to their tendency to pair for life.  

Indeed, the word maina is also sometimes used as a term of endearment for young 

girls (Tidemann, 2008). The Common Mynah has featured widely in traditional 

Indian literature; appearing under the name saarika in Indian culture from Vedic 

times (Singh, 1895).  The bird is featured in both classical Indian literature 

(Sanskrit) as well as in Prakrit Buddhist texts, with the Sankrit term shuksarika, 

(which refers to both the Rose-ringed Parakeet (shuk) and the Common Mynah 

(saarika)) used to indicate a pair or a couple; again, this is likely to be a reference 

to the tendency for Mynahs to pair for life, as well as the fact that both species of 

birds are vocal and capable of mimicking human sound (Pande, 2007). 

In Sanskrit literature, the Common Myna has various names, mostly descriptive of 

the appearance or behaviour of the bird. In addition to saarika, the names for the 

Common Myna include kalahapriya, which means "one who is fond of 

arguments" referring to the quarrelsome nature of this bird; chitranetra, meaning 

"picturesque eyes"; peetanetra (one with yellow eyes) and peetapaad (one with 

yellow legs) (Pande, 2007).  

 Common Indian Mynahs and some other species of myna, particularly Indian Hill 

Mynahs, Gracula religiosa, are highly intelligent, and their abilities as 

accomplished mimics have resulted in their popularity as caged birds across the 



265 
 

world.  As indicated, they are highly social birds, extremely territorial and 

aggressive, and readily adapt to most environments inhabited by humans. Indeed, 

part of the spread of the species into south east Asia is most likely a result of the 

clearing of land for agriculture, and the fact that, where humans have gone, the 

birds have followed. (Long, 1981; Tidemann, 2007). 

Their intelligence and ability to mimic means that many of the Mynah species are 

prized as caged birds.  An American based website for Mynah bird owners and 

enthusiasts, The Mynah Bird Home Page (http://www.Mynahbird.org), provides 

information and advice on the buying, care and training of Mynah birds as pets.  A 

web article on the website that discusses training Mynahs to mimic lists the 

Common Indian Mynah as a worthy pet, whilst also acknowledging their lack of 

such popularity in Australia: 

Java Hill Mynahs and Greater Indian Hill Mynahs are very good 

talkers. There are other Mynahs that talk also; not as well as Hill 

Mynahs, but regardless are very entertaining. The Common Mynah 

Acridotheres tristis, which is abundant in the wild in Australia and 

Hawaii and many other countries have made a bad reputation for 

themselves in some places as a very pesky and unwanted bird, but 

they have been found to be good pet birds and entertaining with their 

talking ability and funny personality. I am sure there are more 

Mynah species with talking ability but I am not aware of which other 

ones are. (Butterfield. 2010, accessed 2.04.12  

http://www.Mynahbird.org/articles/talking/talking.html ) 

 

Records show that, while there were several releases of Common Indian Mynahs 

in Australia between 1862 and 1872, the reasons for their release are not noted, 

although it is likely that, given their insectivorous reputation, it was an attempt to 

control insect predation in market gardens.  The first release of 42 birds was in 

Melbourne in 1863. (Long, 1981)  
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In 1883, some of the progeny of the Mynahs released in Melbourne were captured 

and released in sugarcane-growing areas in northern Queensland in the belief that 

they would help control insect pests on cane, particularly locusts and cane beetles 

(Long, 1981), in a misguided attempt at biological control that would later be 

repeated with the Cane Toad.  

 

By the 1950s and 1960s, Indian Mynahs were well established in many eastern 

metropolitan areas, and continued to spread throughout many regions, with a late 

release of 110 birds in Canberra between 1968 and 1971. (Long, 1981; Pell and 

Tidemann 1997)  

 

As a result, Indian Mynahs are now distributed throughout eastern Australia, 

ranging from western Victoria to beyond Cairns in northern Queensland.  They are 

most populous in suburban and agricultural regions of south-eastern Queensland 

and in northern areas near Cairns and Townsville, where there may be up to 1000 

birds in a single square kilometre (Australian Rainforest Foundation, 2007).  

Sightings of Common Indian Mynahs have also been recorded in Perth, Adelaide 

and Tasmania, although significant populations are yet to be established in these 

areas. (Australian Museum Online, 2003; Department of Agriculture and Food 

Western Australia, 2008; Stoddart & Handke, 2008) 

The ubiquity of the birds, coupled with their tenacious territorialism, has not 

endeared them to the Australian public, however.  In overseas countries, the 

Common Indian Mynah is seen as a friend of farmers, a symbol of the devotion of 

young lovers, or as an intelligent and charming bird companion whereas, in 

Australia, it is largely considered an aggressive interloper, stealing the nesting 

sites of native birds and driving out the local wildlife.   

In 2004, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) Science Unit organised 

its Wildwatch Survey, which asked people to report on the wildlife in their 

gardens and community.  Supported by a large number of community, 
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environment and government organisations49

The 2004 Wildwatch survey was intended to be an audit of wildlife in human 

population areas and, while it focused on wildlife coexisting with humans in 

suburban areas, it also found there to be a significant number of introduced 

species, including the Common Indian Mynah. Where the birds were recorded in 

abundance they were seen as a significant pest and dubbed as flying rats because 

of their scavenging habits (ABC Wildwatch survey, 2004).   

, the survey was highly successful, 

yielding 27,364 survey responses. 

 

The Wildwatch 2 survey (2008) followed the initial survey, but differed in that it 

specifically focused on the perceived spread and impact of pest species.  Also 

supported by a number of community, environmental and government bodies,50

 

 

the self-selecting survey attracted over 4,300 responses, simply asking what 

people considered to be pests and problems - both introduced and native - and how 

widespread these pests and problems were thought to be.   

The results of the survey were quite astounding.  According to the CRC for 

Invasive species, Australia is host to 56 invasive vertebrate animal species. Of 

these, the ones with the most impact (in order of damage estimates) are: European 

Red Fox, feral cats, rabbits, feral pigs, wild dogs, the house mouse, carp, goats, 

Cane Toads, wild horses and camels (Invasive Animals CRC, 2010 

http://www.invasiveanimals.com/about-us/ Accessed 30.04.12).   
                                                 
49 Organisations involved in the 2004 Wildwatch include: Australian Wildlife Management Society, 
Australian Museum, Australian National University, Australian Research Centre for Urban Ecology, 
BIOCITY Adelaide - Centre for Urban Habitats, Birds Australia: Birds in Backyards, Deakin University, 
Department of Heritage & Environment, SA, Flora for Fauna , Gould League, Greening Australia, 
Suburban Wildlife Research Group, Griffith University, Land for Wildlife, New South Wales National 
Parks & Wildlife Service, Threatened Species Unit, University of New England, NSW, University of 
Western Australia, Various Councils (NSW, SA, network via Environs Australia), Vertebrate Pest 
Research Unit, World Wide Fund for Nature Australia, University of Western Australia 

50 The 2008 Wildwatch2 survey was supported by: Australasian Wildlife Management Society, Australian 
Museum, Australian National University, Australian Research Centre for Urban Ecology – Royal Botanic 
Gardens Melbourne, Suburban Wildlife Research Group, Griffith University, University of Western 
Australia, Pest Animal CRC, CRC for Australian Weed Management, Dept of Agriculture WA, 
University of New England, NSW, Various Councils (NSW, SA, network via Environs Australia), 
Vertebrate Pest Research Unit. 
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The CRC website notes that  

 

Foxes cost the Australian economy over $200M annually – a large 

part of this in environmental terms. Rabbits are estimated to cost our 

agricultural industries around $113M and feral pigs $106M every 

year, and stock losses to wild dogs is so severe in some areas as to 

make production non-viable. (Invasive Animals CRC  

http://www.invasiveanimals.com/about-us/ Accessed 30.04.12)   

 

However, it was the Common Indian Mynah that was named by the survey as 

"The Most Important Pest/Problem" in Australia.  While results varied depending 

on geography, overall the Mynah was ranked as the most significant pest/problem 

(82.37 per cent) in Australia (followed by the Cane Toad following at 76.15 per 

cent) (see Figure 6.1.1).  

 

 
Figure 6.1.1:  Most Significant Pest/Problem (Wildwatch 2 Survey). 
ABC Wildwatch 2008 Survey Results http://www.abc.net.au/tv/wildwatch/results/award.htm 
Accessed 30.04.12 
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It was also perceived to be the most significant increasing pest or problem (at 

50.64 per cent of the vote, followed by the rabbit at 34.52 per cent), (see Figure 

6.1.2).  

 
Figure 6.1.2: Most Significant Increasing Pest/Problem 1 (Wildwatch 2 Survey). 
ABC Wildwatch 2008 Survey Results http://www.abc.net.au/tv/wildwatch/results/award.htm 
Accessed 30.04.12 
 

 

Perhaps most importantly, the Mynah was also seen to be the species that people 

regarded as most in need of further control, (75.69 per cent) just edging out the 

feral cat (74.89 per cent)  (Figure 6.1.3).  

 

 
Figure 6.1.3:  Most Significant Increasing Pest/Problem 2 (Wildwatch 2 Survey) 
ABC Wildwatch 2008 Survey Results http://www.abc.net.au/tv/wildwatch/results/award.htm 
Accessed 30.04.12 
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While the CRC for Invasive species lists the Common Indian Mynah as one of its 

alert species (along with the ferret, Canadian Goose and Rusa Deer), it is not a 

prioritised species in terms of targeting for control (Animal Pest Alert 

http://205.186.139.30/tag/national-animal-pest-alert/ Accessed 30.04.12).  

However, given the results of the 2008 survey, it would seem that, despite the 

weight of scientific evidence, the most loathed pest in Australia is the Common 

Indian Mynah.      
 

 

6.2 Mynah Bird Threats: Facts and Fiction 

In 2004, an online ABC news science article declared the Common Indian Mynah 

to be  “…fast becoming Australia’s number one feral enemy!” (Thomas, 2004).  

Thomas (2004) went on to argue that not only were the Mynahs threatening native 

bird populations, but that their presence could result in the spread of disease in 

people:   

The Mynah bird has been declared the second greatest threat to 

native birds after land clearing. It's currently spreading through 

eastern Australia, yet in some areas its arrival is so recent that 

unknowing residents welcome it into their backyards and encourage 

it to feed alongside native birds.  

First introduced to Australia to control insect pests, the arrival of 

the Common Indian Mynah (Acridotheres tristis) in a region signals 

a disastrous change to come in local bird populations. This 

extremely aggressive bird chases out native birds and small tree 

dwelling marsupials such as feather-tailed gliders.  

It's not just Australia that is suffering from the myna onslaught - in 

2000, the International Union for the Conservation of Nature 

(IUCN) declared the bird among '100 of the World's Most Invasive 

species', and for good reason. It is now a pest bird in many regions 

from Singapore to the Seychelles, and has pushed native birds 

towards extinction in Polynesia, Hawaii, and Mauritius. 
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Dubbed the 'garbage bird' because of its unseemly habits, Mynah 

birds flourish wherever humans live, their populations booming 

around garbage tips, factories, schools, shopping centres and 

dumped cars. And their presence may also have health implications 

for humans.  (Thomas, 2004, Accessed 20.04.12   

http://www.abc.net.au/science/articles/2004/04/08/2044900.htm)  

Thomas (2004) also quotes a spokesman from the Central Coast Mynah Action 

Group, Peter Blythe, asserting that the Mynah birds are potentially carriers of a 

number of deadly diseases: 

 

Closer to home, Mynahs love nesting in the roofs of houses, and the 

accumulated droppings and mites are a breeding ground for disease. 

Inhaled mites can cause asthma and hay fever, and their bites cause 

itching. Once the baby birds have fledged, the mites get hungry and 

move down into the house in search of alternative food - the human 

residents. Peter Blythe of the Central Coast Common Myna Action 

Group warns that Common Mynahs have the potential, as do any 

birds living close to humans, to spread salmonellosis, Newcastle 

Disease, Avian influenza and infections leading to pneumonia. 

(Thomas, 2004, Accessed 20.04.12   

http://www.abc.net.au/science/articles/2004/04/08/2044900.htm) 

  
Given the list of potential diseases and threats cited by Thomas (2004), it is 

interesting that the Common Indian Mynah does not have a higher priority as a 

pest species.  It is true that Indian Mynahs are listed among 100 of the world’s 

worst invaders by IUCN/SCC Invasive Species Specialist Group (ISSG, 2006) 

and are present on every continent except South America and Antarctica. They 

rank as one of the most abundant birds on a number of islands in the Indian, 

Atlantic, and Pacific oceans, and are considered a pest in many countries: 

 
• in the Seychelles, Indian Mynahs have adverse effects on the breeding 

success of the endangered magpie robin (Copsychus sechellarum) 

(Komdeur, 1996); 
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• in Tahiti, Indian Mynahs have adverse effects on breeding success of the 

critically endangered Tahiti flycatcher (Pomarea nigra), possibly due to nest 

predation and also territorial aggression (Blanvillain, Salducci, Tutururai & 

Maeura, 2003); 

 
• in Fiji, Indian Mynahs compete with native seabirds for food, carry owl 

flies, lice, threadworms and roundworms that may affect native birds, 

predate upon eggs and young of terns and noddies (ISSG, 2006); 

 
• in Hawaii, Indian Mynahs disperse invasive plants such as Lantana 

camara (ISSG, 2006) and carry avian malaria (Caughley & Sinclair, 1994); 

 
• in New Zealand, Indian Mynahs cause production losses by feeding on 

grains and stock foods. In some regions, grain crop losses of up to 80% have 

been reported (Coleman, 2007).51

 

 

But in Australia, their status as a pest, and methods for control, vary greatly across 

states and territories.  The Australian Capital Territory (ACT) Government has 

listed the Indian Mynah under the Pest Plants and Animals (Pest Animals) 

Declaration 2005 (No 1) (DI2005-255) which lists potentially invasive species as 

well as established pest animal species.  The ACT Government has also allocated 

funding for control programs of the Indian Mynah, (Australian Pest Animal 

Strategy – A national strategy for the management of vertebrate pest animals in 

Australia (2007)) where it works in conjunction with the Canberra Indian Mynah 

Action Group (CIMAG) and Dr Chris Tidemann, from the Australian National 

University (ANU) who is researching the effectiveness of mass trapping 

programs. 

 

                                                 
51 Interestingly, this claim by Coleman’s (2007) report for the Northland Regional Council report has 
been contradicted in the Council’s own pest management report (2007), which cites research (Tindall 
1996) noting that Mynahs have a preference for fruit, and that claims that they are responsible for taking 
80% of grain crops are “…unsubstantiated and grossly exaggerated.” Coleman, Northland Regional 
Council’s Regional Management Strategy for Vertbrate Pests, a Review, Landcare Research, New 
Zealand. 2007: pg 9).  Indeed, the report notes that “The case against magpies and Mynahs is greatly 
overstated.” (Coleman, 2007:09). 
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Outside the ACT, however, control programs are limited or non existent. In 

Western Australia, the Agriculture and Related Resources Protection Act 1976 

prohibits entry and keeping of Indian Mynahs, and also lists the species as a target 

for eradication (Department of Agriculture and Food, Western Australia, 2006), 

although the extent of programs is not evident.  Indian Mynahs are restricted in 

Tasmania under the Nature Conservation Act 2002, while in the Northern 

Territory, Indian Mynahs are listed as ‘Prohibited entrants’ under the Territory 

Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act 2007 (Northern Territory of Australia, 

2007). 

 

However, in Queensland where they are most abundant, Indian Mynahs are not 

listed as a declared pest under the Land Protection (Pest and Stock Route 

Management) Act 2002; nor are they listed as prohibited wildlife under the Nature 

Conservation (Wildlife) Regulation, 2006. It should be noted, however, that in 

2009 the Department of Primary Industries and Fisheries52

 

 produced a Pest 

Animal Risk Assessment on the Common Indian Mynah, and found it so be “…an 

extreme threat species…” (Markula et al, 2009: 14).  To date no action has been 

taken.   

The Common Indian Mynah is not listed as a targeted species for control by the 

CRC for Invasive animals (although the CRC is a partner in the community 

control program run by the Canberra Indian Mynah Action Group (CIMAG) in 

Canberra), and the Federal Government’s National Australian Pest Animal 

Strategy – A national strategy for the management of vertebrate pest animals in 

Australia (2007) makes the following statement under Objective 3.1 To identify 

established pest animals of national significance (2007): 

 

Many of the 73 or so species of introduced vertebrates which have 

established populations in mainland Australia do not meet the 

criteria to justify eradication effort. For these species, the 

management options are containment, control or no management. 

Some non-eradicable vertebrate pests have restricted populations 
                                                 
52 Department of Primary Industries and Fisheries later amalgamated with other government departments 
to form the Department of Employment, Economic Development and Innovation. 
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(e.g., turtle doves) and their impacts are localised; other species 

(e.g., rabbit, fox) have wide distributions and their impacts are 

extensive and of national significance. Investment in the 

management of established pests should be largely directed to those 

species deemed to be having major impacts at the national level 

which can be mitigated cost-effectively. (Department of the 

Environment and Water Resources, 2007: 18) 

  

The Federal Government’s Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, 

Population and Communities (DSEWPC) Threat Abatement Programs website 

lists 118 feral and pest animal targeting programs, spanning the period from 2002 

– 201153

 

). Listed are a wide variety of plant and animal species that have been the 

subject of, at times, significant government funding, either in terms of research or 

control projects.  Of these 118, not one program is listed as investigating the effect 

of the Indian Mynah or targeting it in any control program.   It is clear that, for the 

majority of government agencies (whether State or Federal), the Indian Mynah, 

while listed as an invasive species, is not considered to be a pest of national 

significance and therefore not eligible for targeted funding.  Indeed, Point Eight of 

the Key Principles listed in the Federal Government’s National Australian Pest 

Animal Strategy – A national strategy for the management of vertebrate pest 

animals in Australia (2007) states that: 

Management of established pests should aim to address actual 

rather than perceived problems, and to reduce impacts rather than 

simply the pest animal numbers.  (Department of the Environment 

and Water Resources, 2007:7) 

 

It also notes in Point Nine that 

 

Management should be strategic in terms of determining where 

management should occur, timing of management, being proactive 

                                                 
53  The federally funded threat abatement programs are listed in their entirety and may be accessed at 
http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/invasive/projects/index.html 
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and using appropriate techniques. (Department of the Environment 

and Water Resources, 2007:7) 

 

And finally, Point 10 states that 

The benefits of management should exceed the costs of implementing 

control. (Department of the Environment and Water Resources, 

2007:7) 

 

This contrasts sharply with the Common Indian Mynah’s reputation with the 

general public in regions where it is common, and even with those in the 

environmental and scientific communities involved in control programs.  It also 

raises the question as to the actual impact of the Mynah. Put simply, if the bird 

presents such a threat to the environment and even human health, why is it not 

targeted along with feral cats, pigs, toads and camels?  Are policy makers lax in 

not recognising the impact of the Common Indian Mynah, or is there insufficient 

weight of scientific opinion to justify its listing as a target species?  Or is it simply 

a matter where a cost analysis of a broad based trapping and removal program 

renders it simply unviable?  These are all important questions, particularly when 

the Common Indian Mynah is considered by many to be more of a biological 

menace than the feral cat or Cane Toad. 

 

 

6.3 The Common Indian Mynah: From Specimen to Realisation 

As with the Cane Toad works, the reference materials for this study drew 

primarily upon photographic studies of the subject, life sketches and preserved 

specimens.  Of particular note, however, were the preparations made in relation to 

the Mynah bird specimens. 

 

The roots of modern bird collections upon which this study draws are found in the 

18th and 19th century natural history explorations, the period of time referenced 

in this study for the objective (zoological) works.   In documenting global plant 

and animal diversity, it was then considered fashionable to collect and display 
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natural curiosities, a practice which reached its zenith of popularity in Victorian 

England.  Some wealthy cabinet naturalists were able to amass large collections 

using networks of field collectors. However, these early collections were not 

intended for scientific study and collectors gave greater importance to aesthetics 

than to scientific value, with most specimens mounted in unrealistic positions, 

often with their wings raised as if they were about to take flight (see Plate 6.3.1). 

(Barber, 1980) 

 

 
Plate 6.3.1:  Paradise parrot display, Bonhams 2010. Image accessed 17.06.2012  
http://www.thebirdsnest.net.au/unprecedented-prices-for-dead-birds/ 
 
 

In modern collections, salvaged or collected birds may be preserved in a number 

of ways. The most traditional preparation is a study skin, in which almost all of 

the body inside the skin is removed and replaced with cotton so that the final 

result resembles a bird lying on its back with its wings folded (Winker, 2000). 

This stereotypic posture was developed to enable many skins to be stored in 

cabinets to protect them from insect and light damage. If a complete skeleton is 

desired, a flat skin may be prepared: all bones, muscle, digestive and other soft 

tissue are carefully removed and the feathers and skin stretched flat and dried 
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(Blake, 1949)  Plate 6.3.2 shows a typical display of preserved birds as skins, both 

with wings flush to the body and with a single wing extended. 

 

 
Plate 6.3.2:  Study skins of Eurasian Jays at the Berlin Naturkundemuseum, Collection of 
Museum für Nat, 2010. Image accessed 17.06.2012 
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Berlin_Naturkundemuseum_tote_Voegel.jpg 
 

 

Taxonomic studies rely on unique similarities in morphological and genetic 

characters to determine species characteristics and evolutionary relationships As 

such, skins are considered the best method of preserving anatomical details such 

as colour, feather arrangement and, to a lesser extent, shape and form.  Even 

today, rigorous studies of avian taxonomy are based on specimens from bird 

collections, usually Museum specimens, as they provide a method by which 

studies can be replicated.  

 

Ornithological collections have been historically popular with zoological artists, 

particularly in relation to the production of identification plates for field guides. 

The opportunity for both visual and tactile observation and manipulation provided 

by preserved study skins is an important tool for artists, and reinforces other 

modes of recording such as field observations and photography.  In addition, most 
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bird species have several unique plumages that distinguish immature birds from 

adults, males from females, and breeders from non-breeders; as such, a number of 

different specimens may be required to produce a visual description of a single 

species. 

 

Plate 6.3.3 shows a typical museum collection of bird skins from a single species.  

 

 
Plate 6.3.3: Drawer of Eriocnemis study skins. Swedish Museum of Natural History - 
Naturhistoriska Riksmuseet,Stockholm, 2009 
 

The benefit of having numerous individual specimens enables researchers and 

artists to filter out any uncharacteristic variations or imperfections that may occur 

in an individual, and to determine subtle characteristic differences between sub 

species.   

 

It is clear, therefore, that the provision of appropriate specimens for the Mynah 

bird studies, both mounted and skin specimens were required as was appropriate 

for the periodic style of zoological art. At the time of this research, zoological 

collections with suitable specimens for study were limited in the region, the only 

major sources being the Tropical Museum of North Queensland and James Cook 
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University.  While Cane Toad specimens were relatively easy to source (as they 

were subjects of a diverse range of research projects), preserved specimens for 

Indian Mynahs proved to be rare. Although there were plentiful numbers of Indian 

Mynahs locally in northern Queensland, no government or university control 

programs were in place to provide specimens.  Furthermore, sourcing specimens 

that had died of natural causes was problematic in that it was difficult to find birds 

in pristine condition; for preservation purposes, the condition of the animal is of 

considerable importance, for both the practicalities of preservation and overall 

quality of the specimen.   

 

The Tropical Museum of North Queensland had in its collection a mounted 

Common Indian Mynah nestling that was made available for study; for further 

specimens it was necessary either to collect locally or seek sources beyond 

Queensland.   The Australian National University (ANU) was at the time running 

a pilot trapping program of Indian Mynahs in the Canberra region, and contact 

was made with the program head. Dr Chris Tideman, to determine whether it 

would be possible to source Mynahs euthanased as part of this program.  

 

The ANU program was useful in that the birds had been euthanised with carbon 

monoxide and thus had little or no outward trauma, ensuring minimal physical 

distortion or damage.  Upon contact, Dr Chris Tideman agreed to forward two 

adults and a feathered juvenile for the purposes of this study, arrangements being 

made for the three deceased Mynahs to be flown in cold storage from Canberra to 

Townsville.   

 

The birds were subsequently transferred to the Tropical Museum of North 

Queensland where the collection preservation staff taxidermied the birds, with the 

juvenile and one adult as a skin and the other adult as a mounted specimen. A 

nestling owned by the museum was also preserved at this time, and made 

available for reference in this study. 

 

Taxidermying of birds is a relatively straight forward process (and much easier 

than with mammals, where a great deal more expertise is required).  It has been 
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used as a preservation technique for as long as collecting of zoological specimens 

has been practised, and, as part of this study, the researcher wished to experience 

this process. Consequently the researcher documented and participated in the 

taxidermy process for each the of the Mynah specimens, including the 

preservation of the museum’s own nestling specimen.  Plate 6.3.4 documents the 

basic process for the taxidermying of the nestling (later presented as a mounted – 

or naturally positioned – specimen); this basic technique was also used to preserve 

the mounted adults and juvenile skin. 

 



281 
 

 

Plate 6.3.4:  Preservation of Indian Mynah nestling, photographs from artist’s own 
collection, 2003 
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Plate 6.3.5 shows the nestling in its final, mounted form. 

 
Plate 6.3.5: Mounted preserved Indian Mynah nestling, 2003. Zoological collection, Tropical 
Museum of North Queensland 

 

Mounted specimens are used primarily for display purposes, while skins of 

specimens are used for predominantly for study.  Plate 6.3.6 presents an adult 

Mynah as a typical preserved skin, with one wing extended in order to display the 

feather arrangement. 

 

 
Plate 6.3.6: Preserved Skin of Indian Mynah, adult, 2003.  Artist’s collection 
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In order to assist with the various studies, other physical elements, such as feathers 

and bone, were utilised in this study.  This was made possible by one of the 

museum preservation staff, Jo Wieneke, who prepared the bones of the juvenile 

bird, stripping the tissue and removing the feathers.  The bird was then reduced to 

bones by maceration, a rotting process in which the bones are cleaned of tissue by 

bacteria.  The bones were then cleaned and bleached before being air dried and 

made ready for use as specimen studies (Plate 6.3.7).  The feathers were retained, 

and arranged as specimens to show the differences in size, shape, colour and 

texture (see Plate 6.3.8).  These anatomical elements were utilised as reference for 

a number of small and intricate vellum artworks that explored the link between 

form and function. 

 

 
Plate 6.3.7: Indian Mynah  bones, juvenile, 2003.  Artist’s collection 
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Plate 6.3.8: Indian Mynah flight feathers, adult, 2003.  Artist’s collection 

 
 
 
The Mynah bones (Plate 6.3.7) were delicate and fragile, some only millimetres in 

length.  Great care was required in order to extract these bones and ensure none 

were damaged.   

 

In the event, however, it was the ephemeral elements, such as the intricate shapes 

of the light bones, and soft feathers in varying shades of chocolate, black and 

white, that gave an added dimension to the artworks, in which the form of the 

Mynah bird was not only depicted, but explored and celebrated.   

 
In addition to working from preserved specimens, photographs and drawings from 

field studies were also utilised as a basis for practical works; Plate 6.3.9 shows a 

sample from the artist’s notebook in which Mynahs were drawn from life studies; 

there is also a study of the skin.  
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Plate 6.3.9: Indian Mynah studies, 2003, sepia ink on paper.  Artist’s collection 

 

Plates 6.3.10 - 6.3.13 document the type of photographs used for reference; these 

were not designed to give precise anatomical details but were used instead to 

capture physical characteristics linked to behaviour, such as territorial calling, 

preening or nesting behaviours. Photographs were also used to assist in 

documenting the bird in flight, as shown in Plate 6.3.13.  
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Plate 6.3.10: Indian Mynahs fighting over territory, 2003.  Artist’s collection. 

 

 
Plate 6.3.11: Indian Mynah calling, 2003.  Artist’s collection 
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Plate 6.3.12: Indian Mynah pair, with one preening, 2003.  Artist’s collection 

 
 

 
Plate 6.3.13: Indian Mynah group, 2003.  Artist’s collection 

 
 

 

  



288 
 

6.3.1 Objective Experimentation: Vellum  

As with the vellum works for the Cane Toad series that focused on biological 

details, the Mynah vellum studies explored aspects of the bird’s anatomy.  In so 

doing, they were designed to show the variety of colour, texture and shape in the 

bird’s feathers, skeletal structure, eggs and other physical elements.   

 

As previously noted a combination of preserved specimens and museum skins, 

feather samples, life drawings and photographic references was used to inform 

these studies; furthermore, as with the toad, tracings were taken to ensure 

accuracy of the form before being transferred to the vellum.  The same painting 

method was used for the Mynah studies as for the toad’s, that is, gum arabic was 

used to build layers between applications of watercolour.  Plate 6.3.14 shows a 

range of feather studies, as well as a study of the blue tinged eggs produced by the 

Mynah (all to scale). 

 
Plate 6.3.14: Acridotheises tristis (feather study) 2003,  watercolour and gouache on vellum 
32cm x 13.5cm  
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Plate 6.3.15 details a varied series of bone studies also to scale (2:1).  As with the 

Cane Toad studies, these were intended to be small, anatomical curios to illustrate 

the variety of shape and form, inviting the viewer to appreciate the intricacies of 

anatomical design. 

 

 
 
Plate 6.3.15: Acridotheises tristis (bone study series) 2004, watercolour and gouache on 
vellum, each 5cm x 5cm 
 
 

In addition to the small bones, a series of studies was executed on vellum to 

explore different views of the Mynah skull, lower jaw bone and breast bones 

(see Plate 6.3.16).   

 

 
 
Plate 6.3.16: Acridotheises tristis (bone studies, various) 2004,  watercolour and gouache on 
vellum, 25cm x 26.5cm 
 

As with other studies, this was partly to become familiar with the underlying 

physical form (and thus enable a more accurate portrayal of the subject in the 

larger, finished works) and partly to produce small, intricate works that would 

highlight the physical form.  The skull was selected as it is such an integral and 

recognisable element of the bird’s physical form, the long pointed, scissor like 

beak, and large optical cavities (indicating excellent eyesight) being almost 
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certainly recognisable to most viewers as belonging to the Mynah. The breast 

bone however, is less identifiable as such, but was selected because of its intricate, 

delicate and complex arrangement of interlocking forms, which could engage the 

viewer’s interest in and appreciation of the biological complexity of the physical 

form. 

 

6.3.1.1 Anatomical works 

 As with the vellum studies, the primary source materials for the major anatomical 

work of the Indian Mynah bird series, Acridotheises tristis (Common Indian 

Mynah)(2004) (Plate 8.3.17), derived from photographs, preserved specimens and 

life studies. 

 
 
Plate 6.3.17: Acridotheises tristis (Common Indian Mynah )  2004,  watercolour and gouache 
on Bainbridge board,  48cm x 33.5cm 
 

However, the Mynah bird work differs from the parallel Cane Toad anatomical 

work Bufo marinus (Cane Toad) (2003) in that it presents the Indian Mynah 
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neither dissected nor removed from its environment (as favoured by artists such as 

Bauer) but instead seemingly alive, in character and in a natural setting.  While 

the toad was depicted in various life stages and multiple views, this work posed 

the birds as if frozen in a moment in time.  As noted in 3.9.4, which detailed the 

impact of the South Australian Museum’s The Encounter 1802 exhibition (2002) 

in terms of this research, both stylistic approaches have been used by natural 

history artists of the selected period.  However, there are other reasons for the 

variation in representation.  

 
 

While the Cane Toad anatomical work depicted a single subject from a number of 

different physical perspectives and life stages, the Mynah bird anatomical work 

presents a pair of birds.  While at first this representation may not appear to 

provide as much biological information as the approach taken with the toad, in 

reality there is a great deal of detail regarding the subject, albeit from a different 

perspective.  Aside from the physical representation of the birds, this approach 

provides the viewer with information on both behaviour and character, presenting 

these elements as key interpretive frames.  There are also a number of practical 

reasons for this variation in treatment.  Firstly, Mynah birds are viewed as a 

tenacious, territorial, confident and extremely intelligent species that mates for 

life; physically, both sexes appear identical and adults and juveniles are difficult 

to distinguish from each other.  Furthermore, regardless of sex, adults tend to have 

similar behaviour in terms of guarding resources and territory.   

 

While the smaller studies of feathers, bones and other biological ephemera 

describe the physical elements of the birds, portraying the physiological 

characteristics of the Mynah in the same manner as the Cane Toad may have 

served to describe it physical yet not convey the full personality of the subject.  

Unless located within a migrating population, toads are largely sedentary (with the 

exception of eating and mating behaviours).  Mynah birds, by comparison, are the 

complete opposite, highly energetic and with complex behaviours and social 

structures.  It was thus considered important that this somehow be represented as a 

key biological component. 
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In attempting to determine options for such representation, a number of paired 

birds were observed in courtship behaviours, which included the male displaying, 

calling, bowing and attempting to gain attention and, as such, it was determined 

that in order to describe the biology of the subject, its characteristic behaviour 

should be in focus.  Thus, in this work, the male is positioned lower in the 

composition and depicted as concentrating on the female situated above him. 

However, the female is represented as being more interested in keeping a watchful 

eye out for intruders.  

 

As with the Cane Toad works, this is a larger work (48cm x 33.5cm) and the 

subject depicted life size.  While a number of anatomical studies of the Mynah 

bird (such as the bone and feather studies) are quite small works and rely upon 

their intimacy to attract the viewer, this work is designed to be viewed from a 

relative distance.  In doing so, it relies on simplified composition, the use of 

contrasting colour and a subtle characterisation of the birds, in a tightly observed 

and realistic depiction, to engage the interest of the viewer and elicit a response to 

a largely objective depiction. 

 

 
 

6.3.1.2 Natural History Work 

The larger (30cm x 30cm) work “Rubbish Bin King” (2004) (Plate 6.3.18) 

completes the vellum series for the natural history Indian Mynah works.    

 

 
Plate 6.3.18: Rubbish Bin King 2004, watercolour on vellum 16.5cm x 24.5cm 
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Similarly to the Cane Toad work, it is backgrounded by the smaller vellum studies 

that detail small anatomical elements such as feather texture, size and colours.  It 

is a richly coloured and detailed work, set in a naturalised setting with the subject 

displays a behaviour typical of the Mynah– in this case, the bird is engaged in a 

loud and raucous call, aimed at keeping others out of its territory.  

 

In reference to the Indian Mynah’s reputation as a rat with wings, this work 

depicts the subject atop discarded soft drink cans, with the wheel of a garbage bin 

framing the composition.  Technically, the work uses a limited tonal range to play 

upon contrasting colours and emphasise what could otherwise be a drab black and 

brown bird. 

 

As with the other vellum works, the work was constructed with alternating layers 

of paint and gum arabic, to create both depth and intensity of colour.  Feather 

textures were created using techniques initially employed with the feather studies, 

which involved layering and then lifting sections of colour to indicate tonal 

gradation in feather fibres. This technique was also employed in other areas, such 

as the grass and cans. 

 

 
 

6.3.2 Extension Application: Print 

As with the Cane Toad series, the Indian Mynah works included both lithograph 

and copper plate etchings in both natural history and subjective narrative styles.  

However, the prints for the Mynah are the reverse of the stylistic approach taken 

with the Cane Toad print works, in that the etching of the baby Common Indian 

Mynah is in a natural history style that seeks to represent the subject in a lifelike 

manner, while the lithograph of the museum skin is a clinical, scientific style.    

Both prints were hand coloured to enhance the visual impact of the works; the 

lithographic work, in particular, benefited from the colour adding depth and detail 

to the image. 
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6.3.2.1 Etching 

The etching in the Common Indian Mynah series is a hand coloured print 

depicting a Mynah nestling.  The reference for the work was taken from a 

deceased specimen (from by the Tropical Museum) later taxidermied via the 

process described in Plate 6.3.4. However, prior to preservation, life drawings 

were taken of the deceased nestling (see Plate 6.3.19), and a secondary sketch (see 

Plate 6.3.20) was created to reconstruct the nestling as if it was alive. 

 
Plate 6.3.19: Indian Mynah nestling study 1, 2003, pen and ink on paper.  Artist’s collection 

 
 

 
 

Plate 6.3.20: Indian Mynah nestling study 2, 2003, pencil on paper.  Artist’s collection 
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Plate 6.3.21: Mounted preserved Indian Mynah nestling, 2003. Zoological collection, Tropical 
Museum of North Queensland 
 

The reconstruction of a subject in a life like pose using a deceased specimen (see 

Plate 6.3.21 for the mounted specimen, and Plate 6.3.22 for the artwork based on 

the specimen) as reference was practised by natural history artists of the selected 

period (and is practised still today).  As such it was useful as well as challenging 

exercise in order to achieve the appearance of life. Certain elements of 

information about the specimen (such as eye colour), however, needed to be 

recreated from other sources (such as life sketches, observations and photographs) 

and the artist’s own knowledge of anatomy. 

 

 
Plate 6.3.22: Acridotheises tristis – juvenile study 2004,  hand coloured etching on paper, 18cm 
x 27cm 
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6.3.2.2 Lithograph 

While the etching drew upon a deceased specimen to depict it as alive, the 

lithograph for the Common Indian Mynah series represents the adult Mynah 

museum skin, as faithfully as possible to the original specimen (see Plate 6.3.23).   

It is presented clinically, without background or reference – the purpose of the 

work being to describe the outside form and anatomy, to emphasise the variety of 

texture, colour and feather shape.  As a further detail, the image is a life size 

depiction. 

 

Plate 6.3.23: Acridotheises testis – museum skin, dorsal view 2003,  hand coloured lithograph 
27cm x 23.5cm  
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6.4 Common Indian Mynah: From Story to Visual Narrative 
 

As noted in 3.7, the narrative works presented the selected species in a highly 

illustrative style, drawing inspiration from documented experiences of first hand 

accounts of encounters presenteding the species in a different light.   

 
 

6.4.1 Birds of a Feather 

Table 3.7.1 identified for visual representation the account ‘Birds of a Feather’, 

which was taken from a first hand account of a family that had adopted an 

Common Indian Mynah fledgling and, ‘Rites of Spring’, a first hand account from 

a different source, detailing the efforts expended in the fresh feeding of a young 

Indian Mynah bird.54

 

  

The contributor for the Birds of a Feather account also included photographs to 

illustrate their story.  One of the images was a particularly poignant photograph, 

taken of one of the adults in the family with the Mynah nestling perched 

comfortably on his shoulder and nuzzling into the cheek of the volunteer narrator 

(Plate 6.4.1).  It was a very simple, and yet powerful image, playing on the human 

instinct to nurture and protect.  It was also a contrast to the story of the deceased 

nestling depicted in the objective works, which had been treated in a detached and 

clinical manner, with the prevailing view of those dissecting it for preservation 

that it was a feral pest, and thus not entitled to sympathy.  A similar response was 

seen in the collection of the adult and juvenile birds (as part of the trapping and 

eradication scheme in Canberra) in that, while the eradication methods are seen as 

humane, there is little, if any, sympathy for the birds themselves.  Thus, this 

photograph of the nestling being treated in a loving manner provided an 

alternative perspective and thus permitted a more balanced presentation of the 

Mynah. 

                                                 
54 selected stories are outlined in the Appendix.  
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Plate 6.4.1: Photographic image supplied by R Turner in correspondence with researcher, 2003 

 

 
Plate 6.4.2: Birds of a Feather 2004, watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board 47cm x 
38.5cm 
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In creating the artwork, a more expressive, freer technique was used. The original 

image was cropped to focus less on the person and more on the nestling.  The 

narrator had included a list of words and phrases that the nestling had learnt: 

Hello Bright eyes. 
How ya going? 

How's that? 
Want a bath. 
There you go. 

What ya doing?”  
(R. Turner, email correspondence with researcher, July 2003). 

 
These phrases and a portion of the narrative were included in the image, while 

ensuring that the words did not dominate the visual elements, but rather 

contributed to the overall design, framing the outline of the nestling perched on 

the shoulder.  This reinforced the connection between nestling and human 

caregivers, portraying the Mynah in a manner that challenges negative 

perceptions.  

 

 
 

6.4.2 Rites of Spring 
 

While Birds of a Feather derived from both a narrative account and an image, 

Rites of Spring relied only on a first hand narrative. In this, Rites of Spring 

illustrates the account volunteered by one of two elderly sisters, who had rescued 

a Common Indian Mynah nestling after it had fallen from its nest.  Presented as 

one of the subjective narrative etching series, it depicts the sisters’ dedication in 

leaping around their tropical garden, catching live grasshoppers and insects for an 

always ravenous juvenile bird, who would sit perched on the rail of the deck, 

squawking encouragement, and reminding its foster parents that it was still 

hungry.  Although a highly comical scene (and deliberately recreated visually to 

highlight the humour of the narrative), it illustrated a different perspective to 

“Birds of a Feather”, and the objective works, as the Indian Mynah is shown to be 

both clever and manipulative, managing to convince its human carers to go to 

great lengths to care for and feed it.  It also illustrates the interdependence of the 

Indian Mynah on humans; evidence of its distribution shows that it does best in 
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humanised environments; in cities, suburban areas and in agricultural areas, where 

the opportunities for an easy feed are most readily found.   

 

Minimal preparatory drawings were required for this work (Plate 6.4.3); it is 

depicted mostly in flat line and caricature forms, the concept being to keep the 

image as direct and simple as possible.  

 

 
Plate 6.4.3:  Preparatory drawing, Rites of Spring, 2004 pencil on paper, 33cm x 23cm 

 

This stylist approach was in part a result of the medium chosen - at the most basic 

level, etched works are constructed in line and chemical washes – but it was also 

emphasise the ‘cartoonish’ humour of the narrative itself (Plate 6.4.4).  

 

 
Plate 6.4.4: Rites of Spring 2004,  etching on paper,  33cm x 23cm 
 

A final touch to the work was to include in the image a grasshopper on the railing 

next to the bird; the obvious inference being that the bird is not really that hungry, 

but far more entertained by the odd behaviour of its human carers.  
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7 A Rogues Gallery - The Asian House Gecko 
 

7.1  The Invasion of the Asian House Gecko 

The Asian House Gecko (Hemidactylus frenatus) is the only introduced gecko in 

Australia55

 As its name suggests, the Asian House Gecko’s native habitat extended from 

southern India, Bangladesh, Indo-China, Thailand, Western Malaysia, and to 

much of Indonesia.  However, in addition to Australia, naturalized populations of 

the gecko are found in the Philippines, Japan (Ryukyu Islands), Vietnam, in Kenya 

and Madagascar, and in Mexico and Florida (Lever, 2003).  In Oceania it is 

widespread,

, and is now our most successful invasive reptile. It is widely regarded 

as the most invasive reptile species in the world, with the broadest known 

distribution of any lizard. (Wilson, 2006) 

56

 

 (Lever, 2003), and it is not surprising that it is known variously as 

the Pacific house gecko, house lizard, spiny-tailed house gecko, 

Chichak/Cheechak (Indonesian) and the bridled house gecko (Csurhes & 

Markula, 2009). 

The Asian House Gecko is a small reptile (approximately 11cm including tail), 

living for up to five years and sexually mature at one year.  Like other geckos, 

they have fragile tails which can be broken and replaced but, unlike native lizards, 

are more vocal, calling more loudly and frequently, both day and night.  The 

Asian House Gecko fluctuates in colour, from pale pinkish-brown to dark grey, 

with mottled patterning, depending on its level of physical activity and light 

exposure; these geckos are dark with pattern by day but pale and unmarked at 

night.  

 

                                                 
55 It should be noted that there is conjecture that another gecko, the Mourning Gecko 
(Lepidodactylus lugubris), may have also originated off-shore, although this is still open to 
debate. Like the Asian House Gecko, the Mourning Gecko also appears to be expanding its 
range in coastal northern Australia. 

56 In Oceania, the Asian House Gecko has populations in found in St Helena, Ascension Island, 
Andaman and Nicobar Islands, Mascarene Islands, Seychelles, Comores Islands, Christmas 
Island, Cocos (Keeling) Islands, the Hawaiian Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, New 
Caledonia, American Samoa, Western Samoa, Fiji Islands, Mariana Islands, Vanuatu, Society 
Islands, Marquesas Islands. 
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Although most people in tropical and sub tropical regions of Australia are likely to 

be familiar with this gecko, from a distance they are very similar to the native 

Dtella geckos (Gehyra australis and Gehyra dubia) and may be confused with 

their Australian cousins. Asian House Geckos may be identified by the series of 

small spines or tubercules along back and edges of the tail (in its original state). In 

addition, the toes of the Asian House Gecko have claws, whereas the inner toes of 

Dtella are clawless.  Most people, however, know the Asian House Gecko by 

voice rather than appearance - a loud and distinctive "chuck-chuck-chuck".  

Although both sexes can call, males are very vocal, and will call in a variety of 

situations: in the early evening when emerging from their daytime shelter as they 

move to feeding areas, during and after feeding, in a territorial dispute, in 

courtship and after mating (Greer, 2006). It is thought that calls are used to 

establish and maintain territories (Marcellini, 1977). 

Territorial and opportunistic, the gecko has a social hierarchy (Frenkel, 2006) and, 

when in contact with other gecko species, is usually the most aggressive. One 

study comparing Hemidactylus frenatus with two other gecko species, 

Hemidactylus garnotii and Lepidodactylus lugubris, showed that Hemidactylus 

frenatus was more likely to approach, displace and attack the other two species 

(Bolger & Case, 1992). So fierce are their battles that tail loss and scars are 

common (Frenkel, 2006).  
 

During the day, the gecko hides in some form of shelter, emerging at dusk to 

forage all night.  Its diet consists of a wide range of insects and spiders, although it 

will also eat the juveniles of other gecko species (Case, Bolger & Petren, 1994; 

Dame & Petren, 2006). While it is found away from built up areas, it is far more 

populous in urban homes and buildings, where it has warmth and shelter and feeds 

on the insects drawn to lights. 

  

The Asian House Gecko is a known international hitchhiker (Newbery & Jones, 

2007). Stowing away primarily on cargo ships, its range has now spread across the 

world, with naturalized populations in many islands and countries.  (Lever, 2003).  

Its spread has been greatly assisted by its reproductive biology; unlike most 

reptiles which must lay their porcelain thin shelled eggs in moist conditions, the 
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Asian House Gecko belongs to a group of geckos that lay round, adhesive and 

hard shelled eggs, which are resistant to moisture loss and thus better able to 

survive the harsh conditions of sea travel (Case et al., 1994). In addition, female 

geckos can also store sperm for up to a year, allowing the laying of fertile eggs 

many months after mating – which, in the case of stowaways, may possibly be laid 

in other countries (Yamamoto & Ota, 2006). 

 

In Australia, the Asian House Gecko was first recorded in 1845 at the former 

settlement of Port Essington in the Northern Territory (Greer, 2004). There are no 

further records until the 1960s, when a population was discovered in suburban 

Darwin (Swanson, 1990). The first record in Brisbane was in 1983, when customs 

and quarantine staff observed what appeared to be a breeding population around 

the Brisbane wharves (Covacevich, 2001). It was not long before the Asian House 

Gecko spread, using transport corridors to spread north, west and south, and were 

recognized as a distinct new population, separate from the naturalized geckos in 

Darwin: 

 

At first they were largely confined to terminals around the Port of 

Brisbane, suggesting that these early colonists were probably fresh 

introductions from overseas and linked with container shipping, rather 

than pioneers from the Northern Territory population. It took about a 

decade for dispersal to begin in earnest, with reports coming from points 

along the Brisbane River and arterial motorways linking the port to 

industrial sites. In effect, the geckos were radiating along transport 

corridors! (Wilson, 2011:2). 

According to the Queensland Museum (which is in the process of surveying the 

range and impact of the Asian House Gecko), the range of the Asian House Gecko 

now extends south to Tennant Creek (Northern Territory), west to roadhouses in 

the Great Sandy Desert and in all Queensland ports from Cooktown to the Gold 

Coast. An online article on the museum’s website (Wilson, 2011) also notes that 

the geckos have also been recorded in the Kimberley region of Western Australia 

and caught in buildings on Norfolk Island. Finally, the species now appears to be 

moving south, with reports that individuals have been captured at Broken Head, 
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NSW, in 2004, as well as a reliable evidence of an established population at Coffs 

Harbour.(Wilson, 2006) 

 

It is reasonable to assume that the Asian House Geckos in Northern Queensland 

are descended from both the initial population established in the 1960s, as well as 

the newer 1980s/1990s immigrants.  Regardless, the Asian House Gecko’s range 

is steadily expanding, and with this expansion, people’s familiarity with it. 

 

 

7.2 Attitudes Towards the Asian House Gecko 

An empirical study conducted by Frembgen (2006) on human behavior, attitudes, 

and beliefs toward geckos in South and West Asia found the Asian House Gecko 

to be culturally entrenched. Frembgen (2006) reported multiple examples of 

proverbs, sayings, and information provided by numerous participants in his 

research. Attitudes appeared to vary with culture and geography – in many parts 

of the Indian subcontinent, the gecko’s cry is considered a very bad omen; indeed, 

in Bengal there is a saying, the literal translation of which is  “One who does not 

believe in [the bad effects of] sneezes and geckos is a donkey.”(Frembgen, 2006: 

137) 

 

The Asian House Gecko is considered poisonous in a number of cultures, and any 

contact with the small reptile requires immediate washing; Khushwant Singh, the 

famous Indian author wrote that “…it [is] not the sort of dirt which [can] be wiped 

off or wiped clean” (Singh, 1956: 24).  To illustrate, Frembgen (2006) cites 

Mehta’s (1929) work on Hindu beliefs wherein it was thought that, “If [a gecko] 

happens to fall on the body of a human being, the person is believed to suffer from 

illness in a short time; and if, while the person is asleep it creeps over the body, he 

or she is believed to meet death in a few days.” (Mehta, 1929: 355) 

 

The gecko’s chameleon like ability to change from dark to light and its ability to 

lose its tail has been linked it to beliefs that it could be responsible for Leprosy, 

Leukoderma (Vitiligo) and other diseases of the skin in India, Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, Yemen and other Arab countries. (Frembgen, 2006) Not surprisingly, 
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geckos are considered poisonous in many countries; indeed Northern Indian 

Hindus have a cultural tradition warning that eating geckos is a deadly experience: 

 

Among North Indian Hindus there is an oral tradition that the god Siva, 

described in Hindu texts as a carrier of disease, dispensed poison to 

every living creature. Only the gecko, the last to arrive, received none. 

Siva himself thus prepared a strong poison with a grater and gave it to 

the gecko, which licked it up and has been deadly poisonous ever since. 

Eating one, it is believed, can lead to vomiting, serious illness, or even 

death. Similar beliefs are widespread in the Arab world, where the little 

lizard is called bors sam, “poisonous gecko.” (Frembgen, 2006: 139).      

 

The potential for Asian House Geckos to be ingested accidently has been taken 

into account by the women responsible for cooking meals; in Lahore, for example, 

it was held that were one of the creatures to fall into an empty pot, jug, etc., then 

the vessel must be broken and thrown away as food or drink kept in it would 

become makruh (not religiously approved). (Frembgen, 2006)  Elsewhere, 

conventions held that any gecko that fell into foodstuffs such as flour or sugar 

needed to be removed along with a cubic foot of the foodstuff so as to minimize 

risk of poisoning. (Frembgen, 2006)     

 

Not surprisingly, therefore, the Asian House Gecko is an ‘ingredient’ in the 

practice of local of folk medicine and in malevolent, antisocial magic arts; 

Frembgen (2006) found that: 

 

…in the Punjab, North-West Frontier Province, and Afghanistan the 

jadugar (magician) uses the tail, skin, and blood of the gecko to prepare 

special potions. It is said that if one cooks a gecko and mixes it in with 

the food of an enemy, then the enemy will weaken and his skin start to 

peal off. (Frembgen, 2006: 141) 

 

Interestingly, where there were negative attitudes, Frembgen (2006) found people, 

nonetheless, to be rather ambivalent regarding to the question of whether geckos 



306 
 

should be killed.  Indeed, Frembgen (2006) found that, in South East Asia and 

elsewhere, there was a belief that the animals were linked to fertility, well-being 

and good luck.  For example, in Uttar Pradesh, it is thought that a house with 

many geckos is generally a prosperous one, adding that the killing of a gecko 

would prevent the woman of the house from becoming pregnant. It is thought that 

this belief may be related to the fact that, like geckos, women in the area often 

have their first children in the winter, since the favored time for marriages is 

between February and April. This is not an isolated belief; in other cultures lizards 

and snakes are regarded as symbols of fertility, perhaps due to the seeming 

renewal of the animal when it sheds its skin. 

 

Frembgen (2006) also found there to be other gecko beliefs relating to good and 

bad fortune held by the people he interviewed in Uttar Pradesh:  

 

… Muslims and Hindus alike generally believe that a gecko falling on the 

right shoulder is a good omen, while one falling on the left shoulder is a 

bad omen. One woman from Peshawar told me that if a gecko falls on a 

man’s head, then that man will become king. (Frembgen, 2006: 138) 

 

It is clear that, while attitudes vary towards the Asian House Gecko in its native 

countries, familiarity with the small lizard and its tendency to live close to humans 

in homes and buildings has nevertheless seen it become integrated within local 

cultures and belief systems. 

 

In Australia, the Asian House Gecko is generally considered to be a benign and 

entertaining little reptile, useful in keeping the insect population down in 

Queensland houses.  Recent research on the spread and potential impact of the 

Asian House Gecko published in Austral Ecology (, 2011), noted the generally 

positive attitude towards the Asian House Gecko, and  the fact that this was at 

odds with public attitudes towards other introduced and feral species in Australia:  

 

Clearly, Asian House Geckos are highly efficient insectivores, especially 

of mosquitoes. This, along with a widespread (though unconfirmed) 
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perception that these geckos eradicate most house-dwelling cockroaches 

(D. Jones unpublished data), may be partially responsible for the 

generally positive attitude among most suburban residents towards the 

presence of this invasive species in their homes (Newbery, 2005). This 

positive regard within the community, in stark contrast to that toward 

most other Australian introduced pests (ABC 2004), is another 

significant element in what is an increasingly complex ecological story of 

an invasive animal adapting to urban Australia. (Hoskins, 2011: 240) 

 

There have been numerous attempts by Government and environmental agencies 

to turn public sentiment against the gecko by portraying the Asian House Gecko 

as an aggressive feral invader; however, to date, such efforts appear to have been 

unsuccessful.  In 2009, the Queensland Museum launched a study of the gecko’s 

habits and population, which was intended not only to assess range and numbers 

of geckos but also to assess and change community attitudes towards them. 

Completed in July 2010, more than 4,000 people participated in the 12 month 

online community science project.  In addition to determining distribution, survey 

questions deliberately targeted attitudes; for example, the introduction to the 

survey began thus:   

Asian House Geckos may be spreading and they may be a growing 

problem for our own native geckos, but at the moment, we just don't 

know. (QLD Museum Asian House Gecko Survey, 2009  

http://www.qm.qld.gov.au/Find+out+about/Animals+of+Queensland

/Reptiles/Geckos/Gecko+survey) 

The statement introduces the notion that the Asian House Gecko may be a threat 

to native geckos, and that this threat could be spreading.  Such wording plays 

directly to the public’s negative perceptions of foreign animal invaders (such as 

Cane Toads and Indian Mynah birds), and is designed to slant the perspective of 

the respondent.  The survey does attempt to determine both positive and negative 

attitudes; for example, it asks the respondent to answer:  

Why do you like geckos? Because they: 
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 (a) Eat bugs, 

(b) Are cute, or  

(c) Are harmless.  

Why don’t you like geckos? Because they:  

(a) Make a mess,  

(b) Are loud, or  

(c) Come inside the house.  

(QLD Museum Asian House Gecko Survey, 2009  

http://www.qm.qld.gov.au/Find+out+about/Animals+of+Queensland

/Reptiles/Geckos/Gecko+survey)  

 

Interestingly, the survey appears to assume that the majority of people are not 

aware of the impact that the Asian House Gecko may have environmentally; 

negative questions focus on mess, noise and their co-habitation in people’s homes.  

However, raising such awareness is ultimately the purpose of that survey, as it 

concludes with the question:  

Does knowing that Asian House Geckos are an introduced species that 

may impact Australian wildlife change your opinion of them?  

(QLD Museum Asian House Gecko Survey, 2009  

http://www.qm.qld.gov.au/Find+out+about/Animals+of+Queensland/R

eptiles/Geckos/Gecko+survey) 

 

Responses to the survey were mixed.  Some participants were very supportive of 

the gecko: 

They reduce the cockroach population.  

I enjoy watching geckos as I find them interesting with regard to their 

mobility, calls, territorial stance and their food requirements. (QLD 

Museum Asian House Gecko Survey, 2009  

http://www.qm.qld.gov.au/Find+out+about/Animals+of+Queensland/R

eptiles/Geckos/Gecko+survey) 
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Others, however, were definitely negative: 

Asian House Geckos make a mess. 

They are not native to Australia and have become a very big 

problem like Cane Toads. 

(QLD Museum Asian House Gecko Survey, 2009  

http://www.qm.qld.gov.au/Find+out+about/Animals+of+Queensland/R

eptiles/Geckos/Gecko+survey) 

 

A newspaper article report on the Museum Survey and published online at the 

couriermail.com.au entitled Museum to expose gecko as a low-life pest, (King, 

Sunday Mail (QLD) August 30, 2009) also noted support for the gecko.  

Comments from readers on the article and the subject of geckos verified this: 

 

Anne of Norman Park Posted at 8:12 PM August 31, 2009 

At my last house I had a terrible time with red back spiders on the 

outdoor settings. Along came the geckos and voila no more red backs!! I 

was impressed. This house no red backs but lots of moths - geckos came 

and voila problem solved. Interestingly this last year the geckos have all 

but disappeared and I don't know why. 

 

Jeremy Bentham of Brisbane Posted at 8:12 PM August 31, 2009 

The only things that have problems in my household with geckos are 

cockroaches. Way to go GECKOES.....!!! 

 

Stuart Maddison of Brisbane Posted at 11:42 AM August 31, 2009 

We have them around the house and garden and apart from causing a 

little mess with droppings, I find them beneficial overall. They eat bugs, 

you know like everyone's favourites cockroaches and moths, they are cute 

and native birds love them. We see native geckos in the garden so I don't 

see the interloper being a problem for them. The Asian House Gecko is 

relatively benign.  
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(Reader Comments on Museum to expose gecko as a low-life pest, The 

Sunday Mail (QLD) August 30, 2009, 

http://www.couriermail.com.au/news/queensland/museum-to-expose-

gecko-as-a-low-life-pest/story-e6freoof-1225767349128, accessed 

21.10.12)  

 

It is clear that, both in Australia and overseas, the Asian House Gecko attracts 

both positive and negative attitudes.  Interestingly, however, there is little interest 

is killing the geckos as a control method, an attitude that differs considerably to 

that towards the Cane Toad and even the Common Indian Mynah.   

 
 

7.3 Environment and Impact 

Although generally considered benign, there are growing concerns by scientists, 

environmentalists and policy makers as to the ecological impact of the Asian 

House Gecko.  Evidence is emerging indicating that, where the Asian House 

Gecko has established a foothold, there has been a corresponding decline in the 

abundance of native gecko species.  Indeed, its arrival has had particularly 

negative impacts in areas sensitive to changes in environmental biology, such as 

islands.  For example, in Hawaii, the Asian House Gecko was first reported after 

World War II. Since this time, its population has increased substantially across 

urban and suburban habitats while numbers of native gecko species have 

simultaneously decreased. Indeed, the Asian House Gecko is now the most 

populous gecko species not only in Hawaii but in many other areas; it is found in 

urban habitats as well as in rural and forest areas57

                                                 
57 For example, in Vanuatu, the Asian House Gecko is the dominant urban gecko species in the city of 
Port Vila on Efate (though it is restricted to this area) and in the town of Santo on Espiritu Santo (Lever, 
2003). In Mauritius, it is thought to be displacing the endemic ornate day gecko (Phelsuma ornate) from 
native ebony forest (Lever, 2003). In Réunion, Rodrigues, and mainland Mauritius, the Asian House 
Gecko is thought to have had a devastating effect on native geckos from the genus Nactus, where the 
introduction of the Asian House Gecko has coincided with a catastrophic reduction in range of Nactus, 
including local extinctions(Cole et al. 2005). 

. For example, on the 

Revillagigedo Archipelago of Mexico (an area considered to be of national and 

global ecological importance), there is concern that the survival of the only other 

reptile species (Urosaurus auriculatus) may be at risk due to invasion by the 

Asian House Gecko. Closer to home, it is thought that the arrival and spread of the 
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Asian House Geckos on Christmas Island has the potential to affect the endemic 

Christmas Island gecko (Lepidodactylus listeri) adversely (Lever, 2003) while on 

Norfolk Island, the Asian House Gecko could negatively impact on the survival of 

the island’s own native gecko (Christinus guentheri) (Cole et al. 2005). 

 

Evidence suggests that the ability of the Asian House Gecko to displace local 

native gecko species seems most pronounced in urban areas (Csurhes & Markula, 

2009). It is thought that this may be due to the feeding habits of the gecko given 

its adaptation to artificial lighting on buildings that attract large numbers of 

insects whereas native gecko species may be better adapted to hunting more 

dispersed insect populations.  

 

Taking this into account, it may be argued that it is largely the aggressive and 

territorial nature of the species that has allowed it to out-compete native species. 

For example, a study of H. frenatus and native Nactus spp. on the Mascarene 

Islands found that interactions were often aggressive, with H. frenatus frequently 

observed stalking, lunging towards and biting Nactus spp.—for example, two 

individual N. coindemirensis lost toes, a further two individuals lost their tails and 

one male was eaten. H. frenatus was also found to aggressively exclude Nactus 

spp. from daytime refugia, making these native species more vulnerable to 

predation and adverse climatic conditions (Cole et al. 2005). 

 

In Australia, there is concern that the Asian House Gecko will displace a number 

of native species (if it has not done so already). The Queensland Government’s 

Department of Primary Industries and Fisheries report on the potential impact of 

the Asian House Gecko, the Pest Animal Risk Assessment: Asian House Gecko 

Hemidactylus frenatus (Csurhes & Markula, 2009) cited a number of potential 

impacts: 

• in coastal areas of south-east Queensland, the Asian House Gecko was 

likely to compete with native gecko species that currently occupy urban 

areas, namely the Dtella (Gehyra dubia) and the Robust Velvet Gecko 

(Oedura robusta); 

• while it appears that the Asian House Gecko currently co-exists with 



312 
 

another species of velvet gecko (Oedura jacovae sp. nov.) in houses 

adjoining the Mt Coot-tha bushland reserve (Brisbane) and has not 

expanded beyond the urban environment (Couper, Keim & Hoskin, 2007), 

there is potential for it to move beyond this; 

• in Darwin, where the Report notes that the Asian House Gecko has been 

present for at least 20 years longer than in south-east Queensland, the 

population of the gecko has expanded beyond urban habitats into nearby 

native bushland (Couper et al. 2007). The native species, Oedura 

rhombifer, which was once reported to be abundant around houses in 

Darwin may be locally extinct - a survey in 2002 found no specimens.  

• Other anecdotal evidence suggests that the Asian House Gecko is 

outcompeting and displacing Oedura rhombifer, as well as Gehyra dubia, 

more broadly in urban habitats of Darwin (Keim, 2002). 

 

It appears that Government concern regarding the impact of the Asian House 

Gecko around Australia varies with some, but not all, states imposing restrictions: 

 

• In New South Wales, H. frenatus is listed as a Category 2 Non-

Indigenous Animal under the Non-Indigenous Animals Regulation 

1997. A Category 2 animal is a ‘species of high pest potential or of 

significant conservation value’ (New South Wales State Government, 

2006). 

• In Victoria, H. frenatus is listed as a Category 3a species of Regulated 

Pest Animals under the Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994. H. 

frenatus can be kept for certain reasons with a permit (State of 

Victoria Department of Primary Industries, 2007).  

• H. frenatus is a Class 2 declared pest in South Australia under the 

Natural Resources Management Act 2004 (South Australian 

Government Gazette, 2005). 

• In Western Australia, H. frenatus is a Declared Animal under the 

Agriculture and Related Resources Protection Act 1976 (Department 

of Agriculture and Food WA, 2008). 

• In the Northern Territory, H. frenatus is not listed as a declared feral 
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species under the Territory Parks and Conservation Act 2001, nor is it 

considered a pest (Northern Territory Government, 2007). 

• In the ACT, H. frenatus is a protected species under the Nature 

Conservation Act 1980, as it is not listed as an exempt animal nor is it 

listed as a Pest Animal under the Pest Plants and Animals Act 2005 

(Department of Territory and Municipal Services, 2006). 

• In Tasmania, H. frenatus cannot be imported as there is no authority 

for it under the Animal Health Act 1995 (Department of Primary 

Industries and Water, 2008). 

• In Queensland, H. frenatus is not a declared pest under the Land 

Protection (Pest and Stock Route Management) Act 2002. (Csurhes & 

Markula, 2009:13) 

 

It is not yet known what controls, if any, are planned for the Asian House Gecko. 

Biological controls are difficult due to the fact that native geckos may be at risk, 

and, unlike the situation with the Cane Toad and the Common Indian Mynah, the 

culling of geckos is unlikely to win broad public support.  Presently, agencies that 

highlight the impact of the Asian House Gecko are encouraging the public to make 

changes in their home environment and behaviour to make their homes less 

attractive to the small lizard.  For example, the Queensland Museum’s website asks 

the public to be aware that, as Asian House Geckos are insectivorous and thus are 

attracted to areas where insects gather, people should ensure unnecessary lights are 

off, install insect screens and use yellow light bulbs in outdoor lights (as insects are 

less attracted to these). The website also notes that Asian House Geckos like to live 

in warm areas – for example, behind electrical appliances such as air conditioners, 

so all electrical appliances should be switched off and unplugged when they are not 

in use.  While all advice is useful, it is unlikely, however, that it will be sufficient to 

deter the Asian House Gecko, nor halt its continued expansion.  
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7.4 The Asian House Gecko: From Specimen to Realisation 
 
Like the other subjects of this study, the reference materials for the visual works 

depicting the Asian House Gecko utilised photographs of the gecko, life sketches 

and preserved specimens.  However, unlike the Cane Toad and Common Indian 

Mynah works, no professionally preserved specimens were available.  Hence, 

photographs and life drawings were the primary reference sources, supplemented 

by naturally preserved remains of Asian House Geckos (including skeletal 

remains) as well as eggs located by the researcher. 

 

Fortunately, the Asian House Gecko in North Queensland is so ubiquitous that 

many deceased and live specimens to work with were readily available. 

Furthermore, a number of additional secondary photographic references were used 

to support the reference materials.  These images included a photograph of a 

stained Asian House Gecko specimen (Plate 7.4.1) which was used to create a 

comparable visual study to complement the stained Cane Toad work, as described 

in 5.2.3. 

 
 

Plate 7.4.1: Photographic reference of Hermidactylus frenatus, Tony Gamble, 2001  
 

In order to assist with the life studies, photographs of the Asian House Gecko 

were taken in a variety of locations and at various times of the day around the 

researcher’s home and in other buildings, so as to capture the variation in skin 

colour and pattern that occurs with this species.  Plate 7.4.2 shows a dark coloured 

gecko with strong patterning that had recently emerged from a dark area; Plate 

7.4.3 shows a Asian House Gecko that has been out in the light for sometime; as 

such it was a much lighter colour. 



315 
 

 

 
 

Plate 7.4.2: Photographic reference of Hermidactylus frenatus, Artist’s collection 2003 
 
 

 
 
Plate 7.4.3: Photographic reference of Hermidactylus frenatus, Artist’s collection 2003  

 
In addition to showing the different colours of the gecko, the reference materials 

also included documentation of the various life stages if the gecko.  Plate  7.4.4 

below shows a juvenile Asian Gecko catching a moth; from its size 

(approximately five centimetres in length) and pigmentation, it is likely that this 

gecko was not long hatched from its egg. 
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Plate 7.4.4: Photographic reference of Hermidactylus frenatus, Artist’s collection 2003 
 

Numerous life sketches (exemplified in Plate 7.4.5) of Asian House Geckos 

assisted this researcher in becoming familiar with the physical form and 

characteristics of the gecko; geckos were recorded climbing, hunting, eating and 

even mating; the latter of these provided inspiration for the major vellum work in 

this series. 
 

 
 

Plate 7.4.5: Life study of Hermidactylus frenatus, 2003, Artist’s collection 20cm x 17cm. 
 

While it was possible to take photographs and draw life studies of geckos, they 

had the drawback in that they depicted only the external form of the gecko, and 
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thus could not provide the details of skeletal and internal forms that had been 

available with the dissected Cane Toad and Indian Mynah bird specimens.  While 

this researcher collected numerous naturally preserved gecko specimens, the 

majority of these were dry and desiccated.  While the researcher attempted to 

create skeletal specimens from naturally and recently deceased specimens, the 

delicate bones did not survive the various processes used; these included natural 

decomposition, chemical decomposition (gently boiling down the specimen, as 

was used to access the Mynah bird bones), and even the use of ants. 

 

A small juvenile specimen that had naturally decomposed to expose a large 

section of its skeletal structure was eventually collected (see Plate 7.4.6) but this 

was only a partial skeleton.   

 

 
 

Plate 7.4.6: Photographic reference of partial Hermidactylus frenatus skeleton, Artist’s 
collection 2003. 

 
 

It was extremely delicate and tiny and, while it did assist in providing details of 

the internal construction of the gecko, a number of features were missing. It was 

therefore necessary to obtain secondary visual sources to supplement the reference 

materials (Plates 7.4.7 and 7.4.8). 
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Plate 7.4.7: Photographic reference of dorsal view of Hermidactylus frenatus skeleton, 2004. 
http://www.agassiztrading.com/boneroom/lizard-skeleton.htm  

 
 

 
 

Plate 7.4.8: Photographic reference of ventral view of Hermidactylus frenatus skeleton, 2004. 
http://www.agassiztrading.com/boneroom/lizard-skeleton.htm  

 
 

Finally, in addition to photographs and sketches, a small, recently deceased 

specimen was kept by the researcher to provide details from life that were not 

readily seen in photographs and drawings.  The most economical and simplest 

way of keeping the specimen in reasonable condition was to freeze it, although 

this did mean that it was necessary to work from the frozen specimen for a 

maximum of 20 minutes each session, due to thawing time and the natural 

decomposition that occurs with contact with air, accelerated when the specimen 

was at room temperature.   Repeated thawing and freezing inevitably results the 

specimen degenerating over time.  Consequently, the reference specimen was used 

sparingly. 
 
 
 
 

7.4.1 Objective Experimentation: Vellum 
 
In preparation for the major vellum work, a number of small studies were 

completed; two of these were on ivorine (a modern synthetic support that is used 

as a substitute for ivory).  This was purely experimental; ivorine is used by 
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miniaturists and (in theory) has similar properties and texture to Kelmscott vellum.  

As a material, it is both less costly and more readily available and as such, it was 

considered worth investigating to determine whether ivorine may be useful for 

future works. 

 
In a style similar to the objective studies of the Cane Toad, small studies of the 

Asian House Gecko explored the physical characteristics of the gecko.  Plate 7.4.9 

shows a life size study of the underside (ventral) view of the gecko with eggs. The 

idea of this work was to determine the position of the internal location of eggs.  

Subsequent investigations revealed that the egg placement is too high in this 

study; the eggs should be lower and stored side by side (rather than vertically 

presented).  This error resulted from the lack of a pregnant specimen (or images of 

the internal anatomy of the Asian House Gecko) to work from.  The study in Plate 

7.4.9 had been created using the small frozen specimen, the skeletal references 

and images of the stained specimen (which depicts placement of internal organs 

and bones). 

 

 
 

Plate 7.4.9: Hemidactylus frenatus –egg study 2004,  watercolour and gouache on ivorine  
13.5cm x 8cm 
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Despite this acknowledged inaccuracy, the work was included in the final 

exhibition as a small experimental work on ivorine.  Interestingly, although the 

ivorine had a number of similar physical characteristics to the Kelmscott vellum 

(such as a smooth, translucent surface), the works lacked the intense colour and 

vibrancy of the vellum.  The study was executed using watercolour and gouache 

(the same media used in the vellum works) but these failed to adhere to the surface 

in the same or similar fashion as did the vellum. As such, only two ivorine studies 

were conducted, one on the Asian House Gecko (Plate 7.4.9) and one of the feral 

cat (a small tooth study as discussed further in Chapter 9.2.1, see Plate 8.2.10: 

Felis catus – teeth study 2004). 

 
 

 

7.4.1.1 Anatomical Works 

The anatomical work of the Asian House Gecko signifies a return to the stylistic 

approach employed with the Cane Toad anatomical work (outlined in 5.2.3), 

including the juvenile stages (in this instance, in vitro).  References for the work 

included life studies, photographs and the frozen specimen.  The in vitro 

illustration was recreated using the researcher’s anatomical knowledge and with 

reference to images of similar lizards and reptiles. 

 

Also executed in watercolour and gouache on illustration board (with alternating 

layers of gum arabic), this work (shown in Plate 7.4.10) was at the enlarged scale 

of 1:3 for the gecko and 1: 5 for the eggs so as to provide further detail to the 

viewer (although included in the study of the eggs (mid bottom) were two 

illustrations of the eggs at scale).  
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Plate 7.4.10:  Hemidactylis frenatus (Asian House Gecko) 2004,  watercolour and gouache on 
Bainbridge board,  36.5cm x 22.5cm 
 

The composition of the work was simple and designed to provide balance through 

the mirroring of shapes (from left to right), with the only other element in the 

image (apart than the subject matter itself) being the suggestion of a drop shadow 

behind the geckos to provide definition and to assist in the realism of the work. As 

with the Cane Toad work in the anatomical series, the subject matter is removed 

from its environment and depicted in isolation; this contrasts with the treatment of 

the subject in the major vellum work. 

 
As indicated, in the same manner as the Cane Toad, the anatomical works also 

included a study of the Asian House Gecko as a stained specimen.  While the 

ivorine work in Plate 7.4.9 (and subsequent works, such that depicted in Plate 

7.4.13) depicted the inner skeletal structures, the stained specimens allow for the 

internal structure of the organs and muscles to be identified.   
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While the researcher was able to view a stained specimen of the Cane Toad and 

take photos, a stained specimen of the Asian House Gecko was only available as a 

photographic source.  However, sufficient understanding of the staining 

technique, together with the reference material, allowed for a successful 

reproduction of the image.  In the same manner as the Cane Toad, tracings were 

taken of photographic reference, which was then transferred to the illustration 

board and painted (see Plate 7.4.11). 

 

 
Plate 7.4.11: Hemidactylus frenatus (Asian House Gecko) 2004,  watercolour and 
gouache on Bainbridge board 25cm x 22cm. 
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7.4.1.2    Natural History Works  

The major vellum piece in the Asian House Gecko series depicts a pair of Asian 

House Geckos mating on a wall; however to assist the composition of the piece, 

the pair are not depicted entirely vertical, but on a slight angle to prevent the 

viewer’s gaze being led out of the image (Plate 7.4.12).  This style is in keeping 

with other major vellum works in the Cane Toad and Common Indian Mynah  

series, presenting the subject matter in the performance of a characteristic 

behaviour.  Asian House Geckos are known for their seemingly promiscuous 

behaviour; like Cane Toads, they are frequently observed mating in the warmer 

months.   

 

It is interesting to contrast the intensity of colour and luminescence of the vellum 

work with the earlier study on ivorine (Plate 7.4.9); the geckos are depicted in a 

flushed pink as a result of their exertions, the male positioned on the top keeps his 

mate secured in place by griping her tightly and biting her just behind the head.  

His tail twists under hers and to the left, allowing access for sexual penetration. 

This reference for this work is a combination of photographs taken by this 

researcher and sketches; this exact behaviour and position was observed numerous 

times by this researcher, and illustrates very well the aggressive nature of these 

little geckos. 
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Plate 7.4.12: Gecko Foreplay  2004,  watercolour on vellum 22.5cm x 27cm 
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7.4.2 Extension Application: Print 
 
7.4.2.1 Etching 

The Asian House Gecko etching depicts the skeleton of the gecko in a more 

constrained form, without any embellishment.  Emphasis is placed on the 

repetition of bone that creates a pattern of forms; for example the expanding and 

then contracting rib bones that branch out along the spine and then are repeated, in 

a compressed manner, down through the tail. The process of etching allows for 

precise and delicate line work, and the chemical process of the etching has created 

a texture and patina that suits the subject matter, giving it both depth and tonality. 

 

Plate 7.4.13:  Hemidactylus frenatus- skeletal study dorsal view 2004  Etching on paper 33cm x 
23cm 

The subject matter is depicted from a dorsal (top) perspective, as it would be in 

motion.  While modern stylistic conventions of scientific illustration would have 

the subject matter laid out in a straight and evenly balanced manner, with the left 

side of the subject a mirror image of the right, early zoological artists permitted 

themselves more aesthetic freedom, even in their objective works (see 4.1.1).  This 
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etching references those conventions, combining naturalism with precise 

anatomical detail.  The depiction of the subject is impersonal; the interest is in the 

biological form with nothing revealed of the subject’s character, unlike the vellum 

work (see Plate 7.4.12). 

 

 
7.4.2.2 Lithographs 

The lithograph in the Asian House Gecko series (Plate 7.4.14) contrasts 

stylistically with the etching in that it seeks to represent the subject in a 

naturalistic manner.  The work is hand tinted in watercolour, and gum Arabic has 

been added in certain areas (such as around the eyes) to both intensify the depth of 

colour and give the work a slightly three dimensional feel. 

 

The technical process for creating the gecko lithograph is the same as for the Cane 

Toad and the Common Indian Mynah  - as with the Mynah, the black and white 

lithograph print was hand coloured in order to enhance the aesthetic appeal of the 

work. 

 

Reference for the lithograph drew upon photographic sources and life sketches 

executed by the researcher. The image of the gecko was life size and, while the 

etched work depicts the internal structure of the gecko, the lithograph presents the 

external appearance of the subject, emphasising slightly the mottled pattern (seen 

when the gecko emerges from a darkened space) and the miniature spikes on the 

tail tip.  
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Plate 7.4.14: Hemidactylus frenatus – dorsal view 2003,  hand coloured lithograph on paper  
18.5cm x 14cm 
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7.5 The Asian House Gecko: From Story to Visual Narrative 

The subjective narrative works for the Asian House Gecko were based upon two 

of the first hand accounts selected in Table 3.2.1.    Below is an overview of the 

process of re-creating the two selected subjected narratives in the Asian House 

Gecko series into a visual form. 

7.5.1 Gecko Tea 

Gecko tea is the larger watercolour work in the subject narrative series, following 

on from Birds of a Feather and Miss Toady’s Tea Party. In that sense, it connects 

the Gecko subjective narrative series to the other works, and is executed in a 

similar stylistic manner, using the slightly altered perspective (as employed for 

Miss Toady’s Tea Party) and the painterly effects of Birds of a Feather. 

 

Gecko tea draws upon a narrative that illustrates the tendency for these small 

lizards to find themselves in places and situations that lead to their demise, albeit 

in a manner that causes considerable annoyance or discomfort to those around 

them.  It is not uncommon for Asian House Geckos to crawl into electrical goods 

(such as air-conditioners and stereos) and be electrocuted.  Unfortunately, the 

smell of a slowly decomposing gecko is usually noticeable very quickly in the 

tropical climate, and often requires the complete dismantling of the appliance to 

remove the deceased lizard. 

 
This narrative describes a very unpleasant experience, in which a gecko had found 

its way into an electric kettle and (unfortunately) was boiled with the water; the 

water was poured unknowingly into a teapot, and, upon drinking, was found to 

have a very fishy taste – inspection of the teapot and the kettle soon revealed the 

remains of a very unfortunate gecko. 

 
Several preparatory sketches were undertaken in attempts to illustrate this 

narrative.  Initially, the concept was to heighten the narrative by portraying the 

characters in a comedic manner; essentially, allowing the viewer to be privy to the 

humour of the situation (and the ensuing revulsion at the thought of drinking 

gecko tea). Plates 7.5.1 and 7.5.1 document these early sketches, noting that in 
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these preliminary sketches, the idea would have been to warp the perspective and 

portray the human subjects as caricatures. 

 
Plate 7.5.1: Gecko tea preparatory sketch, 2004, pencil on paper, 29cm x 20cm. Artist’s 

collection 
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The sketch in Plate 7.5.1 has the tail of the gecko hanging limp alongside the 

teabag tag, a literal translation of gecko tea –with the human characters oblivious 

to the impending fate of the gecko and their freshly brewed tea.  A tipped salt 

shaker (lower right corner of the image) was to be a reference to the bad luck of 

the situation for all concerned. 

 

However, it was felt that this did not sufficiently engage the viewer in the emotion 

of the narrative.  Plate 7.5.2 shows a second preparatory sketch; in this, the ‘gecko 

tea’ element is far more obvious, and the intent was to simulate the same shock 

and revulsion in the viewer as portrayed in the human characters, albeit from a 

comedic perspective. 

 

 
Plate 7.5.2: Gecko tea preparatory sketch , 2004, pencil on paper, 29cm x 20cm. Artist’s 

collection 
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Again, this work was intended to use a similar warped perspective to the Cane 

Toad major subjective narrative work.  However, on reflection, it was felt that 

such an approach was overly simplistic; the idea was not simply to illustrate a 

story but to involve the viewer more deeply in the narrative. As such, the 

viewpoint was amended to the first person (as if the viewer is experiencing the 

story personally) – this proved to have greater impact in the final work and, while 

there was still a sense of what might be termed dark comedy, it certainly was more 

confrontational for the viewer – and thus far more likely to elicit a response. 

 

It was important in this work to make the elements such as the hand holding the 

cup, the colour of the china and even the tone of the tea, as realistic as possible.  It 

thus makes the other elements – the floating bits of gecko – readily believable, and 

deepens the impact of the piece.  As such, photographic reference for the cup and 

tea was used (Plate 7.5.3); this was then copied onto transparent film where the 

final composition for the work was sketched out (Plate 7.5.4).  The transparent 

film was then projected on to the board where the final composition was pencilled 

in and then painted, using watercolours and gouache, and layering with gum 

Arabic (Plate 7.5.5)  The droplet technique was also employed in this work 

(following on from the previous Cane Toad and Common Indian Mynah  bird 

watercolour subjective narratives) – but was less obvious in execution; in the 

former works there had been both human and animal characters at play, but in this 

piece, the contents of an inanimate object (the gecko in the tea cup) are the 

primary focus, thus it was important to minimise the expressive stylisation in 

order to maximise the credibility of the story.  

 

In this manner, the work seeks to draw the viewer into the narrative in order to 

participate in the experience – this draws a far more interesting response and has 

greater impact on the perception of the viewer, who may have even had a similar 

experience (or heard of one).  At the same time, it reinforces the shared co-

existence that humans have with this small lizard, and what that can mean at 

times. 
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Plate 7.5.3: Photographic reference for Gecko Tea, 2004.  Artist’s collection 

 

 
Plate 7.5.4: Gecko tea preparatory sketch, 2004, pen on overhead, 29cm x 17cm. 
Artist’s collection 
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Plate 7.5.5: Gecko Tea  2004, watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board 47cm x 43.5cm 
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7.5.2 Potential 

The subjective narrative for this work was both simple and evocative; describing 

the hatching of a gecko as it was held in the palm of a hand. The story was 

volunteered by the mother of a family which had been clearing out their back shed 

when they discovered a number of small white eggs.  One egg cracked, and the 

family watched as a tiny gecko emerged in the palm of the mother’s hand, and 

then scampered off.  All other eggs collected hatched unobserved by the family. 

 

This narrative conveys the sense of wonder at witnessing the entry into the world 

of another creature, coupled with the amazement at the instant instinct for 

survival. The children had initially thought the cracked egg had broken, so there 

was both great relief and surprise when a tiny gecko emerged.  It was a moment in 

time, and documented well the connection between many people in northern 

Queensland and these small lizards, largely accepted as part of the household 

wildlife.  

 
The moment selected for the work is that of the instant where the gecko was 

hatching, with emphasis on the sense of this tiny creature emerging from its shell, 

held gently in the palm of a huge (by contrast) hand.  Adopting the same stylistic 

convention as the other subjective narrative work Gecko Tea (2004) (Plate 7.5.4) 

this work offers nonetheless a far more positive experience, allowing the viewer to 

experience the precise moment of birth as described by the narrative.58

 

 

 

                                                 
58 The image of the etching Potential is not supplied in this study, as the files documenting this 
work were corrupted and found to be irretrievable.  At this time, the original work is in a private 
collection and not available for documentation.  A note to this effect is provided in 11.6.1, along 
with the preparatory sketch and a photograph of the work with three others in the subjective 
etching series, hanging in situ. 
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Plate 7.5.6: Preparatory sketch on photographic reference for Potential, 2004, pencil on 

paper, 29cm x 20cm.  Artist’s collection 
 

 
Plate 7.5.7: Potential preparatory sketch, 2004, pencil on paper, 29cm x 20cm. Artist’s 

collection 
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8 A Rogues Gallery - The Feral Cat 

8.1  An Early Immigrant – the Cat in Australia 

Unlike the other subjects of this research, the cat is perceived to be as both a pet 

and a feral predator.  Indeed, there are three categories in the definition of the 

domestic cat Felis silvestris catus59

 

 – domestic cats (which are entirely dependent 

upon humans for survival), stray cats (which are assisted by humans through 

occasional feeding) and feral cats (which are totally independent of humans for 

survival).  In Northern Queensland, all three categories are present in suburban 

areas. 

Cats are also unique in their history in Australia; there is evidence to suggest that 

the arrival of cats pre-dates European settlement (Dickman, 1996, Hartwell, 1996, 

2009).  Fossil records, distribution factors and DNA analysis of feral cats indicate 

that cats first appeared in Australia about 500 years ago (Hartwell, 1996, 2009) 

and there is an oral tradition in parts of northern Australia that suggests that cats 

may have been present in small numbers prior to European arrival; with some 

Indigenous groups reportedly having cats as totem spirits and there being a “cat 

dreaming” (Hartwell, 1996, 2009).   

 

It has been suggested that the origin of cats in Australia may have been the result 

of Dutch shipwrecks in the 17th Century, or even prior to that, arriving from 

present-day Indonesia with Macassan fisherman and traders who frequented 

northern Australia. (Dickman 1996).  Further introductions were facilitated with 

the settlement of Europeans and by the 1850s there were established stray and 

feral populations.  In the 1890s, attempts to control rabbit and rodent populations 

saw the targeted release of cats, resulting in widespread distribution: 

 

200 cats were released between Eyre Patch and Mt Ragged in 1899 to 

control rabbits. 20 cats in breeding condition were released on Carnac 

Island in 1890-91 for the same reason. A further 30 were to have been 
                                                 
59 The domestic cat was first classified as Felis catus by Carolus Linnaeus in the tenth edition of Systema 
Naturae (1758).  However, there is now genetic evidence to show that the domestic cat is another 
subspecies of the wildcat, Felis silvestris.  As a result there has been mixed usage of the terms, and now 
the domestic cat is officially referred to by the subspecies name, Felis silvestris catus 
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released 12 months later, but, in 1892 it was reported that they had 

destroyed the rabbits. In 1901, 160 cats had been released in rabbit 

infested country….. By 1903 there were reports that feral cats were 

becoming as great a plague as the dingo (semi-wild dog). (Hartwell, 

1996, 2009; http://www.messybeast.com/auspredicament.htm).   

By 1921, feral cats were so numerous and there were such concerns as to their 

impact on native wildlife that they were declared to be vermin (Hartwell, 1996, 

2009).  However, by this time, there were feral cat populations throughout the 

Australia and on the majority of surrounding islands. Cats are extremely 

adaptable, hardy and resourceful predators.  While they do particularly well 

around water sources (rivers, creeks and the watering points at cattle stations see 

relatively large numbers of feral cats share territory), their ability to survive in arid 

areas has seen populations established in areas considered too inhospitable for 

many other introduced species.   

 

A large part of their expansion throughout the country has been due to farming 

practices in Australia. When the early, enormous cattle stations of the 18th and 19th 

centuries were sold off and divided into smaller properties, the number of 

watering points and homesteads increased. Additional water sources and food 

sources (attracted by the spread of homesteads) assisted in the expansion of the cat 

populations; in addition, transient rural workers bought cats along with them as 

ratters; these bred with both farm and feral cats.  Many of the offspring of these 

cats (and indeed, the homestead cats themselves) became feral, further 

contributing to the growth in the feral population (Hartwell, 1996, 2009). 

 

Today, cats are present in most habitats around the country.  They are not 

susceptible to environmental conditions as a mechanism for population control; 

the only exception being a combination of both wet and cold. (Hartwell, 1996, 

2009).  It is therefore not surprising that the number of cats, domestic, stray and 

feral, is thus considerable; it has been estimated that there are between three 

million pet cats and 5.6 million feral cats in Australia (Hartwell, 1996, 2009), 

although a 1992 survey estimated the Plate to be between 12 million feral cats and 

18 million domestic cats (Hartwell, 1996, 2009). 
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There is considerable debate as to the effect that cats – domestic, stray and feral – 

have on wildlife.  However, with the estimates of population numbers varying to 

such a great degree it is impossible to assess accurately what environmental 

impacts cat may or may not have.  Regardless, there has been growing concern 

over the causes of the loss of biodiversity in Australia, with many scientists, 

environmental activists and policy makers targeting the cat as a leading cause. 

Indeed, the cat has been discussed at all levels of Government, and feral control 

and eradication programs have been funded and cat ownership curtailed or 

controlled by legislation. 

 

 

8.1.1 An Environmental Pariah 

The cat is considered by many to be the most devastating introduced species in 

Australia in terms of environmental impact.  It is, in the eyes of many, a top level 

predator, responsible for the decimation and threatened extinction of our native 

marsupials, reptiles, birds and mammals. However, for others, the cat is a 

treasured pet, a family member and a source of comfort and admiration. 

Passionate and opposing views abound in popular magazines and on the Internet 

(e.g., sympathetic to cats are Hartwell, 1994; Winter, 1999; Feral Cat Coalition, 

2001; ardently opposed are Archer, 2000; American Bird Conservancy Group, 

2001; Mooney, 2002). There have been numerous Australian studies that have 

examined the type of prey taken by owned domestic cats, but quantifying 

predation rates and establishing compelling evidence that this predation 

suppresses prey populations is far more difficult (e.g., Trueman, 1991; Paton, 

1991, 1993; Barratt, 1994, 1995, 1997, 1998). 

 

In 1991, University of Adelaide zoologist Dr David Paton conducted a survey to 

determine the impact of cat predation (Hartwell, 1996, 2009). Of the 709 survey 

returns of the 2,000 originally sent out, Paton extrapolated data and estimated that 

cats were responsible for predation of 186 species of native birds, 64 species of 

native mammals and 97 species of reptiles and amphibians. From these numbers, 
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Paton drew some interesting conclusions.  He estimated that the combined 

domestic cat population of New South Wales and Victoria killed almost 60 

million vertebrates a year, and that, on average, in a hectare of urban land, there 

will be two cats each of whom will kill eight birds, capture around 16 mammals 

and kill eight reptiles a year. According to Paton, however, feral cats cause even 

greater destruction; while he estimated one household in three had a domestic cat, 

Paton estimated the numbers of feral cats to be 3.8 million, with a predation rate 

of approximately 3.8 billion native animals a year. (Anderson, 1994). 

 

Although Paton’s research was at first considered a guide for public policy in 

relation to cat management, there were some serious flaws inherent both in his 

methodology and in the conclusions he drew. Leaving aside the fact that the 

majority of responses (627) were from ornithological society members and that a 

response rate of 35 per cent is insufficient for accurate data analysis, Paton’s 

predictions, if correct, would have seen mass extinctions of many vertebrate 

species; however, this has not occurred. 

In a web paper examining attitudes towards feral cats (The great Australian cat 

predicament. 1999, 2009. http://www.messybeast.com/auspredicament.htm), 

Hartwell cites Emeritus Professor John Egerton of Sydney University (Animal 

Health) as being quoted to be not only being critical of the validity and 

methodology of Paton’s findings, but that building environmental campaigns and 

forming public policy from such a basis would be an error (Hartwell, 1996, 2009).  

It is noted that while Paton did concede that his methodology did not involved 

controlled studies, he steadfastly maintained that his overall conclusions were 

scientifically sound, despite the potential bias inherent in using data from 

households that were largely hostile to cats.  

 

Dr Chris Dickman, Director of the Institute of Wildlife Research at the University 

of Sydney, also disputed Paton’s analysis, noting that: 

 

... Although it is clear that feral cats prey upon a wide variety of native 

vertebrates, this is not sufficient to conclude that they have adverse 

effects. Additional information is needed on cat numbers, the numbers 
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of native animals taken as prey and how native species have fared with 

the introduction of the cat when the effects of other changes wrought by 

Europeans are removed ... although the major impact of cats may be 

direct predation or possibly competition, they carry diseases that can 

have adverse effects on native fauna ...Despite the abundance of 

observations linking cats to extensive losses of native species, other 

evidence suggests that their impact has been minimal. 

  

The question is, what impact does the cat actually have? Dickman (1996) defined 

the impact of any organism as that which, when introduced to a new environment, 

produces a negative, positive or neutral effect on native species. In the case of the 

cat, Dickman (1996) notes that an immediate negative impact on native fauna 

could be brought about in three ways:  

 

In competition, impact would occur from depletion of important 

resources shared by the cat and by native species; in predation the 

impact would be from direct consumption of native species; and in 

amensalism the impact would occur via transmission of disease, 

parasites or pathogens to native species with no net effects on the cat 

(Dickman, 1992b). (Dickman, 1996: 11) 

 

Dickman (1996) emphasises that while each of these processes may have effects 

at individual levels, none may translate to having any detectable impact on native 

fauna more broadly. He notes that many studies rely upon the analysis of the diet 

of cats to determine predation of native fauna, but this does not necessarily 

translate to impacts on populations of native wildlife if predation rates are low, or 

if non-reproductive individuals are consumed or if the breeding rate of the prey 

species are such to counter any losses.   He also notes that there is a lack of 

literature on the mid to long term impact of cats on native fauna; and that there 

has been under-reporting of instances where the presence of cats has a neutral or 

even beneficial outcome for native fauna: 

 

Finally, although immediate impacts of cats on native fauna could - be 
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potentially neutral or even positive, few appear to have been reported. 

(Dickman, 1996: 12)  

 
It is difficult to determine the true impact of cats on the environment as there is so 

much conjecture based on flawed research.  The reality is that impact varies with 

location, environmental conditions, with the number of cats that are active hunters, 

and whether these are domestic, stray or feral cats. The majority of studies into cat 

predation tend to be from statistically small samples, where data are collected 

from a defined area and where the local geography and demographics are not 

representative of the state or country. However, the statistics are extrapolated with 

no adjustments being made to take account of regional differences (Hartwell, 

1996, 2009).   

 

Hartwell’s (1996, 2009), a supporter of cats in the debate, conducted her own 

analysis of research into cat predation and confirmed that there was considerable 

variation in reported data. She highlighted the variation in reported predation 

numbers, and notes that it is misleading to take a small sample and apply it 

broadly:  

 

A NSW Parks and Wildlife study of 62 species of endangered mammals, 

birds and snakes made no mention of any of those species being 

endangered by introduced predators. A 1991 Australian National Parks 

and Wildlife Service reported that of 87 bandicoots examined, no adults 

had been killed by cats, but 40% of juveniles had been killed by cats. In 

Eltham, Victoria, an area where 80% of people owned cats or dogs, a 

wildlife rehabilitation expert of 30 years standing indicated that less 

than 0.5% of injuries to wildlife were caused by cats. A survey of 

injured wildlife admitted to shelters indicated 11% of admissions were 

due to cat attack. In one Melbourne wildlife shelter during 15 months, 

272 injured native mammals were attributed to cat attacks; 242 being 

ringtail possums (the local abundant prey species). 25% percent of 

sugar glider corpses received at one shelter were reported to be due to 

cat attacks…. Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service reported 
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that, of 513 threats to native birds, cats probably threaten only 3, but 

might be contribute to an additional 29 of these threats. Most studies 

conclude that cats seldom eat birds because of the additional overhead 

in catching them (town cats catch more birds because people - 

including cat owners - feed birds, attracting them into the garden and 

making them vulnerable to cat attack). (Hartwell, 1996, 2009; 

http://www.messybeast.com/auspredicament.htm).   

 

The question of cat predation also varies with whether it is domestic and stray 

cats, or feral cats, that are being studied.  Both issues elicit strong reactions from 

pro and anti cat campaigners, and thus it is difficult to determine what the actual 

facts are.  It is clear that cats can and do hunt and kill other animals, including 

wildlife; the question is, to what extent is this a problem (if at all?). Surveys of 

predation by owned cats on wildlife in Australia are mostly less than twenty years 

old, (e.g., Trueman 1991; Paton 1991, 1993; REARK 1994; McHarg, Baldock, 

Headey & Robinson, 1995; Barratt 1995, 1997, 1998; Perry 1999; Grayson, 

Calver & Styles, 2002), reflects the relative recent interest in cat predation by 

policy makers and the public. Barratt (1994), Ruxton, Thomas and Wright (2002) 

and Gillies and Clout (2003) reviewed the relevant international literature; all are 

indicative of broad range of views in what is a passionate debate.  

 

Grayson and Calver (2004) provide an overview of the major studies into 

domestic cat predation and their environmental impact, (reproduced here as Table 

8.1.1), is useful in illustrating both the strengths and weaknesses in the research 

literature. 
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Table 8.1.1: Summary of the Study Methods and Target Populations of Major 
Australian Surveys of Predation by Owned Cats in Suburbia. 

Study Methodology Target population 
Paton (1991, 1993) Questionnaire distributed though schools, 

natural history & ornithological clubs. A 
smaller sub-sample of respondents agreed 
to supply data on prey caught by their cats 
over a year. 

Adelaide suburbs, rural 
and regional SA. 

REARK (1994a) Telephone survey of residents regarding 
the hunting behavior 
of cats, noting owners' husbandry 
practices. Owners recalled predation 
histories over the past 12 months 

All capital cities with the 
exception of Darwin. 

REARK (1994b) As above, but sample population restricted 
and data collected in greater depth than in 
the previous study 

Sydney and Melbourne 
areas only 
 

McHarg (1995), Headey (1999) Telephone survey determining number, 
type of pets owned, and husbandry 
practices. 

National telephone 
survey. 

Barratt (1995, 1997, 1998) Cat owners collecting remains of prey 
caught by their cats over a 12 month 
period 

Canberra suburbs 

Reid and Spiers (1995) Delivery to households of survey, with 
either collection or postal return 

All residents aged 16 and 
over on Magnetic Island, 
Queensland. 

Murray et al (1999) Postal or door to door delivery and 
collection of a written 
questionnaire 

All residents aged 16 and 
over on Magnetic Island, 
Queensland. 

Perry (1999) First study addressed cat hunting behavior; 
owners' husbandry practices and likely 
compliance with cat regulations. Data 
collected door to door by council 
employees. Second study investigated 
methods for tagging cats and the effect of 
bells on hunting behavior. Forms were 
completed at veterinary surgeries and a 
major pet retailer. 

Mt Isa (first study); 
Brisbane (second study), 
Queensland. 

Grayson et al. (2002) Postal survey assessing (i) cat-owners' 
husbandry practices, 
attitudes to proposed regulations, 
nuisances caused by roaming cats and 
perceptions of cats/wildlife issues, (ii) 
non-owners' attitudes to proposed 
regulations, nuisances caused by roaming 
cats and perceptions of cats/wildlife issues 

Electoral district of 
Melville, Perth, Western 
Australia. 

 
Grayson and Calver, Urban Wildlife: more than meets the eye, Royal Zoological Society of 
New South Wales, NSW, 2004, Pg 169 – 178 
 

 

Interestingly, as a result of their analysis, the authors found that often research was 

from a biased perspective. Flagging this as a concern, they also noted the need for 

scientific evidence and moderation when implementing any control measures on 

domestic cats, stating: 

 

We believe that wildlife biologists could and should contribute to the 

debate and to the type of regulations enacted. However, if such 

contributions are to be effective, they should operate within a 

framework that acknowledges both the need to protect the 
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environment and the level of uncertainty in existing information, while 

also considering the views of all participants in the debate.  (Grayson 

and Carter, 2004: 169) 

 

However they also note that the lack of verifiable research should not prevent 

action being taken in terms of controls on cat predation; but rather, it should be 

proportional and mindful of the sensitivities involved.  The question thus is, which 

survey and data are most accurate and relevant when examining the impact of 

domestic cats within Australia, and in particular, Northern Queensland?  To what 

extent does this information justify the portrayal of the cat as an environmental 

pariah?  

 

Table 8.1.1 shows that within the last 15 years there have been two surveys 

conducted in Northern Queensland (Murray, Scriggins, Bowman and Speare, 

(1999) and Reid and Spiers (1995)). These surveys both focused on the perceived 

cat predation and population problems on Magnetic Island, Northern Queensland, 

and were associated with a campaign by the Townsville City Council to introduce 

a raft of measures to reduce cat numbers and curtail the hunting activities of cats.  

However, it is broadly acknowledged that the impact of cats on islands is different 

to that of cats on the mainland (Dickman 1996, Hartwell 1999, 2009) and, as the 

research conducted on the island was specific to that location, it did not 

necessarily translate to mainland North Queensland.  While the surveys conducted 

in Mt Isa and Brisbane (Perry 1999) are on the mainland of Queensland, they also 

illustrate the effects that examining predation in a small geographical area can 

have in terms of predation choice; cats are opportunistic in their hunting habits, 

and will take what is local; however this should not be seen as a proxy for hunting 

habits elsewhere: 

 

In the warm Queensland climate at Mt Isa and Brisbane, lizards were 

the most common prey, followed by birds and then mammals. 

Elsewhere in Australia, mammals and birds predominated as prey, 

followed by lizards. The mammals and birds taken were mainly 

introduced species such as house mice, Mus domesticus, starlings 
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Stumus vulgaris and sparrows Passer domesticus. While owners did 

not identify the lizard species taken, they presumably were native 

species.  (Perry, 1999).  

 

The REARK surveys (a and b) noted in Table 8.1.1 were conducted in 1994 by the 

REARK Research Pty Ltd for the Petcare Information and Advisory Service 

(PIAS) (Hartwell, 1996, 2009), and are notable in that the first survey (a) was a 

comprehensive survey of cats in all Australian capital cities, with the exception of 

Darwin.  Furthermore, the methodology ensured that the sample groups 

represented cat distribution in each city and was conducted over an extended time 

period (12 months from April 1993).  Furthermore, when assessing hunting 

behavior, attention was paid to size, age and neuter status of the metropolitan cat 

population in that area. 

 

Hartwell (1999, 2009), who is highly critical of a number of research projects 

focusing on cat predation in terms of both scope and the conclusions they draw, 

cites the REAK/ PIAS survey as one of the better surveys on this issue in that it 

was extensive, with over 4000 participant households surveyed across the country.  

Such a survey population allowed for improved data modeling, a considerable 

improvement in terms of scope when compared with previous studies of domestic 

cats.  Finally, Hartwell (1999, 2009) praises the approach taken by the 

REARK/PIAS survey; the research questionnaire was designed to be open and 

non-threatening, focusing on the cat's behavior and thus reducing the likelihood of 

cat owners being defensive or evasive about their cat's habits.  This survey is 

therefore a more useful source than more focused studies, or those with a more 

limited range in terms of geography and respondents, when assessing the overall 

predation and hunting behavior of domestic cats.  

The REARK/PIAS study found that 41 per cent of cats caught introduced 

mammals such as mice, rats and rabbits; two per cent caught native mammals 

such as possums or bats; 17 per cent caught reptiles or amphibians such as lizards, 

skinks, snakes or frogs; 19 per cent caught introduced birds such as sparrows and 

starlings, and seven per cent caught native birds such as magpies or honey eaters.  
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The study confirmed other findings that town cats will catch more birds than their 

country cousins for the simple reason that both cats and birds are more common in 

towns. Hartwell (1996, 2009) noted this was due to the fact that many people 

provide feed and artificial nest sites in the form of nest boxes and buildings for 

birds. The REARK/PIAS study also noted a percentage of cats which caught 

nothing at all, as they were either confined indoors or not inclined to hunt. 

In terms of the amount of prey caught (a key focus in numerous surveys on the 

environmental impact of cats), the REARK/ PIAS survey found that 56 per cent of 

cats were reported to catch prey of some type, and many caught prey of several 

different types, although it was not possible to determine whether the cat had 

killed the prey or had scavenged it (for example, road kill) (Hartwell, 1999, 2009). 

Taking this into account, data recorded by the survey for the period of 12 months 

(from April 1993 to April 1994) has been compiled in Table 10.1.2 which shows 

that each metropolitan domestic cat caught on average 33 per cent of native 

species, and 67 per cent introduced species: 

Table 8.1.2: REARK- PIAS 12 Month Survey, Reported Prey Types (1993- 1994) 

Prey Type Average Catch/ 
Cat Units % 

Native Species 
 
Mammals 0.02 0% 
Reptiles and amphibians 1.32 28% 
Birds 0.23 5% 
Sub Total 1.57 33% 
   

Introduced Species 
 
Mammals 0.80 17% 
Reptiles and amphibians 0.00 0% 
Birds 0.77 16% 
Sub Total 3.19 67% 
Total Prey Caught 4.76 100% 

 
REARK The Metropolitan Domestic Cat. A Survey of the Population Characteristics and 
Hunting Behaviour of the Domestic Cat in Australia. Petcare Information and Advisory 
Services, 1994 http://www.petnet.com.au/reark/reark.html 

 

These data contradict the numbers of animals taken by cats as suggested by Paton 

(Anderson, 1994:13-14) and shows that metropolitan domestic cats catch 

substantially fewer native fauna than previously supposed. During the survey 
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year, each domestic cat was estimated to have caught on average, one fiftieth of a 

native mammal, one fifth of a native bird, one and one third native reptile or 

amphibian. In fact, half of all creatures caught were vermin - mice, rats, rabbits 

and pigeons. While the REARK/PIAS survey confirmed Paton’s assessment that 

collar bells appeared to be ineffective in preventing successful hunting in cats, it 

also found that there were a number of issues that had a greater bearing upon 

hunting behavior.  The age of the cat and freedom to roam, for example, were 

major contributing factors to the predation rates; cats that were confined at night 

(39 per cent) and cats that the owners reported as not roaming (79 per cent) 

accounted for fewer prey catches. However, there were marked variations in these 

Plates from city to city; the second REARK/PIAS survey (1994b) concentrated 

specifically on Sydney and Melbourne, and found that between 17 per cent and 45 

per cent of cats were contained securely at night, depending on the suburb. 

 

In terms of numbers, the REARK/PIAS survey found that almost one million (985 

000), or 25.2 per cent, of households throughout Australian capital cities own one 

or more cats, with the total number of cats living within those households is 

approximately 1,397,000. Interestingly, it also found that fewer households owned 

cats than did a year previously and that the number of cats per household had also 

dropped, a 10 per cent decline in the metropolitan cat population. Eighty eight per 

cent of metropolitan cats were neutered with 94 per cent of the adult cats (over 

one year of age) being neutered. 

Thus, while it would seem that there is at least a compelling argument against the 

view that domestic cats are responsible for the decimation of wildlife in suburban 

areas, what of feral cats?  There is the perception of enormous, predatory and 

savage cats stalking native wildlife and annihilating their numbers; how much of 

this is both accurate and verifiable?  

 

Dickman’s research into the feral cat predation (1996) found there to be grounds 

for the removal and eradication programs on mainland Australia, where it was 

scientifically evident that cats were having a negative impact on native ecology.  

However, his findings counter some of the more extreme claims made about the 

impact of cat predation, with the preference being for young rabbits or marsupials: 
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In Australia, cats take a wide variety of native species of mammals, 

birds and reptiles, but show evident preference for young rabbits or 

small marsupials where these are available. Reptiles are taken 

primarily in and around habitats, while birds often feature 

predominantly in the diet of cats on islands. Despite their catholic diet, 

population-level impacts of feral cats on native fauna have been poorly 

documented. There is considerable potential for competition to occur 

between cats and carnivorous species such as quolls and raptors, but 

no critical evidence has yet been adduced. There is also potential for 

amerisal impacts to occur, either via transmission of the 

pseudophyllidean tapeworm Spirometra erinacei or of the protozoan 

parasite Toxoplasma gondii, but evidence for deleterious effects in 

freeliving animals is not compelling. Direct predatory impacts have 

been inferred from anecdotal and historical evidence, more strongly 

from failed attempts to reintroduce native species to their former 

ranges, and most critically from the decimation of island faunas and 

responses of prey species following experimental removal of cats or 

reduction of cat numbers. (Dickman, 1996: 7) 

 
Interestingly, Dickman (1996) only recommends the removal of cats from islands 

where it is shown that the resulting changes to the ecology will not have a 

negative impact on native species, or only if is to accompany a comprehensive, 

multi-species eradication program.  While this would appear to be at odds with 

some public policy approaches to the management of cats, it is well founded.   
According to an Australian Antarctic Division report in the Journal of Applied 

Ecology (cited by Hartwell, 1996, 2009), the removal of cats from the sub-

Antarctic Macquarie Island in 2000 resulted in catastrophic damage to the 

ecology.  While the cats (introduced to keep the population of rabbits in check) 

were removed in order to protect breeding penguins and seabirds, the subsequent 

explosion in the population of rabbits, rats and mice  has had a negative impact on 

the penguins' habitat and chicks. Indeed, without their primary predator, the rabbit 

population soared, rising to around 100,000 in 2007 (despite the use of 

myxomatosis in the 1960s). The resulting impact saw such a substantial reduction 
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of foliage and cover that it was observable from satellite images of the island, and 

decades of conservation efforts were compromised (Hartwell, 1996, 2009).  

Furthermore, the destruction of plant cover made penguins more vulnerable to the 

elements and chick predation from other species (such as seabirds) than they had 

been previously. (Hartwell, 1996, 2009) 

 

In the case of Macquarie Island, the Australian government was forced to put in 

place plans to eradicate the rabbits, rats and mice (all previously controlled by 

cats) from the island using poisoned bait at a cost of A$24m.  A Tasmanian Parks 

flyer (Macquarie Island Eradication Project Newsletter, August 2012 

http://www.parks.tas.gov.au/file.aspx?id=28527) announced that rabbit numbers 

were now very low but that perseverance would be required.  It is believed, 

however, that problems remain while rodents remain. 

 

Thus it would appear that the question of the environmental impact of cats – be it 

domestic, stray or feral –  is not a simple one.  There are positives and negatives, 

and it can be difficult to determine fact from fiction.  People often have a bias 

towards or against the cats, making the argument around the management of cats 

and wildlife a complex and passionate one. 

 

It is undeniable that owned cats, strays and feral cats do kill a range of wildlife, 

including some native mammals, birds and lizards, and for owned cats, that the 

proportions of native species taken increases on suburban fringes adjacent to 

bushland and in rural areas (Paton 1991; Barratt 1997, 1998). Furthermore, the 

dense cat populations sustained in suburbs by human support may also lead to 

high predation rates. However, there is no conclusive evidence of reduction of 

populations of any native species in suburbia as a result of cat predation and it 

remains that accurate estimates of predation rates are problematic. (Barratt 1998) 

 

Although many researchers recommend actions to prevent wildlife losses, they 

also stress that pets should not be demonised (e.g., Grayson 2004; Nattrass 1992; 

REARK 1994a; Perry 1999; Chaseling 2001). This view was put succinctly by 

Chaseling (2001): 
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In Australia it seems cats have been painted as environmental vandals 

and their popularity as pets has suffered as a consequence. Whilst it is 

true that some household cats do kill wildlife, by far the biggest threat to 

native animals is habitat destruction by humans. On the whole, well-

managed, responsibly owned cats present little threat to native animals. 

Most domestically owned cats live in highly modified environments and it 

would be hard to differentiate their impact from the impact of introduced 

species and habitat change. In environmentally sensitive areas, both cats 

and wildlife can and should be managed to reduce predation.  

(Chaseling, S., 2001. 

http://www.ccac.net.au/files/Pet_pops_in_Aust_UAM01Chaseling.pdf) 

 
However, despite the evidence to the contrary, there is what can only be described 

as hysteria in some quarters of the media, lobby groups and in government, 

regarding the environmental impact of cats in Australia. 

 

 

8.1.2 Pet and Pest: a Passionate Debate 

In 1996, the Member for Cowan, Western Australian Liberal MP Richard Evans 

(1953 -) caused a public uproar when he delivered a speech in Federal Parliament 

that called for the eradication of all cats within Australia by 2020. (Appendix L.1) 

Evans’s vision was for Australia to be feline-free by 2020, this to be achieved by a 

raft of measures including the introduction of feline diseases in the wild (similar 

to the mandatory neutering of domestic cats (with the exception of approved 

registered breeders), the introduction of compulsory cat registries, permits and 

curfews, mandatory reporting by vets on cat mistreatment and neglect, regulation 

and registration of any suppliers of cats and through limiting feline numbers to 

two per household.  He also called for a public education program that would 

illustrate the ‘…damage they [cats] do to the environment.’ (Australia, House of 

Representatives 1996: 5718), making no distinction between domestic companion 

cats and feral cats:  
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The cats of Australia have certainly made their choice, and it is the 

millions of native animals that they eat or kill each year. Let me make 

it perfectly clear. The difference between the moggy next door and the 

feral cat is only one meal. A hungry moggy can and does kill native 

animals. I say again that we really must, for the sake of our 

environment, change our way of thinking about cats. They are not, nor 

have they ever been, the cute kitten featured in children's books and 

gift cards and found in one in every three homes in Australia. The 

domestic cat is an efficient and indiscriminate killer. It can quickly 

and easily revert to its wild state and live as a feral animal without 

any human contact. 

This cat problem is a huge problem for Australia. Their impact on the 

environment is huge and the solution demands a huge undertaking by 

government and the community, as well as a huge sacrifice by cat 

owners. Essentially, moggies are only domestic when they are 

properly cared for, well fed, de-sexed, trained and kept indoors. 

Indeed, cats move from domestic to feral and back to domestic 

depending on their circumstances. Most importantly, it is only 

domestic when it is well fed by humans. At any other time and in any 

other circumstance it is a known killer of native animals. Its natural 

instincts make it an irrepressible killer and hunter, with a preference 

for native animals either as food or sport. (Australia, House of 

Representatives 1996: 5718) 

Leaving aside the embellishments of Evans’ controversial speech, any reference to 

fact is accidental at best.  Although he is keen to include statistics in his speech, 

these are far from accurate; he estimates cat numbers to be variously around 18, 

12 and 5 million (depending on the source), and, through a rather convoluted 

process of dubious arithmetic, arrives at the grand number of native animals taken 

by cats, on an annual basis, to be “…well into the hundreds of millions a year, if 

not more.” (Australia, House of Representatives 1996: 5718). Despite a lack of 

scientific evidence, Evans claims cats are responsible for the 39 species being 

either extinct, locally extinct, or near extinct in Australia.  He lists the Antarctic 
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tern, the red-fronted parrot, the bilby, the long-footed potoroo and numbat as 

being directly threatened by cat predation, claims that cats have not had any 

significant impact in controlling introduced rodents, and if given a choice, would 

rather kill native wildlife (for food or sport) (Australia, House of Representatives 

1996: 5718)     

Evans dismisses the need for scientific research by stating that “…from a 

commonsense viewpoint…” (Australia, House of Representatives 1996: 5718) it is 

evident that the cat is a “…bushranger…” (Australia, House of Representatives 

1996: 5718) that can grow to the size of a dingo and host a “…suite of diseases 

and parasites that may not affect humans but do have an impact on other animals”. 

(Australia, House of Representatives 1996: 5718)  

 

He dismisses what he calls “the companionship argument” (Australia, House of 

Representatives 1996: 5718) as being irrelevant due to the number of stray and 

unwanted cats put to sleep in pounds and shelters: 

The companionship argument is somewhat short-lived because in 

South Australia, for example, animal welfare agencies destroy more 

than 10,000 unwanted cats each year and Victoria is said to have 

some 300,000 stray cats. Multiply this Plate across Australia and 

maybe the companionship offered by cats is not all that popular. 

(Australia, House of Representatives 1996:  5718)     

Although Evans admitted that a cat-free continent may be beyond reach, he 

received both support and condemnation for his proposal, which he subsequently 

fuelled by suggesting that the Australian government release fatal feline viruses in 

the wild, in the same manner that the myxomatosis and calici viruses were 

released to eliminate introduced rabbits. Evans’s speech and associated comments 

reported in the media, justified by an unsubstantiated but emotive argument that 

the survival of Australia’s native fauna was at stake, allowed a hatred of cats to 

flourish.  This negativity was fuelled by extreme views in both the public arena 

and in the environmental movements, with a concerted push by a number of 

environmentalists, including radical anti-cat campaigner and environmentalist, Dr 

John Walmsley (1938 - ), (who achieved media notoriety through his donning of a 
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cat skin cap, with head attached, see Plate 8.1.1), to eradicate all cats and replace 

pet cats with native Australian wildlife (see Appendix L.2 The Age, Owners Told 

to Drop Cats and Go Native. October 19 1996) 

 

 
Plate 8.1.1: Dr John Wamsley, wearing his cat pelt hat.  Image copyright ABC Landline, 
2005 http://www.abc.net.au/landline/content/2005/s1330004.htm ) 
 

Although time has elapsed since Evans’s parliamentary speech, there is still a 

marked anti-cat movement, which justifies its calls for the elimination of all cats 

by reference to environmental concerns.  Some members of the public have taken 

matters into their own hands, notifying their neighbors and the community that 

they will trap and kill cats found on their premises.  In January 2012, the Herald 

Sun reported that notices had been posted in the Strathdale (Victoria) shopping 

centre that read, “All cats will be humanely destroyed. If your cat strays outside 

your yard and it disappears then it is likely that this is what happened,” (see 

Appendix L.3.1 Bendigo man threatens to kill pet cats if they wander into his 

yard, Herald Sun January 17 2012).   The news report quotes more from the 

notice, stating that the author claimed to have already trapped three cats, two of 

them with collars, and that he was thinking of ‘tanning their hides”.  
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The online story attracted 264 comments.  While the majority thought cats were a 

nuisance, many others specifically also stated the view that cats were 

environmentally destructive.  A number of comments stated support for the 

actions of the author of the notice; with some of the comments quite extreme: 

Damo of Melb city Posted at 9:21 AM January 17, 2012 

This is fantastic. I should do the same in my backyard. It would stop all 

the cat faeces being tracked into the house. I have found 3 dead birds in 

my yard (1 pigeon and 2 rainbow lorikeets) from these dirty feline 

hunters. If people want to keep cats they should house the filthy animals 

in cages.  

 (Comments in response to Bendigo man threatens to kill pet cats if they 

wander into his yard, Herald Sun January 17 2012 

http://www.heraldsun.com.au/news/victoria/bendigo-man-threatens-to-

kill-pet-cats-if-they-wander-into-his-yard/comments-fn7x8me2-

1226246080079   Accessed 14.11.12) 

 
 

Jack of Outback QLD Posted at 9:44 AM January 17, 2012 

Here Here!!! We are losing species of small animals, birds and reptiles every 

day to extinction because of our stupidity and greed. Cats are a huge part of 

the problem. It's a well known fact that CATS KILL FOR FUN!!! They are a 

naturally skilled hunter which moves about at anytime, night or day, killing 

small animals birds and reptiles with brutal stealth and precision. Imagine 

your cat being stalked by a Leopard or Tiger and being mauled to death in an 

unexpected, lethal, blood thirsty ambush! At least the Leopard and Tiger 

would have the need to eat it. A cat merely brings it home to proudly show its 

owner, plays morbidly with the limp corpse and then watches it for days as it 

rots!!! Totally unacceptable!!! If the cat's out and about, doesn't have a 

proper bell on it's collar and is found wandering... it should be euthanased!!! 

Dogs are!!! 
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 (Comments in response to Bendigo man threatens to kill pet cats if they 

wander into his yard, Herald Sun January 17 2012 

http://www.heraldsun.com.au/news/victoria/bendigo-man-threatens-to-

kill-pet-cats-if-they-wander-into-his-yard/comments-fn7x8me2-

1226246080079   Accessed 14.11.12) 

 
While most of the responses to the article were critical of cats being allowed to 

wander (even from those who owned cats), a significant number were quite 

vitriolic in their attitudes towards cats, with one commentator encouraging the 

shooting of cats (and dogs) as a more effective option: 

 

Enough is enough of Bendigo Posted at 12:07 PM January 17, 2012 

I think it’s time all pet owners read the Domestic Animals Act. Too many 

cats & dogs wander on to other people’s property. They should also pay 

particular attention to Part 3 Division 2 Section 30 Owner of Livestock 

able to destroy dog or cat found at large near livestock. Then they should 

read the definition of livestock, which is defined as an animal (or bird) 

raised for pleasure or profit. Animal Control only collect cats on 

weekdays and they are leaving people with no alternative as the RSPCA 

staff just call the owner and send the pest home with the owner. 

Comment 154 of 264 

(Comments in response to Bendigo man threatens to kill pet cats if they 

wander into his yard, Herald Sun January 17 2012 

http://www.heraldsun.com.au/news/victoria/bendigo-man-threatens-to-

kill-pet-cats-if-they-wander-into-his-yard/comments-fn7x8me2-

1226246080079   Accessed 14.11.12) 

 

It was also clear that many did not distinguish between domestic and feral cats: 
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Mark Posted at 9:28 AM January 17, 2012 

Fully agree. If it’s out of the yard it’s feral. 

(Comments in response to Bendigo man threatens to kill pet cats if they 

wander into his yard, Herald Sun January 17 2012 

http://www.heraldsun.com.au/news/victoria/bendigo-man-threatens-to-

kill-pet-cats-if-they-wander-into-his-yard/comments-fn7x8me2-

1226246080079  Accessed 14.11.12) 

While the responses to the article invariably descended into an argument for and 

against cats, one cat owner’s observations were of particular interest. “Cat Lover” 

noted that the biggest problem facing cats was the need for “good PR” and that the 

negative attitude towards cats was not reflected in attitudes toward other domestic 

pets: 

Cat Lover Posted at 1:54 PM January 17, 2012 

I'm not one for advocating the killing of native wildlife or defecation on other 

people's property - any cat owner realises that these are just traits of the 

species (not dissimilar with dogs) and not a personal attack on nature or your 

front door. Cats are in dire need of some good PR - as I don't seem to hear 

anyone making comparative statements about the foulness of dog's defecating 

in public parks (which is much worse), walking tracks, private front yards 

and thousands of defenceless trees. But we love them all the same. Wish that 

people were a little more educated to realise this situation is about preventing 

the torture of animals rather than a home owner simply "defending his 

property and exercising his rights". And for the record I own both a cat and a 

dog. 

 (Comments in response to Bendigo man threatens to kill pet cats if they 

wander into his yard, Herald Sun January 17 2012 

http://www.heraldsun.com.au/news/victoria/bendigo-man-threatens-to-

kill-pet-cats-if-they-wander-into-his-yard/comments-fn7x8me2-

1226246080079   Accessed 14.11.12) 
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It is clear that the presence of cats elicits strong reactions within their 

communities.  It is therefore not surprising that, given the pressure from both the 

community and environmental lobbyists, that a number of State Governments and 

local councils have introduced legislation and by-laws to control domestic cats.  

The most recent of these is in Western Australia (WA) where the Legislative 

Assembly passed The Cat Act 2011 (November 2011), to take effect from 

November 1st, 2012.  The WA Act is also noteworthy in that it is the strictest state 

based legislation relating to domestic cat control, breeding and ownership to date.  

The Cat Act 2011 enforces a number of recommendations made by Evans in his 

1996 speech, including the requirements that all cats must be sterilised unless 

being used for breeding.  It also requires all domestic cats to be registered with 

local authorities and micro-chipped so they can be returned if lost, stolen or 

strayed from properties.  Local governments are therefore able to destroy any un-

microchipped cats as strays, although the legislation does not (as yet) impose a 

penalty on owners for straying cats.  What is most interesting, however, is that the 

new act imposes a fine of $5,000 per infringement against any person found to be 

breeding cats who is not also a registered and approved cat breeder. 

For many however, the stricter control measures do not go far enough.  In January 

2012, a news article reported on an unpublished paper by the Victoria Sporting 

Shooters Association60

The Australian Veterinary Association (AVA)’s policy on cats (13.2 Management 

of Cats in Australia, ratified by the AVA Board 20 January 2012) supports the 

microchipping of pet cats, better education for cat owners and the restriction of 

cats to indoors at nights (or permanent confinement).  However, the AVA notes 

 calling upon the State Government to allow a number of 

amendments to wildlife regulations.  Included in the list of recommendations is a 

change in legislation to allow hunters to kill any cat considered to be a risk to 

native fauna which, according to the Association, was any cat within 200 metres 

of dwellings, or on public land (see Appendix L.3.2 Victorian gun group pushing 

for the right to shoot stray cats, Sunday Herald Sun, January 21, 2012).    

                                                 
60 News stories on the unpublished report was also cited the Association recommended new hunting 
seasons for galahs, cockatoos, the vulnerable crested pigeon and new regulations for the culling of eastern 
grey kangaroos. 
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that it is not domestic cats that are the concern, but un-owned or semi-owned cats 

that roam freely and are fed by the public: 

Unowned cats are largely dependent on human society for food and 

shelter. They are typified by “factory” cats, cats living around rubbish 

tips, and colonies maintained by well-meaning members of the public 

who perceive their only responsibility for them is to provide food. It is 

this population that is responsible for most of the complaints about cats 

in urban areas. Most are not de-sexed, vaccinated or given parasite 

control. They serve as repositories for many feline diseases and zoonoses 

and their numbers expand rapidly when given access to ample resources. 

The welfare of these individuals and colonies is often poor. (Australian 

Vetrinary Association, 2012 http://www.ava.com.au/policy/132-

management-cats-australia, Accessed 18.11.12) 

The AVA’s policy specifically notes that most owned domestic cats are well 

cared for and are not responsible for the majority of complaints made against 

cats; they also note that this group is the easiest for policy makers and legislators 

to target: 

Owned cats: These are cats that live in a domestic household. They are 

usually named and have a form of identification. Over 90% are de-sexed 

and they may live totally indoors or a mix of indoors and outdoors. 

Although some may hunt birds and small mammals they are mainly 

dependent on their owners for food. While an easy target for legislation 

around desexing, identification and confinement, this population and 

their largely responsible owners are not the cause of most complaints 

about cats. Cat ownership is recognized as conferring a significant 

societal benefit.  (Australian Vetrinary Association, 2012 

http://www.ava.com.au/policy/132-management-cats-australia, Accessed 

18.11.12) 
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The AVA has a list of recommendations and guidelines for the responsible 

ownership, breeding and control of cats.  It specifically states that, while 

supporting the control of feral and non owned cats, there must first be scientific 

evidence to justify there is a feral cat problem, and that methods must be humane 

and effective in the long term.  The AVA’s policy also calls for the licensing and 

registration of breeders, and highlights the importance of educating the 

community on responsible pet ownership as part of any control and management 

program. 

It would seem however, that the calls by the AVA have not impacted on policy 

makers and government.  It is clear that there is considerable prejudice towards 

cats (and their owners), and that these attitudes are responsible for much of the 

debate around the impact of cats, irrespective of any related scientific evidence.   

Of all the subjects in this research, it would seem that cats have the distinction of 

being the species for which public perceptions are the most complex and 

contradictory.  While evidence has shown that cats do have a negative 

environmental impact, the extent of this impact varies, and in certain situations, it 

would appear that removal of cats from an environment may have actually have a 

negative impact on native species.  Complexity and contradictions are similarly 

seen in personal attitudes towards cats; what is to one person a top level, feline 

predator is to others a dignified, elegant creature, and a beloved animal 

companion.  For many, the cat is all of these, and more.  Indeed, while Cane 

Toads and Mynah birds (and to a lesser extent, Asian House Geckos), are viewed 

as pests and intruders, the cat appears to generate extreme sentiments of both love 

and hate, a reaction not identified in relation to other species in this research. 
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8.2 The Domestic Cat: From Specimen to Realisation 
 
There is no biological different between domestic companion, stray and feral cats 

(although feral cats have been known to grow relatively large), and as such, 

reference materials were readily available.  In addition, the Department of 

Zoological Sciences at James Cook University had a number of cat specimens, 

including a fully mounted skeleton, that were available for documentation and 

photographic recording.  As with the other subjects, reference for the cat series of 

artworks were primarily sourced through life drawings and photographs (as 

exemplified by Plates 8.2.1 and 8.2.2). 

 

 
Plate 8.2.1: Photographic reference for cat works, 2004, 29cm x 20cm, Artist’s collection 

 
Plate 8.2.2: Cat studies 2004, pencil on paper 28cm x 41cm 
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A selection of these life sketches was collated and included in the final exhibition.  

The reason for this was twofold; aesthetically, these sketches provided technical 

contrast with the more refined works but, more importantly, they revealed part of 

the artistic process underpinning the production of the final works.  The same 

approach had been taken with the Common Indian Mynah illustration; although 

the bird studies was executed in ink, rather than pencil, as with the cat sketches 

(see Plate 8.2.2). 

 

The bone illustrations were referenced through observation and photographic 

documentation of bone specimens (see Plate 8.2.3) and scientific reference 

illustrations (see Plate 8.2.4).  

 

 
Plate 8.2.3: Photographic reference for cat works, 2004, 29cm x 20cm.  Artist’s collection 

 

 
Plate 8.2.4: Cat skull illustration, adapted from Hamilton and Hudson Atlas of Feline 
Anatomy for Veterinarians 1993 http://www.hillsvet.com/practice-management/feline-

dentition-normal.html 
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Colours and patterns of cats were reviewed through online research (via The 

International Cat Association (TICA) website and its resources, 

http://www.tica.org/public/colors.php, and the Guide to Housecat Coat Colours 

and Patterns http://www.bestinfographics.info/cat-colors-patterns/ (see Plate 

8.2.5)) given that stray and feral cats vary in size, colour and pattern as much as 

do domestic companion cats. It was noted that the most genetically dominant 

colours in cats were black and red, with other colours being variations of these, 

with the exception of white (noting, however, that cream is a variation of red).  

Referred to as white spotting, white is a masking gene that hides part of the overall 

colour and pattern (although not all).   

 

Patterns were also investigated, noting that the three most common patterns in cats 

are solid, tabby and pointed.  Modifying genes will amend the basic colours and 

pattern (for example, a modified black colour can present as blue, chocolate, 

cinnamon, lilac or fawn, although these last four are not common in the general 

cat population).  In reference to these findings, it was determined that the artworks 

should depict the most common colours and patterns, including black, red, solid 

pattern, tabby pattern and white spotting. Plate 8.2.5 provided a basic overview of 

the various patterns and colours, and photographic reference assisted with the 

details.   
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Plate 8.2.5: Guide to Housecat Coat Colours and Patterns, 2004, Joumana Medlej 
cedarseed.com  http://www.bestinfographics.info/cat-colors-patterns/ 
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8.2.1 Objective Experimentation: Vellum 

As previously detailed in the sections discussing the vellum works relating to the 

other subjects in this research, these works explore both the anatomical and 

biological details of the cat, through colour, form, texture and physical 

appearance.   

 

In keeping with the established practice, a combination of preserved specimens (in 

this case, the bone specimens only), scientific illustrations and diagrams, and life 

drawings and photographic references were used.  As such, for the most part, the 

same approach was used in the execution of these works as was undertaken for the 

other subjects in this research.  It should be noted that the cat was the last subject 

to be examined and recorded in this research and, as a result, the skills and 

techniques established through the studies of previous subjects were now well 

established.  Indeed, these works were executed relatively quickly as, by this 

stage, this artist had become very familiar with the technical limitations of the 

materials.  

 

The small, vellum study in the cat series was a frontal depiction of the skull, with 

jaws extended.  Initially sketched as a preparatory drawing in order to become 

more familiar with this feature of the cat’s anatomy, the image was considered to 

embody sufficient impact to be repeated as a colour study on vellum, where the 

challenge was to depict on the vellum the subtle colour and form of teeth and 

bone.  The luminosity of the vellum proved to be well suited to the pale ivory 

colour of the bone, although it was difficult achieving subtle tones and colours 

due to tendency of the vellum to grip the pigment.  However, as a study, the 

vellum representation was largely technically successful.  

 

When the vellum study was completed however, the graphite pencil study and the 

watercolour work on vellum complemented each other so well that they were 

presented in the exhibition as companion works; as the drawing had certainly 

informed the painting yet was interesting in its own right as a study.  The 

combination of works gave the subject matter further emphasis; depicted tonally 

as well as in colour, the repetition of the image was useful not only in highlighting 
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its features, but also focused attention more effectively on the artworks 

themselves.  

 

Photographs of a specimen skull, taken by the researcher (see Plates 8.2.6 and 

8.2.7), provided primary reference.  The drawing of the skull (to the left in Plate 

8.2.8) was completed first; the vellum study was undertaken immediately 

following the completion of the drawing (to the right of Plate 8.2.8). 

 

 
Plate 8.2.6:  Photographic reference of cat skull, 2004, 29cm x 20cm.  Artist’s collection 
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Plate 8.2.7:  Photographic reference of cat skull, 2004, 19cm x 29cm.  Artist’s collection 

 

 
Plate 8.2.8: Felis catus (skull study diptych) 2004,  watercolour and gouache on vellum, 16.5cm 
x 13.5cm; pencil on paper, 16.5cm x 13.5cm 
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A small experimental work detailing different feline teeth (to scale, see Plates 

8.2.4 and 8.2.9 for reference) was also executed on ivorine as an investigative 

work, with the objective of comparing similar techniques and effects applied to 

the vellum study (see Plate 8.2.10).  

 

 
Plate 8.2.9:  Photographic reference of cat skull, 2004, 29cm x 20cm.  Artist’s collection 

 

 
Plate 8.2.10: Felis catus – teeth study 2004,  watercolour and gouache on ivorine  10cm x 13cm 
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As noted with the previous work on ivorine (see Plate 7.4.9: Hemidactylus 

frenatus – egg study 2004), while the resulting illustration was acceptable in terms 

of its usefulness as a study, ivorine as a support for the watercolour media again 

proved to be inferior to the Kelmscott vellum in that it did not have the same 

luminosity and vibrancy of the vellum.  While the challenge of the vellum lay 

with its tendency to grab the colour and intensify it, the ivorine had the opposite 

effect, and it was difficult both to build layers or have the colour adhere to the 

surface properly. 

 

The work was included in the exhibition as an experimental study; again the aim 

was to provide contrast with finished works and also to illustrate elements of the 

artistic process. 

 

8.2.1.1 Anatomical works 

Stylistically the anatomical work for the cat series employed the same approach as 

taken with that for the Cane toad (outlined in 5.2.3) and the Asian House Gecko 

(outlined in 7.4.2), including also a juvenile study.  In addition, however, this 

work references the style employed in depicting the Common Indian Mynah (see 

6.4.3) in that the subject matter is depicted relatively naturally rather than in an 

abstract, scientifically positioned pose. The emphasis in the watercolour work is 

on the variation of type and colour (depicting several of the most common colours 

and patterns).  However, the focus of the work remains on the anatomical details 

of subject and, given this focus, it is not depicted with any overt reference to 

behaviour (this was left to the natural history work on vellum, 8.2.15). 

 

References for the work were primarily from life studies and photographs. One 

primary subject was photographed for reference in terms of anatomical structure 

and form (Plates 8.2.11 and 8.2.12); the researcher’s knowledge of cat colour and 

patterns was then applied to depict different cats; one solid adult (black), one parti 

coloured adult and one tabby patterned adult (with slightly longer haired coat).  A 

solid coloured juvenile (white) was also depicted.  While variation in hair length 

was shown, this was deliberately restrained as the majority of feral and un-owned 
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cats are primarily descended from short haired domestic cats of whom the vast 

majority have shorter coats.  For the same reason, it was not appropriate to depict 

a particular breed of cat, other than the common, short-haired domestic variety.  

 

 
Plate 8.2.11:  Photographic reference of cat for anatomical work, 2004. 20cm x 15cm.  
Artist’s collection. 

 

 
Plate 8.2.12:  Photographic reference of cat for anatomical work, 2004. 20cm x 15cm.  
Artist’s collection 
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Plate 8.2.13: Felis catus (domestic cat)  2004,  watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board,  
48cm x 35cm 
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8.2.1.2 Natural History works on vellum 

The natural history vellum work contrasts strongly with the more objective 

works and studies in the cat series; it is deliberately confronts the viewer 

with an image that reinforces the reputation of the cat as a top level 

predator.   

 

In a twist, however, the black and white and brown feathers mark this 

victim as another in this study, the Common Indian Mynah.  Again, it 

reinforces the findings of a number of studies into the diet of stray and feral 

cats in urbanised and rural environments, which have found that introduced 

species make up the bulk of the cat’s diet. 

 

This work combined all practical techniques mastered as a result of 

previous works and studies; including successive layers of watercolours 

over gum arabic, limited washes, scratching back and lifting of pigment to 

create negative areas.  Primary reference was from photographs (see Plate 

8.2.14), which was amended to show the cat with the bird in its mouth in the 

final work (Plate 8.2.15). 

 

 
Plate 8.2.14:  Photographic reference of cat for major vellum work, 2004. 15cm x 23cm.  
Artist’s collection 
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Plate 8.2.15: Instinct 2004, watercolour on vellum 29cm x 29cm 
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8.2.2 Extension Application: Print 

 

8.2.2.1 Etching 

There were two etching prints completed as part of the cat series; the first was a 

study of the skull and fore claw structure (Plate 8.2.19), the second a study of a 

newborn kitten (Plate 8.2.20).   

 

The first etching is consistent with etchings of the gecko and toad, where the 

skeletal features were investigated as print studies.  As noted previously, etching 

is immensely suitable when depicting bone structures, as this print medium 

allows for form and pattern to be reduced to simple and concise line and tone, 

perfect for portraying hard bone and skeletal features.  While it was possible to 

portray the subject as an entire skeleton, it was determined that the impact on the 

viewer would be more effective if particular elements of the skeleton were 

selected.  It was hoped that, in the representation of select features, more would 

be conveyed about character and reputation of the cat, and thus the reaction by 

the viewer to the image would be enhanced. 

 

As such, the skull and claws were chosen as these features were considered to 

have the most impact; the cat’s success as a top level predator is largely a result 

of anatomical features such as its sharp, retractable claws, impressive teeth and 

its proportionally oversized ocular system.  Thus, the skeletal studies (see Plate 

8.2.16, 8.2.17, 8.2.18)) not only portray these features, but the application of 

line, tone and texture highlight these. In particular, the vast cavity of the ocular 

space in the skull is a focal point, countered by the sharp teeth and powerful jaw 

(Plate 8.2.16).  Indeed, when the skull is presented in this manner, it is clear that 

this animal is a hunter, with the majority of the skull taken up by teeth, jaw and 

the vision of the animal.  
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Plate 8.2.16:  Photographic reference of cat skull, 2004, 20cm x 15cm.  Artist’s collection 

 
Plate 8.2.17:  Photographic reference of cat forepaw and claws 1, 2004, 19cm x 29cm.  

Artist’s collection 
 

 
Plate 8.2.18:  Photographic reference of cat forepaw and claws 2, 2004, 19cm x 29cm.  

Artist’s collection 
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Plate 8.2.19:  Felis catus- skeletal study lateral view 2004  Etching on paper 33cm x 23cm 
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However, given that this is an animal of contradictions which is both loved and 

reviled, it was important to represent the other view of the cat.    Thus, as with 

the nestling etching of the Common Indian Mynah, there was the opportunity to 

represent a juvenile in a life like manner (see Plate 6.2.21).    As with the Mynah 

nestling, this work was hand coloured in order to give it warmth and feeling, the 

purpose of this work being to highlight the vulnerability and softness of the 

animal.  Yet it was not intended as a ‘cute kitten’ representation, but rather, to 

show the helplessness (and even a sense of pathos) of an animal that could, once 

grown, potentially be viewed as a heartless predator by some. 

 

 
Plate 8.2.20:  Felis catus- juvenile study 2004  Hand coloured etching on paper 33cm x 23cm 
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8.2.2.2 Lithograph 

The lithograph of the cat depicts the subject in a natural manner, but without 

background or reference to its environment.  In doing so, the work draws upon 

the conventions of objective natural history artists such as Bauer by placing all 

emphasis upon the subject matter as well as the sympathetic, naturalistic 

treatment employed by Lesueur, (already discussed in detail in previous 

chapters). 

 

As with other works in this series, the reference material for the lithograph was 

primarily from photographic images taken by the researcher (see Plate 8.2.21) 

which, with minor alterations, provided the basis for the image. While the 

lithographic process is a reverse of the image drawn onto the stone, in this case 

it was intentional, as the composition was improved by reversing the subject.  

 

 
Plate 8.2.21:  Photographic reference of cat for lithograph work, 2004, 19cm x 29cm.  

Artist’s collection 
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Plate 8.2.22: Felis catus – lateral view 2003,  lithograph 23.5cm x 29.5cm  

 

This resulting work is a simple and untinted lithograph (see Plate 8.2.22) in 

which a number of different lithographic techniques are employed, including 

scratching back and the use of waxed areas, to create texture and details such as 

fur and whiskers, light and form. However, the depiction of the cat may also be 

viewed as a negative against a positive; the dark form of the cat is almost a 

silhouette in the space.  Again, this is to subtly reinforce the reality that there are 

contrasts associated with the subject matter; perceptions are very much positive 

and negative, as is this image. 
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8.3 The Domestic Cat: From Story to Visual Narrative 

The subjective narrative works for the cat series followed the process set out for 

the other subjects of this research, and were drawn from the accounts selected in 

Table 3.2.1.    The first of these was translated into one of the large watercolour 

works (outlined in 8.3.1) that formed the backbone of the subjective narrative 

works; the other was translated into one of the etchings in the visual narrative 

series (8.3.2). 

 

8.3.1 Seek Him Here, Seek Him There 

The story selected for this work details the discovery, and adoption, of a stray cat 

on the Vincent campus of James Cook University.  The account describes how 

staff and students at the college had heard for some weeks scratching and 

thumping noises coming from the ceilings of several buildings, including the 

campus library.  A number of unconfirmed sightings seemed to indicate the 

presence of a feral cat, living in the ceilings of the campus buildings. Concerned 

over the safety of the animal, the librarian called out a pest controller to remove 

the uninvited stray.  However, removal proved impossible for the pest man, and 

he declared that it was not a job for one of his ilk.  

 

Not willing to accept defeat, the ceiling cat was eventually caught by the librarian 

and a member of staff as it attempted to jump from an open panel in the library 

ceiling.  Fortunately for the noisy feline intruder, he was tame enough to be 

adopted by the librarian.  Dubbed Cecil (the ceiling cat), he was vet checked and 

de-sexed, and soon settled in quite nicely in his new position as campus cat, living 

happily on a diet of his favourite cat biscuits and enjoying attention from students 

(to the point where he sulked during semester breaks).   

 

This account was a local one and thus the researcher was able to interview the 

respondents directly as well as document the location, and photograph Cecil in his 

habitat. Plates 8.3.1 and 8.3.2 are photographs of the librarian showing where the 

cat was caught; Plate 8.3.4 is a photograph of the foyer and ceiling of the area. 

Insert Plates here 
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Instead of illustrating the exact moment of capture, the decision was made to 

represent the time prior to this, when Cecil was still evading capture.  The account 

of the previous failed attempts to catch the cat in the ceiling were intriguing, and it 

was thought that the moment to represent as an image was the period where the 

cat was hiding, glimpsed occasionally by staff and students. 

 
Plate 8.3.1: Photograph of librarian showing the open panel where the cat was caught. 
Photograph property of artist, 2003 

 

 
Plate 8.3.2: Photograph (detail) of librarian showing the open panel where the cat was 
caught. Photograph property of artist, 2003 
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Plate 8.3.3: Photograph of the entry to the campus library, where the cat was caught. 
Photograph property of artist, 2003 

 

The watercolour subjective narrative series are the largest works in the 

exhibition, and the cat work, entitled “They seek him here, they seek him there” 

(Plate 8.3.4) was in keeping with this larger format.  The expressive techniques 

employed in the previous works of the watercolour subjective narrative series, 

such as sgraffito, splatter, wet on wet and even salting in sections, were used to 

create visual texture.  However, this work is unique in the series in that it is the 

only work that does not feature the subject in full; the viewer only sees a section 

of tail hanging down from the hole in the ceiling.  The reason for this lies with 

the nature of the subject and the narrative, as this was a cat that had spent much 

of its time hiding from view, only glimpsed occasionally and never fully.  
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Compositionally, the absence of the subject matter in full (in effect hiding most 

of the subject from view) did present challenges.  The statue and red fire 

extinguisher and signs, together with the use of strong vertical lines, are used to 

direct the view to the top of the image, where the tail of the subject is seen.  

However, there was a technical problem, in that, if done to normal proportions, 

the cat’s tail would still be too small to see (especially emerging from a darker 

space).  The answer was to subtly exaggerate the size of the tail although caution 

was needed to ensure that the exaggeration was not to the degree where it would 

be noticeably out of kilter with the rest of the work, as the idea was subtle 

emphasis of the presence of the subject for the viewer.   

    

 
Plate 8.3.4:  Seek Him Here, Seek Him There 2004, watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge 
board 47cm x 38.5cm 
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8.3.2 Food Chain 

A deliberately whimsical work, Food chain (2004) was inspired by a narrative 

of a stray cat on the Townsville Strand, stalking an unsuspecting group of 

seagulls who, in turn were focused on scavenging from a large woman’s fish 

and chip lunch.  As with the other works in the etching subjective narrative 

series, the line work is simple and concise, with the subjects represented as 

caricatures.  While the original etching is not available for representation in this 

thesis 61

 

 the preparatory drawing (Plate 8.3.5) is a close facsimile of the etching, 

albeit in pencil rather than print.  The composition and illustrative style were 

largely unchanged in the final printed work. 

 

 

 
Plate 8.3.5: Food Chain (Preparatory Drawing) 2004,  pencil on paper, 33cm x 23cm   

                                                 
61 The image of the etching “Food Chain” is not supplied in this study, as the files documenting this work 
were corrupted and found to be irretrievable.  At this time, the original work is in a private collection and 
not available for documentation.  A note to this effect is provided in 11.6.1, along with the preparatory 
sketch and a photograph of the work with three others in the subjective etching series, hanging in situ. 
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9 Creating and Presenting the Exhibition 
 

9.1 The Concept: Living with the Enemy 

The title of the exhibition, Living with the Enemy was chosen to reflect the often 

highly emotive reaction that the species selected for this research appear to 

engender, along with their ubiquitous presence in suburban homes and backyards. 

The exhibition design reflects the duality of the research design with one section 

emphasising the objective aesthetics of biology and form that references the 

traditions of natural history illustrations from the 18th and 19th centuries.  The 

second section highlights visual narratives of individuals’ accounts of their 

encounters with these species, with the characters presented as slightly surreal or 

stylised to heighten the impact of the experience. 

 

While the contrasting styles of fact and fiction had their own individual visuacy, 

when placed together in the exhibition space, a visual symmetry was reflected in 

both overall presentation and impact.   The duality of representation implies that, 

when examining popularly held perceptions of ubiquitous feral species, the line 

between fact and fiction is not only blurred but each informs the other.   Symmetry 

does not imply, however, strict uniformity or predictability in the execution of the 

artworks; instead the focus ensured that the underlying visual themes of the 

exhibition were appropriately maintained while creating visual diversity to engage 

and maintain the viewer’s interest.  

 

A secondary and less obvious aspect to the work was the conscious attempt to 

extol the unique characteristics of the subjects within each art work and its manner 

of presentation. The notion that, put simply, there is beauty in the beast (or, more 

accurately, beauty in the pest) is intended to confront and even subvert the 

viewer’s perceptions of the subject matter.   

 

The third and final principle is that, in order for the works to achieve the 

objectives of this research, it cannot be fabricated or invented; even the heighted 

narratives must have veracity to successfully challenge the perceptions of the 

subject matter (hence the value of using first-hand accounts as a basis). Thus, the 
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subjects were presented so that the artist’s voice was minimal although, since the 

objective was to challenge existing perceptions, the subtle manipulation of 

elements such as artistic style, presentation and positioning was also introduced.  

The juxtaposition of highly subjective works involving heightened narrative 

images with the seemingly clinical objective works (through zoological imagery) 

could appear contradictory in that they presented the viewer with two extremes 

but, in reality, both styles subtly sought to persuade the viewer that they should 

reassess their perceptions of the selected species (in this case, the Cane Toad) and 

view it through new eyes. 

 

9.2   Choosing a Venue 

A number of factors were considered in the selection of the venue for the 

exhibition. The priority was to secure a centralised location with appropriate 

infrastructure and dedicated staffing that would attract the maximum number of 

visitors.  Options for a venue included Umbrella Studio Gallery, the Museum 

of Tropical Queensland and Perc Tucker.  While all venues were located in 

Townsville within a 5 km radius, the Umbrella Studio Gallery was located in a 

quiet area with less public traffic than the other two venues.  While the 

Museum was popular with visitor, it was not able to provide appropriate 

dedicated staffing and there were substantial problems with the physical space 

that would display the exhibition (such as appropriate infrastructure for the safe 

hanging of works and area space). Therefore, the venue for the Living with the 

Enemy exhibition was Perc Tucker Gallery, Townsville QLD (Plate 9.2.1).   

 
Plate 9.2.1: Perc Tucker Regional Gallery (photo taken June 8th 2004). 
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Perc Tucker is located in the Flinders Mall, Townsville, Queensland.  Its 

collection includes over 2000 artworks, comprising contemporary and 

historical art of tropical Queensland, Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander art, 

contemporary art from Papua New Guinea, as well as popular art and 

ephemera.  Supported by the Townsville City Council, it promotes itself as the 

premier gallery in north Queensland, placing emphasis on supporting artwork 

focusing on northern Queensland and the local community.  In addition, the 

Gallery had excellent infrastructure and dedicated professional staff, and had 

consistently presented PhD related exhibitions over a number of years.  For 

these reasons the gallery was approached to display the exhibition, and given 

the focus of the exhibition on perceptions of iconic northern Queensland 

species, the Gallery agreed to present the Living with the Enemy exhibition. 

 

The space applied for is on the second floor of the Gallery, which has 

expansive wall space and allowed for the separation of the objective and 

subjective works, while nevertheless allowing the viewer to see the exhibition 

in its entirety. Plate 9.2.2 provides an overview of the second floor plan.  
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Plate 9.2.2: Perc Tucker Regional Gallery second floor plan. 

 

Application for gallery space required an interview, physical presentation of a 

folio of works and written submission outlining the exhibition proposal.  The 

Gallery approved the use of the first floor space and the layout of the exhibition 

was planned around the available space.   

 

As noted in 9.1, the concept was to arrange works in two sections, with the 

spacing allowing all intended works to be displayed along with the preparatory 

sketches that formed the basis of the life studies and the various preserved 

specimens.  The works were thus completed in accordance with this floor plan.  

However, a month prior to the opening of the exhibition the artist was informed 
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that this space would not be available.  Following consultation with the gallery, 

two smaller spaces (see Plate 9.2.1) on the ground floor of the gallery, known 

as the Niche Gallery and the Project Space, were offered as substitutes.   

 

Although fitting the projected 43 works into these smaller spaces was certainly 

a challenging task, there was insufficient time to secure a more appropriate 

space in another gallery.  The curatorial advice of the Associate Supervisor, Dr 

Robert Preston and the gallery was that, with a number of adjustments to the 

layout of the exhibition (such as the double hanging of groups of works), it 

would be possible to proceed.  While there was concern that the physical 

separation of the two spaces would militate against the effective juxtaposition 

of the exhibition, it was hoped that there would be sufficient connection in 

terms of subject matter and theme to compensate for the unavoidable physical 

dislocation.   

 

A final complication in the arrangement of the works was that the main ground 

floor space had been allocated to a major installation based exhibition on shoe 

inspired works, entitled Walk this Way. The hanging of this exhibition’s two 

dimensional works in separate areas would hopefully not be affected by the 

juxtaposition. The layout of the exhibition and the challenges that the late 

change of space presented are further discussed in 9.3 Exhibition Format and 

Style. 

 
 

9.3 Exhibition Format and Style 

Art historian Michael Carter (1993) notes that an exhibition is a package of 

artworks that involve “…a set of decisions … as to what is the optimum 

conjunction of the works to best illustrate the interpretation being mounted.” 

(Carter, 1993:169).  Thus, while at one level there is a readily discernible theme in 

the choice of subject matter, there are other elements which are less obvious, but 

nonetheless integral to successful presentation. 
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The exhibition, which was held from May 7th to June 8th 2004, consists of 43 

works, comprising watercolours & body colour/gouache on board, vellum, ivorine 

and paper, as well as pen and ink works, graphite pencil works, lithographs and 

etchings.  Works were framed behind glass on off white, museum grade matt 

board, with wooden, lime washed frames made by the artist to complement each 

individual piece’s dimensions.    Curators for the exhibition were Dr Robert 

Preston (Senior Lecturer James Cook University) and Ms Frances Thompson 

(Director Perc Tucker Gallery). 

 

A major consideration in these works and the format of the exhibition is based on 

the premise that there is an intrinsic link between what is truth and what is thought 

to be truth when dealing with public perceptions of feral, ubiquitous animals (and 

in particular, the animals selected as subjects for this research).  As such, the 

presentation of the exhibition and each individual work was carefully considered, 

with the emphasis being on heightening the juxtaposition of the two contrasting 

approaches to the subject matter; one factual and scientific, the other fictive and 

narrative.   

 

Leaving aside the aesthetic qualities characteristic of the materials used and the 

visual interpretation of the subject matter, the presentation of each work was a 

reflective and deliberate process, both in the framing of each piece and its 

placement within the exhibition.  As noted in 9.2, there were inherent difficulties 

in working in the final allocated spaces of the gallery; in order to resolve the 

problem of having in effect two areas separated by a larger space housing the shoe 

installation exhibition, works were grouped in terms of subjective and objective 

themes in two opposing rooms unified by their content.  Indeed, separating the 

works stylistically and physically showcased the different treatments of the subject 

matter. Elements that were important in each (such as the minute studies of the 

delicate Mynah bird bones, or the comedy of the characters in the etched 

subjective narratives) may arguably have been lost or had less presence if 

combined within a single space.  The viewer, in fact, was required to move 

physically from one zone to the other with reflective time in between. 
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Plate 9.3.1 provides an overview of the layout of the exhibition in relation to the 

floor plan (not to scale) of the ground level of Perc Tucker Gallery and noted the 

physical dimensions and location of the two separate exhibition spaces. 

 

 
Plate 9.3.1:  Layout of the Living with the Enemy exhibition, ground floor of the Perc Tucker 
gallery, Townsville. 
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The combined entire wall space of the Niche Gallery and the Project Space is 

approximately one quarter of what had originally been envisioned for in relation to 

the exhibition layout.  Hence, there were considerable challenges when 

reconceptualising the format of the exhibition’s presentation. 

 

 

9.3.1 Niche Gallery  

The larger and more expressive subjective narrative works were allocated to the 

Niche Gallery because, of the two spaces, it is slightly larger and more open, and 

therefore better suited to the larger format and more expressive treatment of a 

number of these works.  

 

Plate 9.3.2 is a schematic representation of the layout of the works in the Niche 

Gallery space. The works (listed from A – M) are indicated in approximate 

position, with a corresponding list of works in the accompanying legend. 
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Legend  
 

1: Exhibition signage and overview 

2: Visitor’s book  

3: Display cabinet 

 
Etching Series 
A: Food Chain 2004 Copperplate etching 33cm x 23cm 
B: Potential  2004 Copperplate etching  33cm x 23cm 
C: Every Dog Has its Day 2004 Copperplate etching  33cm x 23cm 
D: Rites of Spring  2004 Copperplate etching 33cm x 23cm 
 
Major Watercolour Works  
E: Seek Him Here, Seek Him There  2004Watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge 47cm x 
38.5cm 
F: Birds of a Feather 2004 Watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board 47cm x 38.5cm 
G: Gecko Tea  2004 Watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board 47cm x 43.5cm 
H: Miss Toady’s Tea Party 2003 Watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board 64.5cm x 
45.5cm 
 
Preparatory Studies 
I: Cat studies 2004 Pencil on paper28cm x 41cm  
J: Mynah studies 2004 Pen and ink on paper 28cm x 41cm 

 
 
Plate 9.3.2:  Layout of works located in the Niche Gallery. 

 



393 
 

A central focus when entering this room was the temporary display cabinet, 

indicated by K on the plan (Plate 9.3.2).  The display cabinet contained various 

items used in the creative process, including a number of preserved and mounted 

specimens (e.g., museum skins of the Mynah birds), bones, original 19thC 

zoological lithographic artwork, copper plate used in the etching process and field 

watercolour kit used in the preparatory studies.  Also included was the artist’s 

notebook with the page open at the vellum experiments.  Plate 9.3.3 records the 

content of display cabinet as presented; Plate 9.3.4 documents the contents of the 

case.   

 

A number of objectives underpinned the concept of the display cabinet.  While it 

demonstrated some of the supporting research required in order to produce the 

works, it was also intended to show the aesthetic appeal of the subjects (in form, 

shape or appearance) as well as reference the traditions of the zoological and 

botanical artist who collected, preserved and visually recorded their specimens.  

Finally, the Cane Toad to the far right of the display cabinet (Plates 9.3.3 and 

9.3.4) was included as a reference to the commercialism of feral species; in this 

case, the use of preserved and mounted Cane Toad skins as a gimmicky tourist 

collectable. 

 
Plate 9.3.3: Display Cabinet, Niche Gallery 
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Legend: 
A: Mounted Common Indian Mynah  

B. Common Indian Mynah museum skins 

C. Preserved Canebeetles (both species) 

D. Hand coloured lithograph prints (c 1870) 

E. Copperplate used for etching of Buffo marinus (2004) 

F. Selection of bones used in various vellum studies of Acridotheises tristis (2003 and 2004) 

G. Skeleton, preserved skin and eggs of Asian House Gecko, used for vellum and ivorine 

studies (2004) 

H. Preserved Cane Toad tadpoles and skins  

I.  Mounted canetoad from local markets 

J. Artist’s notebook 

K. Leg study of Acridotheises tristis (2003) 

L. Contemporary watercolour field set used for preparatory studies 

 

Plate 9.3.4: Description of display cabinet items (Niche Gallery)  

 

 
The works in this room were grouped to optimise their impact; for example, the 

etchings of heightened narratives works ran as a series on one section of wall, 

allowing the slightly whimsical theme of each piece to play to the others.   The 

largest of the subjective narratives, Miss Toady’s Tea Party (2003), was the 
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foundation piece and held not only the other larger watercolour works in place, 

(Gecko Tea (2004), Birds of a Feather (2004) and Seek Him Here, Seek Him 

There (2004)) but provided a necessary physical focal point from which the 

viewer then embraced the subjective narrative works.  It was not arranged on the 

first wall, however, but on the wall separate from the others (see Plate 9.3.9) so as 

to maximise the impact of the piece.  

 

Of note was the inclusion of the first-hand accounts that inspired the 

accompanying artwork.  Arranged to the left of each of the artworks (see Plates 

9.3.5 - 9.3.8.), these accounts were a key element in the subjective narrative series 

in that not only did they provide a background for each work but reinforced the 

veracity of the artwork.  

 

While Plate 9.3.2 overviews the layout of works in the Niche Gallery, Plates 9.3.5 

- 9.3.9 document the placement of works photographically.62

  

   

 
Plate 9.3.5:  Wall 2 (central wall) Niche Gallery, subjective narrative etchings 

 

                                                 
62 Photographs were taken on 8th June 2004 by this researcher, during a general admission day in the 
gallery. 
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Plate 9.3.6:  Display cabinet; walls 2 and 3 (centre wall and right side wall) with subjective 
narrative etchings and subjective narrative watercolour paintings, Niche Gallery 

 

 
Plate 9.3.7: Larger subjective narrative watercolour works in situ (centre wall), Niche 
Gallery 
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Plate 9.3.8: Larger subjective narrative watercolour works in situ (centre wall) with central 
display cabinet, Niche Gallery 

 

 
Plate 9.3.9: Miss Toady’s Tea Party in situ (4th wall ) with preparatory sketches, Niche 
Gallery 
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9.3.2 Project Space 

As all subjective works were accommodated within the Niche Gallery, the Project 

Space could be solely for the display of the objective, natural history style works. 

Hanging works in this space proved to be considerably more of a challenge, however, 

as the Project Space was a smaller and more enclosed space than the Niche Gallery.  

The works to be housed in this space numbered 33 works in total, although a 

significant number were small, intricate works.  Nonetheless, these small pieces 

needed to share the limited wall space with lithograph and etchings, larger 

watercolours and the major Kelmscott vellum works.   

 

Although the Project Space was constrained in terms of actual physical dimensions, it 

had one advantage in that it was intimate and more secluded, facilitating more 

meditative contemplation of the works.  This was well suited to the viewing of the 

natural history works, where minute, detailed studies of bones, feathers, eggs and 

other biological ephemera invited close inspection by the viewer.   

 

The concept was to position the small studies on the column at the entrance of the 

space and to the left wall as the viewer enters, to lead naturally to the anatomical 

studies, natural history watercolours, print works and the larger vellum works.  

 

While ideally it would have been preferable to delineate the works into their 

respective media, the limited wall space in the Niche Gallery was not conducive to 

such a layout.  Therefore, it was necessary to hang a number of the smaller print 

works with the minor vellum studies.  Visually, this arrangement worked effectively 

as the actual prints assisted in providing a focus on that section of the gallery wall. 

However, had the works been able to be hung in the space on the second level of the 

gallery as first intended, the original concept of grouping works in relation to style 

and media would still have been employed. 

 

Another necessary concession, given the constricted space, was to double hang 

several of the smaller works; the Mynah bone studies were hung as a series of four 

(two across and two down); the cat teeth and gecko egg study were double hung on 
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the column at the entrance of the space.  The diptych of the cat skull (vellum work 

and preparatory drawing) was double hung under the Mynah skull and bone study. 

 

Plate 9.3.10 provides an outline of the layout of the works in the Project Space, and 

Plates 9.3.11 - 9.3.16 are photographic recordings of the works hanging in situ. 

 

 

 

 
 
Plate 9.3.10: Layout of exhibition works in the Project Space.  
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Legend 
1:  Overview of works 
 
Minor studies: 
A: 2 set of works double hung on column: 
A1: Felis catus – teeth study  2004 Watercolour and gouache on ivorine 10cm x 13cm;  
A2: Hemidactylus frenatus – egg study 2004 Watercolour and gouache on ivorine 13.5cm x 8cm;  
A3: Bufo marinus (Cane Toad)  2004 Watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board 31cm x 
24cm;   
A4: Hemidactylus frenatus (Asian House Gecko) 2004 Watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge 
board 25cm x 22cm 
 
B: series of 4 works double hung: 
B1:  Acridotheises tristis – bone study 1 2004 Watercolour and gouache on vellum 5cm x 5cm 
B2: Acridotheises tristis – bone study 2 2004 Watercolour and gouache on vellum 5cm x 5cm 
B3: Acridotheises tristis – bone study 3  2004 Watercolour and gouache on vellum 5cm x 5cm 
B4: Acridotheises tristis – bone study 4  2004 Watercolour and gouache on vellum 5cm x 5cm 
 
Natural History – Anatomical Studies 
C: Acridotheises tristis – juvenile study 2004 Copperplate etching 18cm x 27cm;  
D: Acridotheises tristis – feather study 2003 Watercolour and gouache on Kelmscott vellum 32cm 
x 13.5cm 
E: Hemidactylus frenatus – dorsal view 2003 Hand coloured lithograph 18.5cm x 14cm 
F: Double hanging : (Top) Acridotheises tristis – bone study major 2004 Watercolour and 
gouache on vellum 25cm x 26.5cm; (Bottom) Felis catus – skull study Diptych 2004 Watercolour 
and gouache on vellum 16.5cm x 13.5cm Pencil on paper 16.5cm x 13.5cm 
 
Natural History – Supporting Work 
G: Lepidiota frenchi (French’s Canegrub) and Dermolepida albohirtum (Greyback Cane beetle) 
- Diptych 2004 Watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board 26cm x 55cm 
 
Natural History – Watercolours 
H: Bufo marinus (Cane Toad)  2003 Watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board 41cm x 32cm 
I: Felis catus (Domestic cat)  2004 Watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board 48cm x 35cm 
J: Acridotheises tristis (Common Indian Mynah ) 2004 Watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge 
board 48cm x 33.5cm 
K: Hemidactylus frenatus (Asian House Gecko) 2004 Watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge 
board 36.5cm x 22.5cm 
 
Other Etchings: 
L: Hemidactylus frenatus– Skeleton study, dorsal view 2004 Copperplate etching 33cm x 23cm 
M: Bufo marinus – Skeleton study, dorsal view 2004 Copperplate etching 33cm x 23cm 
N: Felis catus – Skeleton study, lateral view 2004 Copperplate etching 33cm x 23cm 
O: Felis catus –  Juvenile study  2004 Copperplate etching 33cm x 23cm 
 
Other Lithographs: 
P:  Felis catus – lateral view 2003 Lithograph 23.5cm x 29.5cm 
Q:  Acridotheises tristis – museum skin, dorsal view 2003 Hand coloured lithograph 27cm x 
23.5cm 
R:  Bufo marinus – amplexus  2004 Hand coloured lithograph 27cm x 23cm 
 
Natural History Vellum works: 
S:  Cane Toad Serenade 2003 Watercolour on Kelmscott vellum 20cm x 26.5cm 
T: Instinct 2004 Watercolour on Kelmscott vellum 29cm x 29cm 
U: Gecko Foreplay 2004 Watercolour on Kelmscott vellum 22.5cm x 27cm 
V: Rubbish Bin King 2004 Watercolour on Kelmscott vellum 16.5cm x 24.5cm 

 
   
Plate 9.3.10 (cont):  Layout of exhibition works in the Project Space.  
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Plates 9.3.11 to 9.3.15 provide an overview of the arrangement of the works in the 

Project space. 

 

 
Plate 9.3.11:  Photograph of the entry way (view from within Project Space).  Ivorine studies 
of cat teeth (top) and gecko with egg study (bottom) of column. Miniature bone studies on 
vellum on the right; larger vellum works on the left 

 

 

 
Plate 9.3.12:  Far left wall, with (left to right) Mynah bird bone studies on vellum (2004); 
Mynah nestling hand coloured etching (2004); Mynah bird feather and egg study on vellum 
(2003), Gecko hand coloured lithograph (2004); Mynah bird skull study on vellum (top right) 
(2004); Cat skull drawing and vellum study (2004) 
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Plate 9.3.13:  Natural history style watercolour illustrations on board, in situ on central wall 

 

 
Plate 9.3.14:  Exhibition visitor viewing natural history style watercolour illustrations on 
board, in situ on central wall 
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Plate 9.3.15:  Zoological etchings and lithographs on far right wall, in situ. (note: lithograph 
study of the Cane Toad,  far right, is not included in this image) 

 

 
Plate 9.3.16:  Larger natural history style vellum works, in situ 
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9.4 Exhibition Catalogue and Invitation 

The concept behind the design of both the invitation and catalogue reinforced the 

research aim in that these should present the subject matter in a manner that was 

both engaging and provoking.   

With this in mind, the watercolour image of the Cane Toad (in a natural history 

style) was selected as the thematic artwork for the invitations of the exhibition 

(see Plate 9.4.1 and 9.4.2). Highly detailed and richly coloured, the image of the 

Cane Toad contrasts against the white background and ensures that the subject 

matter is the primary focus of the design.  It also made a stylistic reference to the 

works of natural history artists (and in particular, to Bauer), giving an indication 

of the type of works that will be in the exhibition. 

The font selected for the DL sized invitations (known as the Leonardo typeface) 

was an informal typeface, designed to complement the artwork in the line and 

flow of the letters and not distract from the artwork (as would have happened with 

a bold, sharp or blocky typeface).  It was also reminiscent of a hand written script; 

again, a subtle reference to the often hastily scrawled notes taken by natural 

history artists when documenting their observations on their subjects.      

A further refinement was the use of gloss printing for the canetoad and typeface 

on the invitations.  As with the used of gum arabic on the original work, the gloss 

served to intensify the colouration of the toad and heighten the realism of the 

work. 

 
Plate 9.4.1:  Living with the Enemy Exhibition Invitation (2004) (cover) 
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Plate 9.4.2:  Living with the Enemy Exhibition Invitation (2004) (reverse) 

 

While the image of the Cane Toad was effective in the design of the invitations, it 

did not fit as well in the wider A5 Landscape format of the catalogue design.  As 

such, the hand coloured lithograph of the Asian House Gecko was selected as the 

feature for the catalogue cover, as it was considered highly suitable, both in 

subject matter and in its transferability to the design of the catalogue cover; with 

the upright, elongated composition of the gecko providing a visual contrast to the 

horizontal plane of the text.  The gecko’s tail, tipped to the left and slightly curled, 

balanced the composition, and it fingers and toes, spread weblike, provided focal 

points within the composition.   In keeping with the simple style set by the 

invitation, the gecko is removed from any background detail, allowing the form to 

contrast against the white space and the focus to be on the subject matter itself.  

The cover image, type and internal colour works were also printed in a gloss 

finish, although the rest of the catalogue is a satin matt.   

 

The catalogue lists all works in the exhibition and reproduces (in either colour or 

black and white) the major works in the exhibition. Plate 9.4.3 reproduces the 

catalogue cover; a full electronic copy of the catalogue is contained in the 

Appendix M. 
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Plate 9.4.3:  Living with the Enemy catalogue (2004) – cover art 

 

 

 

 

9.5 Exhibition Opening and Attendance 

The exhibition opened 07.05.04 at 6.30pm at the Perc Tucker Regional gallery.  

Guest speaker was Townsville City Councillor Jack Wilson, with remarks also 

made by Dr Robert Preston (Senior Lecturer, James Cook University).  Media 

advertising the exhibition and its opening was organised by the artist and 

invitations were sent to all Perc Tucker gallery members, as well as 

representatives of James Cook University, colleagues and friends.  The exhibition 

opening was well attended, with Perc Tucker gallery records showing 502 

attendances at the Gallery for that day.  Table 9.5.1 provides an overview of the 

attendances for the period that the exhibition was on display at the Gallery. 
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Table 9.5.1: Gallery Attendance Numbers May 7th – June 7th 2004 

Statistics supplied by Perc Tucker Regional Gallery 

MONTH DATE ATTENDANCES 
MAY 
 7 502 
 8 68 
 9 418 
 10 71 
 11 144 
 12 112 
 13 234 
 14 114 
 15 72 
 16 204 
 17 95 
 18 90 
 19 291 
 20 130 
 21 100 
 22 75 
 23 212 
 24 97 
 25 134 
 26 133 
 27 198 
 28 65 
 29 289 
 30 153 
JUNE 
 1 193 
 2 177 
 3 128 
 4 253 
 5 134 
 6 210 
 7 121 
   
TOTAL for Exhibition period 5217 

Source:  Perc Tucker Regional Gallery 
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9.6     Works 

Previous sections presented the works in situ; this section provides, where 

available, a visual overview of each of the exhibited works organised by media, 

style and genre, rather than species-specific groups as in Chapters 5 – 8. 

 

9.6.1 Preparatory Sketches and Studies 

 
Plate 9.6.1: Cat studies 2004,  pencil on paper 28cm x 41cm 
 

 
Plate 9.6.2: Mynah studies 2004,  pen and ink on paper 28cm x 41cm 
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9.6.2 Subjective Narrative Works 

 

9.6.2.1 Etchings 

 
Plate 9.6.3: Subjective Narrative etchings in situ.63

 
  

 

 
Plate 9.6.4 : Rites of Spring 2004,  etching on paper,  33cm x 23cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
63 As noted in the footnote to Plate 9.3.5, the electronic files for Food Chain (2004), 
Potential (2004) and Every Dog has its Day (2004), have been corrupted and are not 
retrievable.  Thus Plate 9.6.1 presents the subjective narrative etching in situ, and the Rites of 
Spring (2004) is shown as Plate 9.6.2 . 
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9.6.2.2  Watercolour Subjective Narrative 
 

 
Plate 9.6.5:  Seek Him Here, Seek Him There 2004, watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge 
board 47cm x 38.5cm 
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Plate 9.6.6:  Birds of a Feather 2004,  watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board 47cm x 
38.5cm 
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Plate 9.6.7: Gecko Tea  2004, watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board 47cm x 43.5cm 

 



413 
 

 
Plate 9.6.8: Miss Toady’s Tea Party 2003,  watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board 
64.5cm x 45.5cm 
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9.6.3  Objective Works 

 

9.6.3.1  Supporting Works: Stained Specimen Works 

 

 
Plate 9.6.9: Bufo marinus (Cane Toad) 2004,  watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board 
31cm x 24cm 
 

 
Plate 9.6.10: Hemidactylus frenatus (Asian House Gecko) 2004,  watercolour and gouache on 
Bainbridge board 25cm x 22cm 
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9.6.3.2   Supporting Works: Miniature Studies (Ivorine) 

 

 
Plate 9.6.11: Felis catus – teeth study 2004,  watercolour and gouache on ivorine  10cm x 13cm 
 
 

 
Plate 9.6.12: Hemidactylus frenatus –egg study 2004,  watercolour and gouache on ivorine  
13.5cm x 8cm 
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9.6.3.3  Supporting Works: Miniature Studies (Vellum) 

       
Plate 9.6.13: Acridotheises tristis (bone study series) 2004,  watercolour and gouache on 
vellum, each 5cm x 5cm 
 
 
 

 
Plate 9.6.14: Bufo marinus – anatomical details  2003,  watercolour and gouache on vellum 
22.5cm x 12.5cm 
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Plate 9.6.15: Acridotheises tristis (feather study) 2003,  watercolour and gouache on vellum 
32cm x 13.5cm 
 

 
 
Plate 9.6.16: Acridotheises tristis (bone studies, various) 2004,  watercolour and gouache on 
vellum, 25cm x 26.5cm 
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9.6.3.4  Supporting Works: Natural History  

 

 
Plate 9.6.17 : Lepidiota frenchi (French’s canegrub) (top) and Dermolepida albohirtum 
(Greyback cane beetle) (bottom) Diptych 2004, watercolour and gouche on Bainbridge board, 
each 26cm x 29cm 
 

 
Plate 9.6.18: Felis catus (skull study diptych) 2004,  watercolour and gouache on vellum, 
16.5cm x 13.5cm; pencil on paper, 16.5cm x 13.5cm 
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9.6.3.5: Natural History Watercolours 
 

 

 
 

Plate 9.6.19: Bufo marinus (Cane Toad)  2003,  watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge 
board,  41cm x 32cm 
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Plate 9.6.20: Felis catus (domestic cat)  2004,  watercolour and gouache on Bainbridge board,  
48cm x 35cm 
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Plate 9.6.21: Acridotheises tristis (common Indian Mynah )  2004,  watercolour and gouache 
on Bainbridge board,  48cm x 33.5cm 
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Plate 9.6.22: Hemidactylis frenatus (Asian House Gecko)  2004,  watercolour and gouache on 
Bainbridge board,  36.5cm x 22.5cm 
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9.6.3.6  Natural History: Etchings  
 

 
Plate 9.6.23: Acridotheises tristis – juvenile study 2004,  hand coloured etching on paper, 18cm 
x 27cm 
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Plate 9.6.24:  Hemidactylus frenatus- skeletal study dorsal view 2004  Etching on paper 33cm x 
23cm 
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Plate 9.6.25:  Bufo marinus skeletal study dorsal view 2004  Etching on paper 33cm x 23cm 
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Plate 9.6.26:  Felis catus- skeletal study lateral view 2004  Etching on paper 33cm x 23cm 
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Plate 9.6.27:  Felis catus- juvenile study 2004  Hand coloured etching on paper 33cm x 23cm 
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9.6.3.7  Natural History: Lithographs  

 

 

Plate 9.6.28: Felis catus – lateral view 2003,  lithograph 23.5cm x 29.5cm 
 
 

 

Plate 9.6.29: Bufo marinus 2004,  lithograph 27cm x 23cm.  
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Plate 9.6.30: Hemidactylus frenatus – dorsal view 2003,  hand coloured lithograph on paper  
18.5cm x 14cm 
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Plate 9.6.31: Acridotheises testis – museum skin, dorsal view 2003,  hand coloured lithograph 
27cm x 23.5cm  
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9.6.3.8  Natural History Vellum Works  
 

 

Plate 9.6.32: Cane Toad Serenade 2003,  watercolour on vellum 20cm x 26.5cm 

 

 

Plate 9.6.33: Rubbish Bin King 2004,  watercolour on vellum 16.5cm x 24.5cm 
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Plate 9.6.34: Instinct 2004,  watercolour on vellum 29cm x 29cm 
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Plate 9.6.35: Gecko Foreplay  2004,  watercolour on vellum 22.5cm x 27cm 
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10. Reflections, Implications and Directions 
 

10.1 Reflections on Process and Product 

This research aimed to: 

a) establish a framework which distinguishes between objective and 

subjective views of target introduced species; 

b) create a visual realisation of the two frameworks; and 

c) utilise the visual realisation to provide a visual challenge to human 

perceptions of introduced ubiquitous species through the exhibition 

process.   

 

The visual realisation of the two frameworks established a visuacy that both 

questioned and subverted the viewer’s pre-conceived notions of the selected 

species.   Put simply, it was through the visual juxtaposition of the extreme 

representations of the objective and subjective artworks, with the subject depicted 

in a manner that was unexpected by the viewer, that a re-examination of the 

viewer’s pre-existing perceptions became possible.  

 

However, as noted in 3.6, the inherent Catch 22 of a visual methodology is that 

while it can, and does, result in creative and innovative research outcomes, it is 

critical to ensure that the process has not subverted or overshadowed the visual 

elements themselves.  In short, the works must embody both validity and integrity 

and successfully achieve their own visuacy. 

 

As can be seen from the evidence of comments volunteered in the Gallery’s 

Visitor’s Book, a sample of which are included in Table 10.1.1, the essential 

visuacy of the exhibition was not compromised by the underpinning research aims. 
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Table 10.1.1:  Selected Feedback from Respondents on the “Living with the 
Enemy” Exhibition 
 
Respondent 
 

COMMENT DATE 

3 Impressive work, food for thought 07.05.04 
8 Worth the trip from the Gold Coast.  Interesting and amazing detail. 

We liked the little lizard pictures, very North QLD. 07.05.04 
9 Awesome – interesting stories and great illustrations 08.05.04 

10 Fantastic, amazing, makes you look at some of these animals 
differently. Well done on your exhibition I enjoyed it very much. 08.05.04 

14 I never knew Cane Toads could be beautiful, but somehow you’ve 
made them look almost pretty. 08.05.04 

24 The cane toad in the dogs bowl is a true story, they do it at my 
house too and I’m always empting it out. 09.05.04 

36 

Thanks and congratulations on a wonderful exhibition – we enjoyed 
your show very much.  Even though my preference is for birds 
‘Instinct’ is an incredible painting and I haven’t been able to forget 
easily; if your ears are burning its because I’ve been trying to 
describe it to family and friends, and the surprise of being suddenly 
face to face with a cat that almost breathes, you caught that exact 
instant of the cat mentally going “opps! caught in the act”. 

10.05.04 

45 I liked the artworks but the stuffed birds and toad are a bit gross. 12.05.04 

47 Different views of the animals were interesting, I liked the different 
styles, although different they made you think. 12.05.04 

70 Loved the realism, zoological works are the best. 13.05.04 
74 V interesting  – makes you think. 15.05.04 

76 Great imagination, precise work and very detailed.  Made me look 
at cane toads in a whole new light! 18.05.04 

77 
This is one of the most interesting exhibitions I have been to for a 
while.  I enjoyed the artworks immensely and yes, they did make 
me think about the animals in them. 

19.05.04 

78 I like geckos, I didn’t know they were feral.  I think cane toads 
were ugly but the artworks made them look interesting. 21.05.04 

79 Congratulations on your exhibition. It is excellent! I was enthralled, 
delighted, entertained and amazed - all at the same time. 26.05.04 

80 A very unique view of these animals, food for thought. 27.05.04 
84 Fascinating and yet confronting, I am not sure what I think but the 

works are all very realistic and even beautiful. 27.05.04 

98 
I study zoology and I appreciate the detail and absolute perfect 
portrayal of these animals, and also as art lover these are some of 
the best etchings and watercolours I’ve ever seen.  Thankyou. 

30.05.04 

99 Great  ‘Instinct’ 30.05.04 

100 
Interesting and disturbing – I know Cane Toads and feral cat are 
bad but these pictures paint them in a new light and make you think 
about them. 

01.06.04 

101 
I think you showed a great empathy in painting these animals even 
though they are the kind of animals that many people don’t like.  I 
enjoyed it immensely. 

03.06.04 

102 Living with the Enemy – beautiful and food for thought 07.06.04 
114 Great – has that real NQ flavour 10.06.04 

115 I still don’t like Cane Toads or Mynah birds but I liked the 
exhibition. 10.06.04 
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However, the research aims themselves were fundamentally compromised by the 

late required change in the exhibition space allocated by the Gallery.  As noted in 

9.1, the artworks were specifically planned for the required space and context. 

This had been deliberately chosen to be large to allow for more spacious placing 

of the works and to ensure that all works could be viewed en bloc. The two spaces 

ultimately allocated for the exhibition was smaller and physically separated by a 

quite different installation exhibition. While each of the allocated spaces had an 

intimacy, their separation led to a dislocation in the exhibition format as planned. 

It was thus impossible for the works to be exhibited and viewed en bloc as per the 

original plan.  

 

 

An analysis of the responses to the Exhibition (see Table 10.1.1 for exemplar 

comments) demonstrated that: 

 

• the majority of responses were overwhelmingly positive;  

• twenty two respondents indicated that, at some level, the artworks had 

challenged their existing perceptions of the species depicted;  

• the most noted individual artwork was Instinct;  

• Cane Toad images were specifically highlighted by respondents;  

• the impact of the subjective narrative prints was noted, especially Every 

Dog has its Day;  

• the few negative comments related primarily to the anatomically 

explicit works (e.g., the stained specimens);  

• a small number of comments related to materials, particularly the 

watercolour and vellum works with a few mentioning the etchings;  

 

At least two respondents identified as having scientific backgrounds; as such their 

positive feedback on the zoological works (in particular) was useful in 

substantiating the scientific veracity of these images. 
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While the research intent underlying the exhibited works did not seek to challenge 

the evidence citing the environmental impact of the selected species, it was 

designed to examine and question the orientation of public perceptions of these 

species. Specifically it explored visual impact as a means of interrogating and 

challenging existing perceptions of selected species.   

 

While visual methodologies as a means of assessing levels of social impact has 

been employed by a number of social researchers and is well documented (Prosser 

& Loxley, 2008; Harper, 1997; Weber, 2008), in no case has the complete visuacy 

of the work been utilised. This research’s approach to a social impact question is 

very much from the perspective of a visual arts practitioner rather than a social 

scientist whose typical methodology consists of showing a series of pictures to a 

focus group and recording their responses in an attempt to ‘jog memories’ and 

“elicit emotional as well as intellectual responses” (Prosser & Loxley 2008:41). 

Such strategies are not primarily concerned with the impact and veracity of the 

visual experience which is both sensory and analytical. 

 

This study’s singular focus on the visual experience expands the research 

repertoire by using the concept of visuacy as a method of analysis and, in so 

doing, paves the way for further perceptually based research, not only in the 

creative arts, but in other disciplines (including, as has been demonstrated in the 

study, sciences and public policy arenas). The absence of the capacity to examine 

perceptions was acknowledged by McLeod (2004) and, to a lesser extent, 

Fitzgerald and Wilkinson (2009) when attempting to specify what constitutes 

social impact in environmental science research. This research successfully 

interrogates the spectrum of emotions evoked by these species and thus examines 

that aspect of social impact previously measured, less successfully, through other 

means.   

 

Integral to visuacy is the need to ensure that the visual work has primacy, and is 

not simply a supportive component within a methodology primarily reliant 

language and other data to generate a conclusion. Visuacy is also integral to place; 

hence, to ensure the veracity of the visual methodology here, it was vital that the 
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works be seen in situ so that the exhibition experience became an all-

encompassing one allowing the viewer to engage comprehensively with the visual 

language of the works. Since visuacy is not a passive recording of a viewer’s 

response to visual stimulation, it actively challenges, stimulates and even 

influences perceptions.  Thus, while visuacy has been an inherent characteristic of 

creative arts research, the opportunity to expand and develop its application in 

other fields is yet to be fully realised.  This research, by integrating creative arts 

methodologies with elements from the disciplines of environmental science, social 

sciences and to a lesser extent, public policy, seeks to include visuacy within 

mainstream research. 

 

A further unanticipated outcome from the research relates to working with vellum. 

Currently the use of vellum is chiefly the providence of calligraphers, although 

there is a small but important resurgence of interest amongst botanical artists and 

miniaturists; its use in modern zoological and broader illustration is at best 

minimal.  

 

While research employing visual methodologies can lead to a refinement of 

techniques or the adaption of materials in new ways, within a visual arts discipline 

it is unusual to make discoveries relating to the practical aspects of working with 

traditional media, apart from deliberatively taking a highly experimental or 

unorthodox approach.  

 

Nevertheless, the practical element of this research successfully researched the 

techniques required to work with a material once widely used but now considered 

rare and technically difficult.  As a result of numerous experiments and technical 

investigation into the works of other artists, this research has made a small but 

important contribution to the body of knowledge about working in vellum moving 

away from the wash and stipple methods employed by calligraphers and artists 

such as Marie Angel (1923 - ) and using a layering method of light washes and 

tonal gradations interspersed with a sealant (gum arabic).  The effect is not only of 

intense colour and depth, but it is possible to achieve a degree of heightened 

realism.  As a result the vellum works were specifically noted by a number of 
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respondents who gave feedback on the exhibition; with one comment in particular 

summarizing the overall impact of the vellum pieces: 

 

….  Even though my preference is for birds ‘Instinct’ is an incredible 

painting and I haven’t been able to forget easily; if your ears are 

burning its because I’ve been trying to describe it to family and 

friends, and the surprise of being suddenly face to face with a cat that 

almost breathes, you caught that exact instant of the cat mentally 

going “opps!caught in the act”. (Respondent 36, 2004). 

 

This research identified many layers to the perceptions of these species. While all 

the animals selected for this research were feral, ubiquitous and living in the 

suburban environment of northern Queensland, reactions to the selected species 

varied considerably as what one individual may have seen as being 

environmentally damaging, another would argue positively. The use of a visual 

methodology to present an alternate view of these species rendered it possible to 

penetrate some of these perceptual layers and challenge established views. In 

essence, by using images in place of words and numbers (Proxer and Loxley 

2008), and enhancing the visuacy of the experience, a new dimension to social 

impact assessment has been revealed.  

 

The overarching value of this study lies in the fact that visual elements are given 

as much primacy and serious consideration as would be considered appropriate for 

a conventional study reliant upon text and numbers. Davis (2008) notes that, 

historically, there has been little serious, refereed research activity in the visual 

arts: 

 

In Australia, while education has a critical mass of research, the arts 

have only relatively recently joined the research ranks. At the tertiary 

level, while art historians and theorists (and musicologists) have long 

been part of the academic tradition of publishing papers, this has not 

been the customary province of the studio practitioner whose output has 

primarily derived from creative practice. Hence, at the time of the 
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reforms of the tertiary sector undertaken during the late 1980s and 

early 1990s and which saw the absorption of art schools and 

conservatoria into universities, practice based research was a virtual 

tabula rasa in terms of the verbal documentation traditional to 

research. (Davis 2008:58) 

 

Unlike the work of traditional artist practitioners, the practical work for this study 

has been driven by the research question. As such, one of the most useful 

outcomes of this study is not only that it adds to the quantum of visual arts driven 

research, but provides new perspectives by using principles of visuacy to expand 

the use of visual frameworks when assessing social impacts. 

 

 

10.2     Implications for Further Research in Discipline  

Although primarily research within the creative arts disciplines, aspects of this 

study intersect with the zoological sciences, ethics, environmental management, 

and also the social sciences and public policy.  As such, there are a number of 

questions that could be taken further, in these and other related disciplines.  

 

This research did not seek to debate the weight of evidence that results in most of 

the selected species being categorised as pests. What was questioned was the basis 

for public perceptions of these animals and the extent to which these were 

scientifically based. While the research did not yield a categorical answer, it did 

find evidence of a considerable imbalance between accepted scientific evidence 

and the popular perceptions of these species.  There was also, at times, evidence of 

a conflict between what was seen as beneficial and what was considered adverse 

when assessing the impact of particular species; cats, for example, are seen as both 

beloved pets and top environmental predators; Cane Toads are viewed as an 

expanding, poisonous menace yet are also iconic symbols and considered by many 

to be an integral part of the identity of north Queensland.   While it is clear that 

diverse and contrary views impact on public perceptions, how these affect the 

management of these species, in both an environmental and public policy sense, 

warrants further investigation.    
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Also worth additional exploration is the possibility of adapting social impact 

methodologies that employ visual elements using the concept of visuacy; that is, 

incorporating the full visual experience in terms of concept, creation, realisation 

and impact, as integral to the research.  On reflection, the customary method of 

collecting exhibition feedback via the gallery’s visitors’ book was only partially 

successful in that it typically captured only short, mostly off the cuff 

congratulatory responses, rather than longer, more reflective and useful comments. 

In retrospect, a better approach in terms of gaining feedback from respondents 

may have been to conduct short, random ‘interviews’ with gallery participants as 

they were viewing the works in situ.  This would potentially encourage responses 

more focused on the research questions, rather than simply overall impression 

responses. Such short interviews would, of course, be most appropriately 

conducted by an independent third party using a consistent set of questions to 

militate any potential bias/influence from the artist/researcher.  

   

 

10.3 Implications for Further Research in Media 

One feature of this research is that it has examined and celebrated the historical 

partnerships between art and science and, at this point, it is appropriate to look to 

future collaborations.  As part of this research, contact was made with a number of 

resident scientific artists with the Melbourne Museum (Vic), which is hoped will 

lead to further pathways for practice.  In particular, there is interest in the technical 

aspects of working on vellum, and a number of meetings between this artist and 

other scientific illustrators have been held in which collaboration on zoological 

projects on vellum have been informally canvassed.  

 

Additionally, the well respected botanical artists’ group with the Royal Botanical 

Gardens of Melbourne in 2008 invited this artist/researcher to speak as a guest 

artist and provide a tutorial on painting on vellum (see Plate 10.3.1).  
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Plate 10.3.1 Notice of guest lecture to the Royal Botanical Gardens of Melbourne 

botanical illustrators group on working on vellum (2006) 
 

 

The reception was very positive with a copy of the catalogue from Living with the 

Enemy exhibition being donated by the researcher to the group’s library.  As a 

result of the invitation to address the group, this artist/researcher was privileged to 

be invited to attend a number of group work sessions.  Although full time work 

commitments currently militate against regular attendance, members of the group 

retain contact.  

 

An additional development from the vellum research is a planned publication with 

printmaker Jill O’Sullivan who has also conducted research into the contemporary 

potential of vellum. Given the lack of published material in this area, such a 

publication could enhance existing knowledge and increase interest in this 

material.   

 

This practice based research was also used to inform teaching practice, with 

studies on vellum being integrated into a number of the traditional illustration 

programs at James Cook University (2003 - 2006).  Feedback from students who 

participated in these programs was that, although it was technically challenging, 

the experience was considered unique and extremely valuable as no other tertiary 

institution in Australia offered students this experience. More recently, guest 
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lecturing by this researcher at the North Melbourne Institute of TAFE (NMIT) 

(2013) exposed Bachelor of Illustration students to the synergies between visual 

arts practice and science.  These students focus on both traditional and digital 

practice and thus were interested in vellum and the possible implications for their 

own practice. 

 

Finally, from the time that the works of Bauer and Lesueur were initially viewed 

at The Encounter (2002) exhibition (see 6.1.4), there has been a great deal of 

detective work; initially, to determine what material/s had been used by the artists 

and, in the case of Lesueur (who used vellum), the search for its modern 

equivalent. Months of painstaking research and collaboration with arts 

practitioners, vellum manufacturers, scientific illustrators, environmental 

scientists, researchers and academics, conservators and professional museum staff, 

have culminated in the creation of a personal arts practice rich in opportunity, 

including the option of exploring the links between visual arts practice and science 

through this medium, in a form that has its own visuacy.  

 

There is also considerable interest in vellum as a material in its own right. In 

particular, the painting of larger scale vellum works, while technically 

challenging, has considerable potential for further investigation. One larger 

experimental vellum piece related to this research (Oarfooted crab, 2003 – see 

Plates 6.3.10 and 6.3.11) was awarded the Ernest Henry Memorial watercolour 

prize in 2004. It is the first zoological vellum work recognised in such a manner at 

this major show, and demonstrates the potency of the integration of art and 

science, in a form that draws upon their shared history.  

 

 

10.4 Directions for Practice 

The traditional PhD is arguably framed around a problem-solving methodology 

that not only utilises, but also emphasises, words and numbers in order to achieve 

its aims.  While it may have creative elements, particularly if it is (as with this 

research), describing a creative process, the emphasis is upon resolving the 
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research question, with the endpoint being the logical outcome of what was 

intended from the outset.    

 

In arts practice, aims and questions are necessarily less definable at the outset.  

Issues and goals may be manifold, diffuse and broad in scope; the journey of 

discovery following less predictable and trodden pathways. Marrying arts practice 

to the traditions of critical academic inquiry offers idiosyncratic challenges as 

there is always a risk that the delicate balance between the two may be overset.  

 

In order to be successful in creative research it is vital that there is balance 

between theory and practice.  While the investigation around the research question 

must be rigorous and systematic, there must also be creative flexibility and 

innovation in the associated practice.  Although there are certainly risks in 

combining critical inquiry with creative practice, it also allows for a more overt 

process of reflection, and the breadth, depth and scope of the project may thus 

both widen and deepen.  

 

As with all creative research projects, there have been tensions inherent in 

maintaining an appropriate synergy between the practical elements and the 

theoretical framework; each element must support the other or risk condemning 

one or both elements to a minor or handmaiden role.  In creative research there 

can also be an inherent imbalance between intentionality and emergent research; 

in short, the goals may organically change as the practice develops.  This 

happened with this project; the practical elements originally aimed to support and 

reinforce the theoretical aims of the study took on their own artistic identity and 

became an integral, albeit separate, component of the broader research project.   

 

Dennis Sumara (1998) lists four aspects of action that qualify what he terms 

‘action research’ within a postmodern framework. 64

                                                 
64 Sumara, D., J (1998). "Action Research as a postmodern practice." Interchange 29 (1): 33-45. 

 Firstly, there needs to be 

willingness to abandon the safety of familiarity and predictability in texts, and to 

value the ambiguous and the unknown. According to Sumara, the creation of such 

an attitude creates the perceptiveness and re-interpretation that are necessary tools 



445 
 

for the researcher if there is to be production of new knowledge rather than simply 

reportage. Secondly, Sumara (1998) notes that there must be value given to 

reflection on experience rather than on practice, because reflection on practice 

does not necessarily engage with the larger field within which that practice is 

embedded.  

 

The third aspect is to do with embodiment. He sees each body located in a 

historical, cultural, political and biological space that inevitably confers its 

personal and professional knowledge, attitudes and responses to new knowledge.  

Sumara (1998) argues that this must be taken into account when interpreting 

research findings ‘because of the way in which location, human action and desire 

continually co-merge with one another’ (Sumara, 1998: 35). Sumara (1998) 

finally stresses the importance of creating forms that reflect the above 

complexities rather than producing cause and effect generalisations. 

 
Sumara’s (1998) framework provides a context which is liberating in terms of 

future directions for practice. Moving away from a complete reliance on words 

and numbers, and employing a visual methodology that does not adhere to the 

‘safety and predictability’ (Sumara, 1998: 36) of texts creates new opportunities 

and allows for research into areas currently considered too problematic to define. 

 

Although for many within the academy there is a view that creative arts research 

is on the ‘edgelands’ (Rapport, Wainwright & Elwyn, 2004: 39), set within 

transitional areas where interdisciplinary collaboration happens and where there 

appears to be overt participation in activities that are only partially understood by 

those firmly in one discipline or another. Yet, as Rapport et al (2004) argues, it is 

in those transitional areas where the most change can happen.  

 

Law and Urry (2004) argue that performative methods of research (which they 

define as any method of displaying information in a subjective manner, such as 

visual arts) produce realities.  They suggest that reality is a relational effect and 

that, in a manner similar to physics, “What we observe is not nature itself, but 

nature exposed to our questioning.” (Law & Urry, 2004: 5). This has direct 

synergies with creative research, which tends to draw upon multiple disciplines 
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and framework and results in something brought into being, produces its own 

reality and exposure to questioning. 

 
However, Law and Urry (2004) extend their argument further, stating that the 

results of performative research not only provides a different perspective on a 

single question, or reality, but also produces results that can become layered and 

enact multiple and/or different realities. Importantly, they present the idea that, 

due to their subjective and multi faceted nature, performative research methods 

are best suited to tackling complex, multidisciplinary ideas in the social domain as 

they cannot be simply described or examined, and are thus unsuited to 

conventional representative forms. They argue that the results of this kind of 

thinking produce innovative notions that travel far beyond conventional linear 

analysis (Law & Urry, 2004) 

 

This is indeed the case in this research which has encompassed scientific ethics, 

social science studies, environmental history, public policy and creative arts. 

Where there has been a vacuum that cannot be addressed through the established 

methodology of mainstream research frameworks, it has been necessary to revisit, 

reflect and redirect. The use of practice-based research at times necessitated the 

development of new skills and knowledge to resolve problems and more 

effectively integrate the theoretical and practical elements of the project; this is a 

direct reference to the experience of the project rather than its practical outcomes. 

Ultimately it proposes a revised visual methodology via integrating visuacy into 

social research while, from a practice base, it has both rediscovered and 

reinterpreted a traditional medium. 

 

The link between art practice and art as research may be perceived as ambiguous 

and/or uncertain by some in academe who are more accustomed to established 

research methodologies. However, there is enormous value in arts practitioners 

undertaking research practices in supporting artistic endeavors; Stewart (2003) 

notes artists should develop more “integrated and holistic understandings of art 

practice through research processes that articulate our conceptualization and 

findings in meaningful ways.” (Stewart, 2003: 2). Thus, while there are 

complexities in process, the reality is that, in creative arts based research, the 
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production, process and end product are integral to the final outcome. The 

ambiguities inherent in this kind of process creates generative possibilities which 

enhance the value of this research.  The current study provides not only a basis for 

further arts practitioners to consider ways in which to link arts practice and arts 

research but it also places creative arts methodology firmly within the established 

academe. As such, it has contributed further to both research knowledge and arts 

practice. 
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A.1 : Raising Mynah 
Email from Rick Turner to Terri MacDonald, 07.10.01.  
 
 
TERRI  
 
re your article in the Townsville Bulletin: 
  
Whilst a lot of people hate Mynah Birds or "rats with wings" as you describe 
them, we don't.  
 
If Mynahs are such a problem, perhaps people should consider keeping them as 
pets.  
They make such fabulous pets when raised from birth. They can be really tamed. 
They can mimic any sound you wish to teach them. They can reproduce any 
sound, from the most raucous screech to the prettiest whistle. They can talk as 
clearly, maybe more so, than any cockatoo or budgie. 
  
Whether in the wild or in a cage, they are such fun to watch their antics. They are 
so inquisitive and it is fun to watch their reaction to whatever happens around 
them.  
 
We, my wife and I, have a great pet Mynah. He (or she. How do you tell?), 
whistles and chatters away. We have it out for breakfast, down stairs, out in the 
open. It makes no attempt to leave our side; just plays around on the ground, and, 
of course, tries to pinch our food. Mynahs are, as we all know, great scavengers. 
They're a bit fiddly to feed whilst young, but as they get older, they'll eat anything. 
Ours lives mainly on Rice Bubbles and crushed up dog biscuits. But it gets lots of 
other scraps as well. They're very clean birds, in the sense that, give them a bowl 
of water and they'll have a very thorough bath; several times a day if you want. 
They love it. 
  
Hope you find this info interesting. 
  
 
Regards.  
 
Rick & Gloria Turner  
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A.1 (cont): Raising Myna 
Email from Rick Turner to Terri MacDonald, 24.10.01.   
 
 
TERRI  
 
Sorry it's taken so long for me to reply to your e-mail. I will now answer the 
questions you asked in relation to our pet Mynah. 
  
This is how we acquired him/her. In the store room where I work, Mynahs had set 
up a nest way up in the steel rafters, about 30 feet from the floor. In time they had 
babies, three, I think. When they were about a week and a half old, one came 
crashing down onto the cement right next to me. Of course, I expected it to be 
dead. It wasn't, but then I expected it to die within a very short time, and so I sat 
it, gently, in the big rubbish bin next to my desk. I would then empty the bin 
outside in the industrial bin just before I left work. When I came to do that, about 
an hour later, the bird was still alive. There's no way I could just leave it, so I put 
it in a box and took it home. At home, Gloria and I tried to feed it and lo and 
behold, it took the feed. To cut a long story short, it just went from strength to 
strength. Tough bird. After all, it had absolutely no feathers or anything at this 
stage. As it turned out, it didn't even have any damage at all from its big fall. Its 
eyes were hardly open, but in a while, as it got stronger, its eyes got brighter and 
brighter; and so we named it Bright-Eyes. Yeah, a silly name, I know. 
  
Gloria would have to take it to work every day as it needed feed every couple of 
hours. As I said, it just thrived. Nearly lost it the first day, though. Gloria kept it 
inside in the cool air-conditioning, thinking it was the right thing to do, as it was 
in the middle of summer; last January in fact. Well, she went to feed it after a 
couple of hours and discovered it almost lifeless and freezing cold, )no feathers). 
She took it out in the sun and eventually it warmed up and once again, recovered. 
Tough bird.  
 
It progressed from a box to a small cage and so on. We whistled and talked to it 
constantly. It would sit on our shoulder and head. It had baths in the wash basin. 
  
Other people's attitudes to Mynahs? Well, I don't know of anyone, other than my 
son and my sister, who like Mynahs. Everyone hates them. Even the people at 
work hate them and I suspect that the other babies met terrible fates; but 
fortunately I didn't see it. Yes, it seems that most people find them nuisances. I've 
always admired them for their antics; their cheekiness. When they nested in our 
down pipes, I merely put a screen over the outlets in the gutters to stop them 
There is no way I could ever harm them.  
 
How dos it interact with us? Although it was raised almost from birth and handled 
constantly, it now does not like to be touched. It will, however, still come out of 
the cage and sit on our hand, arms or head. But try and touch it and it objects. 
Every Sunday, we take it down stairs and it has breakfast with us. It just plays on 
the ground, up on our heads etc.. It has a ball. Makes absolutely no attempt to go 
away from us at all. other Mynahs come close by and chatter to it but it pays them 
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no attention whatsoever. Then we let it bath in a bowl and he's quite happy to go 
back in the cage.  
 
Now, this is the best part. This bird talks better than any other bird I've heard It's 
as though it's got a recorder in its head. It says just about everything we've ever 
said to it. Only it's not like a parrot or budgie that will talk when you talk to it. 
This bird is completely mute when you're face to face with it. But when it's in the 
cage and we're inside, it goes crazy. It chatters and chatters and whistles away. It's 
just incredible. It's voices, I say voices, because it mimics my voice and Gloria's, 
are as clear as clear. For anyone listening, they would swear that we were out on 
the verandah talking. You'd never believe it was a bird. The voices are that close. 
The whistles are pure. It actually talks in sentences. Now, I admit, that some 
sentences you can't quite comprehend, but his short outbursts are perfect. Some of 
the things he says are; Hello Bright eyes. How ya going? How's that? Want a 
bath. There you go. What ya doing?  
He coughs, he laughs. He's just great.  
 
I guess that's enough ravings. We think he's pretty clever; a great pet. I'm no 
expert, but I'll try and enclose a couple of photos with this e-mail, so if there's an 
attachment, that's what it'll be.  
 
I hope you find all this interesting.  
 
Regards  
RICK & Gloria TURNER  
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A.2: Mynah Murder 
Researcher’s interview with Glennis MacDonald, 13.09.01. 
 
 
I was driving down Ross River Road, and had pulled up at the lights at the lights 
just after Stocklands (near Chandlers).  In the middle of the road, in front of all the 
cars, were four mynah birds, having a regular scrap – they were really getting into 
it, with three birds holding down the fourth bird and having a real go at him.  
Anyway, the lights turned green, and the cars started to move, but those birds kept 
right at it – until the very last second, when the three bullies on top took off.  But 
the poor fellow underneath had been flat on his back.  He wasn’t able to get up 
quick enough - and he got squashed by the first car.  And those other three birds?  
Well, they were perched up on the power lines, watching the whole thing - you 
can’t tell me they didn’t know what they were doing.  It was a deliberate and 
premeditated murder!  
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A.3: Mynah Tabby Tag  
Email from Sue Baggast to Terri MacDonald, 08.10.01  
 
 
Dear Terri  
 
Your project on feral friends as described in the Outlook article sounds great; I'd 
like to help if I can.  If the following story is any use to you, you're welcome to it. 
  
Once upon a time, well 1994 to be exact, I had the prettiest little grey female 
kitten called Tabitha.  She was pretty enough to have won first place in the cat 
beauty contest (if there was one) and stupid enough to  think the contest important 
in the first place.  We lived in a flat on  Mitchell Street, which looked out over a 
park to Magnetic Island.  Tabby lived a happy life, sunning herself on the veranda, 
strolling inside to the kitchen to snack on dry cat nibbles, sitting in the doorway 
staring, staring, wondering if she should go back to sunning herself, or stay inside, 
perchance to dream ... 
  
Life continued on its placid way for Tabby through Autumn and Winter until 
Spring, when a posse of six very smart mynah birds discovered Tabby's secret 
store of food, and formed themselves into three tag teams.  The first mynah team 
would tempt Tabby downstairs into the big yard, and persuade her to chase them 
by teasing her.  A second mynah team would watch the action from the veranda, 
while the third mynah team had entered the kitchen and were scoffing down dried 
cat nibbles as if trying for the world record.  
 
The first mynah team would take turns at teasing Tabby into chasing them until 
they tired, when the second mynah tag team would fly down from the veranda to 
take over.  The second team, fresh to the action, would revitalise Tabby into 
frenetic activity trying to catch them; the first team would retire to the kitchen to 
eat cat nibbles, while the third team, now replete, would take up positions on the 
veranda rail, preening themselves as they digested their breakfast and watching 
the second team in action. 
  
The game of Tabby Tag continued until all six birds had eaten well, whereupon 
they all flew away until the next morning.  Tabby, very well exercised, would 
triumphantly make her way upstairs with a "Well, I guess I showed those cheeky 
birds a thing or two" walk, ready for a snack to replenish her energy.  When she 
discovered an empty food bowl, I still don't think she realised quite what had 
happened - she just seemed to assume that she must have been hungrier than what 
she had thought and finished all her food already.  This, by the way, was a daily 
game and I still don't believe that Tabby ever realised that  
anyone else ever ate from her food bowl. 
  
Hope you can use this - those mynah birds were so clever and so much fun to 
watch, and the level of cooperation was amazing.  I hadn't realised before just how 
cooperative they were as a species, even though I'd admired their cheerful voices.  
 
Regards  
Sue 
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A.4: Mynah Training 
Email from Sue Bagastt to Terri MacDonald, 11.10.01.  
 
 
Hi Terri 
 
Hope these are helpful.  Also, do you want more stories?  A friend of mine has a 
wealth of "raising baby animals in NQ" stories, and perhaps the funniest are the 
baby mynah bird who would perch on the veranda rail screaming encouragement 
to Pam and her sisters, who were hunting grasshoppers in the garden trying to 
show the mynah bird how to hunt. The bird didn't care, it just wanted its humans 
to get those grasshoppers up to the veranda now!  Another relative of Pam's raised 
a peewee, who then refused to go bush when it was adult and turned into a stalker. 
 It would track Pam's aunty down, whether it was in the middle of a store or in the 
middle of a church service, perch on her shoulder and scream at her because she'd 
left it behind again.  Would you like Pam to write these up for you, or have you 
enough feral bird stories? 
 
Regards  
 
Sue 
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A.5: Gecko Foreplay 
Email from Michelle Kotzas to Terri MacDonald, 12.11.02. 
 
 

 
re: the mating ritual of geckos as I observed 
  
 
Whilst lying on my couch one evening reading, I heard a pattering sound on the 
wall above my head.  It was there I observed two geckos dashing backwards and 
forwards in what appeared to be a vicious fight.  One was running after the other, 
lashing out where possible.  The other would run for a while and than attack back. 
 To me, they appeared to be engaged in quite a violent and aggressive battle, 
making strange grunting noises as they went.  Obviously this was interrupting my 
quiet reading and, as you do, I told them both to take it outside.  They didn't, so I 
went back to my reading. 
    
After awhile the noises subsided and I again looked up from my quiet reading to 
observe them both this time engaged in what appeared to be (to the animal 
watching novice) intercourse.  I have to admit I found their foreplay fascinating, 
in a somewhat disturbing way (as an animal watching novice).  Their intimate 
moment seemed to last awhile, so I decided to take my reading outside and gave 
them the privacy they required. 
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A.6: Gecko Tea 
Email from Jill O’Sullivan to Terri MacDonald, 12.11.02   
 
 
The Gecko Tea 
 
 
I have a friend who makes a fine cup of tea with a certain ceremony. The tea bag, 
usually Earl Grey, is steeped to a certain time, and always served in a bone china 
mug, usually set on a place mat upon a red tablecloth.  This was a ritual followed 
on a weekly basis, after life drawing classes in Mount Isa, when I would drop her 
home.  One hot summer's night the tea was made, with the usual flourish. I raised 
the cup to my lips, and sniffed, not the usual Earl Grey aroma, but a very definite 
fishy smell.   “Ahem, Janet “ said I, “I think there is something wrong with the 
tea”.  
 
Janet investigated  her cup, sniffed and said, “yes, I think its the town water, I 
 noticed  this morning that there was something different about the tea. I'll empty 
the jug and make a new brew, and see if it is better.”  
 
Next, as she poured the water out of the jug also came a very boiled and 
disintegrating gecko!   
 
Result :One totally devastated hostess, and one guest who was killing herself 
laughing. I was sworn to secrecy, and Janet consigned the jug to the bin and 
bought a jug with a lid that opened.   I think Janet took a while to really enjoy a 
cup of tea after that or to look at a gecko without seeing pale bits of boiled gecko 
floating in the sink. 
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A.7: Potential 
Email from Susan Young to Terri MacDonald 12.04.02. 
 
 
I have an experience that you might be interested in for your research, about 
geckos. 
 
We were clearing out the back garden shed and there were several small white 
eggs.  Children, being children, wanted to keep the eggs and take them to school.  
Containers were found and grass clippings gathered to make a safe place for these 
eggs.  When we were putting one of the eggs into the container it began to crack. 
There were tears and accusations of holding the eggs to tight until it was realised 
that we were about to witness the arrival of something.  At this stage we didn't 
know that it was a gecko.  First there was one big eye then the whole egg cracked 
and out popped a little gecko.  It stood just for the smallest moment and then ran 
off Kurt's hand and disappeared leaving the children dumfounded and wondering 
where this little new born thing could go in such a short space of time.  All the 
other eggs cracked without us ever seeing them.   
 
The kids were amazed at witnessing the birth of the little gecko and still talk about 
it.  Although there were no eggs for show and tell there were stories. 
 
Hope you can use this. 
 
Regards 
 
Susan 
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A.8: Every Dog has its Day 
Email from Bronwyn Goodfellow to Terri MacDonald, 20.10.03 
 
 
I have a story that you might use, about Doris and cane toads. 
 
Doris was quite taken aback when she discovered a cane toad enjoying a leisurely 
swim in her water bowl.  
 
Poor Doris couldn't decide whether to play with it or simply ignore it and have 
drink anyway.  
 
The decision was made for her, though, when the water bowl was quickly 
removed, along with the temptation to 'get those nasty little pests'. It's a job 
training her to just leave them alone! 
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A.9: Leopard Striped Stockings 
Email from Lisa Mac Naughton to Terri MacDonald, 26.09.02 
 
 
Hi Terri 
  
Dad was mowing the overgrown lawn one day and he accidentally mowed over a 
toad hiding in the grass.  The majority of the toad went into the grass catcher but 
the skin from the legs flew out to the side - and resembled a tiny pair of leopard 
stockings. 
  
 
Lisa 
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A.10: Dumped Kittens 
Letter sent by Glady Vass, 05.10.01 
 
 
 
Several days ago, I went to visit a relative in hospital with a new baby.  One of her 
visitors said “ And the cat had kittens, too, five.  They are all dead though.  He 
dumped them.  Took them down to the river and dumped them.”  I said, “I hope 
he killed them first!”  She said, “I don’t think so, but they won’t do any damage.  
They haven’t even got their eyes open.”   
 
I was so worried about that I nearly went down to the river looking for them.  But 
where to start?  That night if I had known the name of the people I would have 
rung the R.S.P.C.A.  I was so upset. 
 
These things happen because of the campaign to get rid of all species which are 
not native and protect the natives at all costs.  The aborigines ate excess dingo 
pups and flying foxes were a delicacy.  They wouldn’t hear of it now, but it was 
true of early times. 
 
Glady Vass 
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A.11: Cecil the Ceiling Cat 
Story documented by researcher, 11.12.01, from Notes from interview by 

researcher with JCU staff member Lisa McNaughton 
 
 
Staff and students at the college had heard for some weeks scratching and 
thumping noises coming from the ceilings – in several buildings, including 
photography, sculpture and the library. 
 
Several unconfirmed sightings seemed to point to the presence of a feral cat, 
which had apparently decided that the ceilings of the campus were perfect as 
home. 
 
Worried about the likelihood of it getting stuck somewhere, a pest controller was 
called out to remove the uninvited stray.  However, removal proved impossible 
for the pest man (who was far better at roaches than cats), and he declared that it 
wasn’t a job he was cut out for. 
 
Not accepting defeat, the cat was eventually caught in the library by the librarian 
Jan and fellow cat tracker, Lisa.  However, it wasn’t a terrible end for this noisy 
feline intruder. 
 
Deciding to call the cat Cecil (the ceiling cat), he has settled in quite nicely in his 
new position as campus cat, living happily on a diet of his favourite cat biscuits 
and attention from students (to the point where he sulks during semester breaks).  
He did have to suffer the indignity of a trip to the vet for a “little operation”, but, 
when all is considered, he’s certainly landed on his feet in that jump from the 
ceiling.” 
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A.12: Food Chain  
Email from Kath Andrews to Terri MacDonald, 16.04.02 
 
 
Hi Terri 
 
I saw your story in the Townsville Bulletin and thought you might like this story. 
 
I was down at the Strand park one late afternoon not so long ago when I saw a 
funny sight.  A rather large woman was happily digging into her dinner of fish and 
chips, observed closely by the local gaggle of hungry and raucous seagulls.  But 
so intent were they all on the fish and chips that none noticed a young and pretty 
awkward looking stray cat, who was staring at them and slowly creeping towards 
the birds.  It almost got within a few feet when, with a startled squawk, the birds 
realised their impending peril and suddenly lost their appetite for fish and chips, 
taking off.   
 
The cat who was obviously disappointed and slipped away, while the woman 
continued to chomp away happily, utterly oblivious to the scene that had just 
unfolded. 
 
Best 
 
Kath 



485 
 

A.13: General Observation on Feral Animals 
Email from Sharon Isle to Terri MacDonald, 08.10.01  
 
 
Hi,  
 
I read the article in the Bully about your thesis and just wanted to make contact to 
say what a great idea I think it is. I have always been interested in the idea that 
how animals look can determine our reactions to them. As a newbie to QLD, I've 
been saddened at the treatment of cane toads (golf practice, dettol etc) with the 
rationalisation being in part that they look ugly. Similarly after Cyclone Tessi I 
discovered a nest of baby myna birds - everyone thought I was nuts because I took 
them to the vet to have them put down humanely. I also own rats and am appalled 
at the vivisection that we allow to occur to them, with nothing other than internal 
ethics policies determining their fate.  
 
Good luck with your venture, 
  
 
Regards,  
 
Sharon Isle  
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 A.14:  Toad in a Frock 
(Lewis, 1989:61)  
 
 
 
When we first came to Gordonvale, we had friends that had two little girls who 
kept cane toads as pets.  Instead of little dollies, they had cane toads.  They had 
little dresses made up for them, and beds and a doll’s house.  They had dressed up 
these cane toads and tucked them into little beds.  They carried them about, you 
know, wrapped up in baby bunting type of things like dollies.  These girls had 
names for them.  They set up tea parties.  And they’d get these toads and scratch 
their tummies.  And the things would lie back with their legs up in the air and just 
fall asleep.  And they were the most contented, good little – and I suppose – alive 
little dollies that any girl could have.  They would drag them around everywhere.  
The cane toads didn’t mind at all. 
 
Maire Roth. 
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A.15: Toad in Slippers 
(Lewis, 1989:58) 
 
 
I used to sit beside the stove and type.  They started coming and would sit on my 
feet while I typed and I s’pose they were attracted by the tick-tick-ticking.  It 
didn’t occur to me to be frightened of them.  The toads used to climb over each 
other to get the best position on my bare feet.  So long as they could be in touch 
with my feet, they’d snuggle together and obviously snooze.  It was really funny. 
 
If anyone tried to hurt one of my toads – there’s be an awful lot of noise and 
they’d soon realise I wasn’t a lady. 
 
Elvie Greig. 
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Appendix B 
 
Documented Reaction to the Introduction of the Cane Toad. 
 
 
B.1 Turvey’s (2009) Foregrounding of the Cane Toad’s Release   489 
B.2 Turvey’s (2009) Criticisms of Dexter’s (1932) Research    490 
B.3 Doubts Regarding the Introduction of the Cane Toad    491 
B.4 Opposition to the Cane Toad Waivers      492 
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B.1: Turvey’s (2009) Foregrounding the Cane Toad’s Release 
 
I wanted to understand more about the people and the times, and I got 

lucky. The archive staff in BSES Limited – the successor to the 

Queensland Government’s Bureau of Sugar Experiment Stations now 

owned by Australian sugarcane growers and millers – discovered some 

ancient and rusted files that had survived the Brisbane floods of 1974. 

Thanks to diligent public service recordkeeping, and the permission of 

BSES, there I found the chain of events I was looking for. The water-

stained documents in faded musty manila folders revealed the story 

behind the Cane Toad’s release in Queensland in 1935. It is a tale of 

biological control gone wrong. But what emerged was that it was 

endorsed by leading international and Australian scientists, stridently 

supported by the sugar industry, promoted by the Premier of 

Queensland, and even supported by the Prime Minister of Australia; 

many prominent people thought that the introduction of the Cane Toad 

to Queensland’s sugar cane fields was a good idea.  (Turvey, 2009:1) 
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Appendix B.2: Turvey’s (2009) Criticisms of Dexter’s (1932) Research 
 

She [Dexter, 1932] should have asked if the toads’ ability to eat anything that 

wandered close had any effect on populations of female beetles, or on the 

overall number of eggs laid, or on the number of beetle eggs turning into white 

grubs in cane fields. And what impact did changes in climate, varieties of cane, 

cultivation techniques, irrigation and the use of fertilisers have on populations 

of white grub in cane fields in the decade since the introduction of the toad? But 

the real conundrum is that Cyril Pemberton, a senior scientist in a respected 

institution, accepted her conclusions as proof and with such gusto that he 

populated Pacific islands with toads. In Puerto Rico today, according to Dr 

David Jenkins entomologist in the USDA Mayaguez Research Station, white 

grubs are back as a pest and the toads are as abundant as ever. (Turvey, 2009: 

3-4) 
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B.3:  Doubts Regarding the Introduction of the Cane Toad 
 

In a letter written in September 1933 to his staff at Meringa in north 

Queensland, Arthur Bell asked whether they thought the toad would help control 

greyback canegrubs. Reg Mungomery, Assistant Entomologist, replied to his 

boss; he did not think toads would be much use because adult female beetles 

were vulnerable for less than an hour after emerging from the soil before they 

flew to trees to feed, and the common green frog was already known to eat them 

with little overall impact on populations. (Turvey, 2009: 3-4). 
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B.4: Opposition to the Cane Toad Waivers 
 

By the start of 1935 Reg Mungomery had completely changed his mind about 

the toad. He had read Raquel Dexter’s paper and reports of the toad in the 

West Indies; he wrote to Arthur Bell to say that he now thought the toad 

would be beneficial in eating not only adult beetles, but also weevils, borers, 

caterpillars, and rats. Bill Kerr, Director of BSES, began arrangements to 

send Reg Mungomery to Hawaii to collect a colony of giant toads. (Turvey, 

2009:4) 
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C:  Froggatt’s (1936) Opposition to the Introduction of the Cane Toad 

 

There in the BSES files, among the bland carbon copies of official 

correspondence, is a letter from Walter Froggatt to Arthur Bell, hand-written 

on the letterhead of the Naturalists’ Society of New South Wales, graced with 

their gum leaf emblem. With a career of experience behind him and 

summoning as much passion as possible in the two dimensions of the page and 

the protocol of the medium, in a cursive hand Walter Froggatt had written ‘... 

no organisation, or even a single state of the Commonwealth has the right to 

independently introduce such a possible menace to the continent as Bufo 

marinus’. (Turvey, 2009: 6). 
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D:  Dangers of the Cane Toad 
 
Froggett’s article notes:  
 
In these notes I am calling the attention of all nature lovers to the danger, 

which, to me threaten the ground fauna of Australia, through the action of the 

Queensland Government in introduction this last toad, to liberation in the 

sugar cane plantation to feed upon the beetles that destroy the sugar cane 

roots… Up to the present these big omnivorous toads have been liberated only 

on island areas, but the possibilities of the spread of these creatures over an 

immense area like Australia with all kinds of climates is something 

different….Nature has provided toads with small glands on the sides of the 

body which secrete an acrid fluid, and this can be discharged with seized or 

frightened.  If seized by any dog or cat, they will be dropped to the ground at 

once and given a wide berth next time they are met with…. They are 

insectivorous, but nothing comes amiss to them.  All our small ground fauna 

will become their prey, and all our curios, mostly harmless, and often useful 

ground insects in forest and field will vanish.  The eggs and nestlings of all our 

ground nesting birds will be snapped up by these night-hunting marauders. All 

our frogs and lizards, most valuable insectivorous creatures, will be in danger 

of their lives…There is no limit to their westward range, and these originally 

natives of tropical regions, will probably adapt themselves to our mountain 

ranges, and even reach the river banks and swamp lands of the interior…This 

great toad, immune from enemies, omnivorous in its habits, and breeding all 

the year round, may become as great a pest as the rabbit or the cactus. 

(Froggatt, (1936) from Lewis, 1989: 23 – 26). 
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E: Media Coverage of the Fear of the Cane Toad 
 

The transcript of a report by Australian current affairs program, Sixty Minutes, in 

2003, highlights this well.  In the introduction, reporter Charles Wooley prefaces 

the report as follows: 

 

And now for a different kind of invasion story, one that's happening right in our 

own backyard. It's a tale of rampaging hoards, great devastation and biological 

horrors that don't bear talking about in polite company. These particular 

invaders are Cane Toads, millions of them, and now they're advancing on 

magnificent Kakadu, our national park of world renown. In the 70 years since 

we foolishly imported the toad, it's already wrought havoc across Australia and 

because we've done nothing to stop it, we're about to pay an even more terrible 

price. 

 (Invasion of the Cane Toads, 2003)  
 

The report focuses on the potential impact that the Cane Toad will have in Kakadu 

Park (an area that Cane Toads reached in 2002).  The prediction of quoll expert, 

Dr Mary Oakwood, who was interviewed as part of the program, was that a 

population crash in the area was “…an example of a local extinction.” (Invasion 

of the Cane Toads, 2003).  Wooley then asks “…How rare a creature have we lost 

here?” (Invasion of the Cane Toads, 2003)  

 

While Wooley’s report goes on in emotive terms about the impact of the toad on 

“Kakadu … our national park gem.” (Invasion of the Cane Toads, 2003) and 

criticise the then lack of Federal Government funding: 

Which begs the question, what have our scientists been doing to try to stop 

this invasion? In truth, not much. Mainly because governments of all 

persuasion haven't seen this menace as a priority. The Howard 

Government continued this policy of neglect, stopping a promising CSIRO 

project for four years before finally giving it any money. (Invasion of the 

Cane Toads, 2003) 

Wooley’s closing comments in his report are damning: 



499 
 

From the air, the flood plains, billabongs and rock plateaus of Kakadu 

appear as wild and unspoiled as they were when the first humans arrived 

here 50,000 years ago. The view is still great. But down there on the 

ground, a biological apocalypse is taking place which will leave all of 

Australia much the poorer. (Invasion of the Cane Toads, 2003) 

  



500 
 

Appendix F   
 
Shine (2011) Refutes Control Myths        501 
 

  



501 
 

F:  Shine (2011) Refutes Control Myths  

Most Australians don't like Cane Toads! And in a lot of cases, that is a 

very strongly held opinion! So, people talk a lot about "controlling toads". 

Unfortunately, they rarely explain exactly what they mean by "control". 

Does this mean eliminating all toads? We don't think anybody who has 

looked seriously at the ecology of Cane Toads really believes this is 

possible. So how much do we need to reduce their numbers? To 50% of 

current levels, or 10%, or 1%? The answer to that question makes a big 

difference to how we would need to go about the effort. 

A lot of people would say that the key to effective control is to reduce the 

ecological impact of toads. But again, "impact" can mean different things 

to different people, and mean different things for different native species. 

For big predators that cover large areas and are good at finding their 

prey, even a tiny number of toads in an area may be enough to guarantee 

that the predator will find a toad - and if so, even a massive reduction in 

toad numbers wouldn't help that predator. 

This doesn't mean that we shouldn't try to control toads, just that we need to think 
carefully about what we really want to achieve in terms of "control" and "impact 
reduction".  
 
(Shine, R. 2011 
http://www.canetoadsinoz.com/debunkingcanetoadcontrolmyths.html  Accessed 
28.02.12.)   
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G:  Cane Toad Media Report: Northern Territory News (2011) 
 

Mutant 5-legged toads march on 
DAVID WOOD | September 25th, 2011 

 
The toad with the extra leg. Picture: SUPPLIED 

Pictures: Cane toads 

IN A Darwinian evolutionary move - with an Orwellian twist - cane toads have 
declared five legs good, four legs bad, and are taking the next logical step in the 
ascent of the toad. 

A Virginia resident, who wanted to remain anonymous, last week found the latest 
example of the highly evolved amphibian - a pent-a-toad. 

A many-toed toad, the latest in toad engineering, or cane toad 5.0. 

The proof of the ascent of the toad came in 2006 with researchers reporting Fogg Dam 
cane toads were hopping up to 2km in a single night, or more than 50km a year - five 
times quicker than their predecessors travelled in the 1940s to 1960s. 

The finding of pent-a-toad also follows the discovery in January of a 5 1/2-legged toad 
nicknamed Hands. And the 2007 discovery at Tumbling Waters near Darwin River of a 
five-pronged toad dubbed Jake the Peg, thought to be the first of its kind in Australia. 

Bigger, stronger, faster and now with an extra leg, the toads are hopping swiftly down 
the evolutionary path. 

It is difficult to determine what gave rise to pent-a-toad and others. 

While many would be quick to point to alien eugenics experiments, the Sunday 
Territorian is not that sort of media outlet. 

But nature does tip the balance in favour of producing bigger and bigger "Toadzillas", 
with female toads scientifically proven to hold the key evolutionary device. 

In January last year researchers from Australia and the Netherlands found that female 
toads were actually double D toadettes, with inflatable sacs they used to pump 
themselves up to throw of smaller would-be lovers. 

They found the sheila toads could throw off those which did not have the strength for 
the copulatory grip to get to "fourth base". 

 
Wood D. (2011) Mutant 5-legged toads march on. The Northern Territory News, 
September 25, 
http://www.ntnews.com.au/article/2011/09/25/262661_ntnews.html Accessed 
27.11.2011. 
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H:  Overview of Lewis’s Cane Toad Documentaries (1988, 2011) 

Lewis’s first film, which documented the history and impact of Bufo marinus in 

Australia Cane Toads: An Unnatural History (1988) (Plate 5.1.3) was enormously 

successful, and for almost twenty years held the title of top grossing non-IMAX 

documentary for the Australian box office. It remains easily in the top ten today 

(even with the IMAX films included) and is recorded as bringing in $613,910 

Australian dollars (not adjusted for inflation)65

 

 and was nominated for a British 

Academy of Film and Television Arts (BAFTA) award for Best Short Film in 

1989. 

Plate 5.1.4:  DVD cover for Cane Toads: An Unnatural History (1988) (Based upon the 
original promotional poster).  Director Mark Lewis, Film Australia, First Run Features. 

 

 

Plate 5.1.5:  Movie poster advertising Cane Toads the Conquest (2011),  Director Mark Lewis, 
Pinnacle Films. 

 

                                                 
65  Screen Australia - Top 10 Australian documentaries of all time, ranked by total reported gross 
Australian box office as at January 2012.  
http://www.screenaustralia.gov.au/research/statistics/mrboxtopdoco.asp 
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In 2011, Lewis released his second film, Cane Toads: the Conquest (Discovery 

Studios) (Plate 5.1.5), which was also filmed in 3D (the first independent movie to 

be shot in 3D in Australia).   While this second film was a follow up to Unnatural 

History, Lewis stressed it was not a remake of his original film: 

 

I should clarify, to avoid any misconceptions, that Cane Toads: 

The Conquest is not a “remake.” All the stories and characters in 

the film are new.  We’re revisiting the moving army of toads as it 

encounters new places and people, creating great acrimony and 

hostility wherever it travels – and also provoking new responses 

by people who love employing Cane Toads in a variety of ways.  

There are artists who employ road-kill toads in their artwork, 

others who craft dresses out of toad skins, still others who make 

toad dioramas out of stuffed toad.  My friend Barry Humphreys, 

known to the world as Dame Edna Everage, has his favourite 

books bound in Cane Toad leather.  And of course there is the 

vast realm of Cane Toad memorabilia and souvenirs – Cane Toad 

wallets and shoulder bags and key rings and hats and belt 

buckles, and what have you.  A Gold Coast brewery even came 

out with Cane Toad Beer. (Lewis 2010:25) 

Director Mark Lewis' essay The Making - and the Meaning - of 'Cane Toads: The 

Conquest (2010) outlines his fascination with Bufo marnius, and his motivation 

for making the films.  He notes that his films are not so much about the animals 

themselves, but rather the relationship that humans have with these animals: 

In the years since 1988, when the first Cane Toads was released, I’ve 

made various movies about animals.  As the critics have kindly 

informed me – and in this case I think they happen to be quite right – 

my pictures are not so much about their animals subjects (whether 

Cane Toads, chickens or rats) as the relationship between animals and 

human beings.  All the animals I find interesting are ones that are 

somehow entwined with humans.  (Lewis 2011: 21) 



507 
 

Lewis was particularly fascinated in the icon-like status of Bufo marinus and its 

place in Australian culture:   

Over the years I became fascinated by the inconsistent stories, folklore, 

and myths that I encountered about the Cane Toad.  The more I 

learned, the weirder it got.  One day, I read how the Queensland police 

had busted a bunch of “hippies” for “smoking Cane Toads.”  Then 

another day, I read about an elderly lady who decided she adored Cane 

Toads and had begun adopting them as pets.  And the day after that, I 

read about a town that organized a militia to hunt the things down and 

eradicate them.  It was just an array of bizarre stories, spanning the 

worlds of science and pop culture, and eventually I was intrigued.  And 

I discovered that, although the Cane Toad story was very Australian 

and seemingly parochial, it had enormous universal implications….. 

(Lewis, 2010: 20-21) 

Lewis’ documentaries are unusual in that he also attempts to illicit sympathy for 

his subject matter, despite its negative reputation:  

We tried to tell the story from the Cane Toads’ point of view, using 

exceptionally low camera angles – in effect, giving a voice to this 

animal that couldn’t speak for itself yet was at the center of so much 

controversy. My goal was to create some sympathy for this animal that 

was so widely reviled. (Lewis, 2010: 20-21) 

Lewis himself has sympathy for the toad, and, given the extensive research 

required in order to create his films, is certainly aware of both fair and unfair 

criticism of the toad.  He makes the following observation: 

…Do my films communicate anything more to the viewer than the 

simple fascination of a strange story vividly depicted on screen?   

I’ll leave it to individual viewers to determine that.  But there’s no way 

to escape the truth that the Cane Toad saga is an extraordinary tale of 

a well-intended scientific effort to control an inconvenient pest gone 
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wrong.  And it’s a story that raises many serious and important 

questions, which I hope my films evoke. 

Personally, I’m sympathetic to the toads, and a bit allergic to some of 

the alarmist rhetoric that anti-Cane Toad activists employ.  Has the 

Cane Toad actually played a significant role in killing off any native 

Australian species? (As far as I am aware, the answer is no.)  Is the 

environmental damage it creates worse than that created by, say, the 

donkey (which is another introduced species) or by ill-considered fire 

management practices? (Again, I think the answer is no.) There’s no 

doubt that the spread of the Cane Toads across half of the Australian 

continent is a strange phenomenon that the well-meaning individuals 

show first imported the creatures would never have expected or wanted.  

But it’s far from unique in the annals of human-animal interaction, and 

we need to think about it in that context. (Lewis 2010: 28)  

Both of Lewis’s movies focus on the relationship between the toad and the 

humans who live with them; he details the presence of the toad in modern culture 

and in tourism, its adoption as an Queensland icon (noting that the mascot of the 

Queensland state rugby team is a Cane Toad character), the sympathy of many 

towards the toads, and of course, the commercial uses of the toad.   Lewis also 

makes continual references to the iconic nature of the toad for many 

Queenslanders; in Unnatural History (1988) the audience is introduced to the 

story of Mulgrave Shire Councillor, Max Ackland, and his attempt to celebrate the 

Bicentenery of Australia’s federation (and to bring tourism to the region) by 

erecting a two metre high statue of a Cane Toad in Gordonvale: 

The proposal to commemorate the Cane Toad was brought before the 

Bicentennial Committee of the Mulgrave Shire Council in 1986 to 

record a unique part of Australian history and the sugar industry.  

The original idea came from the Gordonvale Historical Society.  It 

was for a statue to be erected at Gordonvale where the toad was first 

introduced – jut off the road near the Meringa Experiment Station.  

The statue was to represent a Cane Toad squatting on a pedestal with 



509 
 

a plaque – altogether about two meters high.  It was meant to be 

something like the dog on the tuckerbox five miles from Gundagai.  

The type of thing I thought would get around by word of mouth and 

people would flock here just to say they’d seen it.  Max Ackland, 

Mulgrave Shire Councillor, interview with Lewis, 1988. ( Lewis 

1988:52) 

Unfortunately for the Councillor, his proposal was rejected by the Council, who 

did not share Ackland’s enthusiasm and had issue in spending approximately 

$3500 (in 1986) on a statue as an ode to the toad (albeit State Government 

allocated money): 

Such a pity that it didn’t come to fruition – and I might add – without 

spending a penny of ratepayer’s money because it was a Bicentennial 

project.  I fear we missed the boat a little.  The kids could’ve sat on 

the Cane Toad’s shoulders and what not.  And anyone having their 

picture taken alongside it would have looked beautiful by comparison.  

It’s been changed – can you imagine it – into a drink fountain – or 

something.  I told the councillors they were narrow-minded.  I told 

them that – in a nice way, of course.  No imagination! Absolutely 

none! No imagination at all! Max Ackland, Mulgrave Shire 

Councillor, interview with Lewis, 1988. (Lewis 1988:52) 
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I.1: China Keen on Cane Toad Imports  
 
Chrissy Arthur 
Updated February 15, 2010 10:00:00  

A south-western Queensland meat processor plans to export millions of cane toads to 
China for use in traditional Chinese medicines. 

John Burey from United Game Processors has just returned from a trade mission to 
China, where he met company officials to establish an export trade between the two 
nations. 

He says the Chinese are very interested in using the toads for their meat, skin, venom 
and internal organs. 

"One guy I spoke to who was the chairman of a very large pharmaceuticals company - 
or a traditional medicines company -[who] asked me how many cane toads there were 
in Australia, and I said, 'well, I do believe there are estimates of in excess 200 million 
in Queensland'," Mr Burey said. 

"He said, 'well I'll take them all - catch them all and send the lot'." 

Mr Burey says there might be a need to "farm" the toads in a controlled environment 
in the future to meet demand. 

"To start with I'll be processing them in Charleville," he said. 

"But it would be extremely likely that we'll set up more than one facility along the 
coast." 

A sample shipment of Queensland cane toads will be sent to China next month. 

Arthur C. (2010) China keen on cane toad imports ABC News online, February 
15, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2010-02-15/china-keen-on-cane-toad-
imports/331076  Accessed 23.02.2012 
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I.2: China Takes Toads off the Menu 
 
By Sam Burgess 

ABC 

Updated 02:48 PM, Wed 12 October 2011 EAST 

Published 02:46 PM, Wed 12 October 2011 EAST 

A plan to turn one of Australia's most hated pests into a lucrative export has fallen 

through. John Burey, from United Game Processors in south-west Queensland, 

travelled to China last year to talk to company officials about selling cane toads. The 

introduced pest is a prized ingredient in Chinese medicine, and is even eaten by 

people in certain parts of the country. But Mr Burey says his contacts in China appear 

to have lost interest. "The Chinese side has just stopped," he says. "I don't exactly 

know the details why, other than to say that the contacts and the people we were 

working with there have lost interest and said that they're not going to be able to 

bring these animals into the country." Although the loss of the new market might seem 

like trivial, it is a double blow for Mr Burey. He used to sell kangaroo meat to Russia, 

formerly Australia's largest market for the meat. Russia stopped purchasing roo meat 

in 2009 amid hygiene concerns. Despite attempts to restart the trade Russia's 

government is standing firm. Mr Burey says the saws at his abattoir have fallen silent 

and he is pessimistic about the future. "Even if the Russian market came back it's still 

a worrying situation for the industry, because we would be right back there with our 

neck on the block again," he said. 

 

Burgess, C. (2011) China Takes Toads Off the Menu ABC News online, October 
12, http://www.australianews.com.au/story?cityid=d1de82e1-fce9-4f45-9541-
79d83e888155&storyid=89707e48-fcf0-4f9a-967f-33a1d2298fef  Accessed 
23.02.2012. 
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1.3 : Advertisment for Australian Souvenirs  
 

Marino Leather Exports produce high quality, 
handcrafted, wholesale cane toad novelties for 
the Australian souvenirs market. Our cane toad 
wholesale souvenirs are both original and 
unique. Cane toad novelties also make unique 
and unusual gifts. For more information about 
our wholesale souvenirs, click here. 

The cane toad (Bufo Marinus) was introduced to Australia from Hawaii in 1935 
to combat the sugar cane beetle which was destroying the sugar cane crops. 
It has since over-populated the land to which it was introduced and is 
presently considered a major pest and threat to native wildlife. When you buy 
a cane toad product you are helping to save native fauna. These wholesale 
souvenir leather products help keep the cane toad population down. See our 
Australian Souvenirs Catalogue 

Australian souvenirs that are kitschy, durable & practical... 

These toad leather products are durable 
Australian souvenirs with attitude. The skin of 
the cane toad is strong and versatile. Thanks to 
the tanning process, the rubbery amphibian skin 
is turned into a fine quality, unique leather. All 
purses and handbags are lined with pigskin 
leather for extra durability. 

Our Australian souvenirs are manufactured to the 
highest standards... 

Our entire range of Australian souvenirs is individually handcrafted and 
manufactured from genuine cane toads under strict quality control. Cane 
toads are classed as major environmental pests in Australia and because they 
are not indigenous, no permits are required to send these Australian 
souvenirs overseas. 

Our Australian souvenirs come with information cards and are proven market 
sellers. Freight costs are low because the products do not weigh much and 
they are easy to post overseas. 

Merino Leather Exports Pty Ltd website (2012)  
http://www.toadfactory.com/index.html  Accessed 05.03.12. 
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J.1:   Reactions to Control Mechanisms 

 

RSPCA Queensland spokesman Michael Beatty said the merchandise 

encourages animal cruelty. 

"We just think it's sending the wrong message, particularly to young people," 

Mr Beatty told AAP. 

"We just don't want to encourage anyone to go hitting any animal, even if it is 

a Cane Toad, with a golf club, a baseball bat, a cricket bat or any other form 

of blunt instrument." 

Not only is clubbing toads inhumane, Mr Beatty said, it is also an ineffective 

way of eradicating the pests. 

"Nine times out of 10 the toad gets up and hops away," he said. 

"We're not being wowsers about it, it's just irresponsible."....  

(Courier Mail, June 2007, 
http://www.couriermail.com.au/news/queensland/outrage-over-cane-toad-
golf/story-e6freoof-1111113699939 Accessed 07.03.12 ) 
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J.2:  Mayor Tony Money’s Response 
 

The slogans were always intended to be humorous, Cr Mooney said. 

"Let's not get too politically correct," he said.  

(Courier Mail, June 2007, 
http://www.couriermail.com.au/news/queensland/outrage-over-cane-toad-
golf/story-e6freoof-1111113699939 Accessed 07.03.12). 
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J.3: Arguments in the Media For and Against. 

Cane Toad golf was a hot story last week. The fact that the Townsville City 

Council had designer stubby coolers made with suggestion of things to do in 

the city printed on them such as play Cane Toad golf drew the ire of outraged 

toad huggers everywhere. As a campaign it worked because it got Townsville 

national and international publicity. London's Telegraph newspaper gave the 

story a big splash so we can probably expect plenty of golf club-toting poms 

out here before long. The Townsville City Council though has been besieged 

with requests for stubby coolers. If you want one get in fast. 

(Andersen, 2007, 
http://www.townsvillebulletin.com.au/article/2007/06/12/3662_print.html  
Accessed 07.03.12.)  

 

From: Belinda Seitis 

Comment: Cane Toad Golf? Sure, the Cane Toads are a pest, but they didn't 

ask to be introduced. They have erradicated the cane beetle as was the 

purpose for their importation, but the individual animal doesn't have to be 

cruelly treated as a way of passing time for people with nothing better to do. 

As a proud Townsvillian, I don't want my name attached to any cruelty to 

animals, and I certainly don't want part of my hefty rates payments to go to 

advertising Tony Mooney's opinions. If there is a surplus in the rates kitty, 

surely our money would be better spent on a lot of other areas. How about a 

donation to the RSPCA shelter that relies on volunteers' time and educates 

the public on the correct treatement of animals (not just the cute ones). Cane 

Toad cruelty is just a throwback to the backwards, hicktown and uneducated 

image that we don't want. Besides, the barra frog looks very similar to young 

Cane Toads and could easily be killed in the name of `Cane Toad golf'. Isn't 

that illegal? 

(Your Say -Townsville Bulletin, 2007 
http://www.townsvillebulletin.com.au/article/2007/06/09/3316_feedback.html 
Accessed 07.03.12)  
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J.4 : Extreme Reactions to Cane Toad Control 
 
Whacking day: MP urges public to kill cane toads 

April 11, 2005 - 7:42AMPage Tools 

A federal Liberal MP has urged Northern Territorians to pick up their 

golf clubs and cricket bats and turn the eradication of cane toads into a 

new blood sport. 

David Tollner, the member for the NT seat of Solomon, believes the best 

way to wipe out the pests is to give them a swift blow to the head, a skill 

he practised as a child. 

"We hit them with cricket bats and golf clubs and the like back then," he 

told ABC radio today. 

"I think things were a bit different, most kids had a slug gun or an air 

rifle and we'd get stuck into them with that sort of stuff as well. 

"If people can be encouraged to do it, rather than discouraged, the 

better our chance will be of stopping the cane toads arriving in Darwin 

and other parts of the top of Australia." 

But animal welfare groups say bludgeoning cane toads to death is 

inhumane, and the best way to kill them is to freeze them. 

"We don't want children picking up their golf club or their cricket bat in 

the backyard and having a go at any animal, particularly any violence 

towards any animal, we're certainly not advocating that at all," a 

Northern Territory RSPCA spokeswoman said. 

We've had cases recently in Darwin where we've had children having 

violent acts towards bats, interstate we've had violence towards kittens. 

"We're concerned that children see it's okay to be violent towards any 

animals and that cats and dogs and rabbits might become a violent 

issue for children." 
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Graham Sawyer, from NT Frogwatch, says hitting a cane toad with a 

golf club often fails to deliver the required death blow. 

"Two issues with golf clubs, one is they're fairly light, they don't have a 

lot of mass so whilst they hit cane toads and make a very healthy 

sounding smack when they do, they don't really have enough mass to 

crush the cane toad's skull," he told ABC radio. 

But Mr Tollner says the welfare rights of native animals have to be 

considered before the rights of the cane toad. 

"I mean a cane toad can cause a slow death in a crocodile or a goanna 

or any other animal that eats it," he said. 

"I think at times we overlook our native wildlife and at times certain 

organisations can merely look at what's best for the toad. 

"My view is we've got to eradicate them by any means possible." 

(Sydney Morning Herald, 2005, 
http://www.smh.com.au/news/National/Whacking-day-MP-urges-public-to-kill-
cane-toads/2005/04/11/1113071881136.html Accessed 05.03.12.)  
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K.1:  Humane Eradication of the Cane Toad 
 

Toads put to good golfing use 

GOLF, it seems, is the natural enemy of the cane toad.  

For decades Queenslanders have armed themselves with clubs to vent 

their frustration with the pest species, or exercise the inner sadist 

through rounds of now frowned-upon "cane toad golf’’. 

This weekend, toads will have a new golfing accessory to fear – the 

glove. Toads caught for Sunday’s Far North Queensland Toad Day Out 

event will be recycled to make leather for wallets and, ironically, golf 

gloves. 

"Apparently, there is quite a market for toad-skin golf gloves in Japan," 

Cairns organiser Lisa Ahrens said....Toads could be brought in inside 

lined cardboard boxes and would be euthanased humanely using 

carbon dioxide and then frozen, she said. 

She recommends people wear gloves when catching them. 

(Lightfoot, 2010, http://www.cairns.com.au/article/2010/03/25/101891_local-
news.html  Accessed 07.03.12)  

 
 
  



522 
 

K.2 : Biological Control 

 
Shine (2011) notes that: 

We admire the enthusiasm and commitment of the community groups – 

especially the Kimberley Toad-Busters, whose efforts have been 

phenomenal. However, even those groups (or at least many of them – 

they disagree about a lot of things!) admit that physical removal can 

never stop the toad invasion. The reason is simple mathematics – to 

reduce the number of toads in an area, you have to take them out 

quicker than they can replace themselves. That isn’t too hard if you are 

dealing with an animal that reproduces slowly – like a buffalo or a 

camel – but unfortunately, Cane Toads reproduce at an amazing rate. 

They can reach maturity in just a few months, and a female can produce 

up to 30,000 eggs in a single clutch. So even if you catch 98 out of 100 

toads around a pond, the two you missed can produce 30,000 new toads 

the next night – so even allowing for many of the eggs and tadpoles 

dying, you may have ten times as many toads there next week as you 

had the day before you took the other toads away! And because toads 

compete with each other at all life-history stages, the more you take 

away the better it is for the ones left behind. So, to have any longterm 

effect on Cane Toads, we’ll need some kind of biological control. To 

give them their due credit, most of the community groups understand 

this, and are just trying to keep toad numbers low until scientists can 

find a better way to control these troublesome pests. 

(Shine, 2011 
http://www.canetoadsinoz.com/debunkingcanetoadcontrolmyths.html  Accessed 
28.02.12. )   
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K.3:  Eradictation Issues 

The surveys of the toad invasion front show that it’s moving just as fast 

over the last few years as it did beforehand, even though there is now 

an enormous effort at toad collecting by community groups and the 

government. What’s gone wrong? The problem lies in the behaviour of 

toads at the invasion front. We captured the first toads to arrive at Fogg 

Dam and strapped radio-transmitters to them to see where they moved. 

We expected that Fogg Dam would be wonderful toad habitat, so the 

first arrivals would just settle down and start breeding. They didn’t – 

instead, they sprinted right through our study area and just kept going. 

Every toad traveled further and faster than we thought possible – often 

going more than a kilometre in a single night. And they travelled those 

kinds of distances every night that it was damp. This is really bad news 

for “stopping the invasion” – any toad you miss (and you are bound to 

miss quite a few) will be kilometres past you within a few days. So, the 

rate that the front rolls on is not reduced even if you take out 90% of the 

toads. In practice, removal rates by methods like trapping and hand-

collecting tend to be very low – for example, traps in our study area 

caught less than one in 20 toads that we knew to be in the area – 

probably closer to one in 50.  

(Shine, 2011, 

http://www.canetoadsinoz.com/debunkingcanetoadcontrolmyths.html  

Accessed 28.02.12.  ). 
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L.1: Mr Richard Evans (MP) Speech in Support of the National Heritage 
Trust of Australia Bill (1996) (Second Reading)- House Hansard 

 
Thursday, 17 October 1996 

Page: 5718 
  Mr RICHARD EVANS(10.31 a.m.) —Mr Deputy Speaker Jenkins, I welcome 

the opportunity of speaking on the Natural Heritage Trust of Australia Bill 

because I share your compassion for the environment. I am sure most members in 

this House have a great and undivided respect for the environment. In this bill, we 

are actually arguing over the mechanics on how to maintain and look after our 

heritage for future generations. Part of this bill is the appropriation of funds—$16 

million—to look after and protect the native fauna. I want to address my 

comments today specifically to native fauna. 

What I am about to say to the House may be derided and may concern some 

within the community because I am calling for the total eradication of domestic 

and feral cats from the Australian mainland and offshore islands by the year 

2020. I make this statement without malice but with the utmost compassion for our 

native animals, a passion for Australia and its flora and fauna and with the 

deepest respect for cat owners within the community. I have family members who 

are cat owners and I am sure there are many people who have a great love for 

cats. It was Mark Twain who said that a home is not a home without a much 

loved, much petted and very well fed cat. Albert Schweitzer had a cat called Susie 

and he trained himself to write right-handed because Susie used to snuggle into 

his left hand which prohibited him from writing. Florence Nightingale had 50 cats 

at home which she looked after. A lot of things I am about to say today are 

supported by the cat protection society of Victoria as well, but not the total 

eradication of cats, which is what I am calling for. 

We all seem to be aware of the introduced species such as the Queensland cane 

toad, rabbits, foxes, camels or even goats. However, by far the most destructive to 

our environment is the cat. I was not aware of the full impact of the cat on our 

environment—I believe few Australians are—but it was with somewhat of a shock 

that I learned through research that the domestic cat or, more correctly, the 

owned cat as well as the feral cat is a carnivore of the first order, eagerly and 

willingly eating its way through our precious and unique native fauna. 
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The cats of Australia have certainly made their choice, and it is the millions of 

native animals that they eat or kill each year. Let me make it perfectly clear. The 

difference between the moggy next door and the feral cat is only one meal. A 

hungry moggy can and does kill native animals. I say again that we really must, 

for the sake of our environment, change our way of thinking about cats. They are 

not, nor have they ever been, the cute kitten featured in children's books and gift 

cards and found in one in every three homes in Australia. The domestic cat is an 

efficient and indiscriminate killer. It can quickly and easily revert to its wild state 

and live as a feral animal without any human contact. 

This cat problem is a huge problem for Australia. Their impact on the 

environment is huge and the solution demands a huge undertaking by government 

and the community, as well as a huge sacrifice by cat owners. Essentially, 

moggies are only domestic when they are properly cared for, well fed, de-sexed, 

trained and kept indoors. Indeed, cats move from domestic to feral and back to 

domestic depending on their circumstances. Most importantly, it is only domestic 

when it is well fed by humans. At any other time and in any other circumstance it 

is a known killer of native animals. Its natural instincts make it an irrepressible 

killer and hunter, with a preference for native animals either as food or sport. 

Even under household circumstances, domestic cats bring home five to 10 birds 

each, on average, per year. This results in millions of birds being killed annually 

in large cities like Melbourne and Sydney. This predation accounts for most of the 

young birds bred in suburban areas each year. In addition, cats are known to kill 

and eat more than 100 species of birds, 50 species of mammals, 50 species of 

reptiles, three species of frogs and numerous invertebrate animals. 

I have in my box today a number of animals supplied to me by the Museum of 

Western Australia which I was going to table, but I think it is probably not 

appropriate. They include a western rosella, a bandicoot, a chocolate wattled bat, 

a possum, a native rat and a honey possum. These have been killed by cats. I 

thank the Museum of Western Australia. 

Cats kill prey up to their own body size and most of Australia's endangered and 

vulnerable mammals, birds and reptiles are in this category. They are 
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aggressively adaptable, vary in size depending on their preferred prey and vary in 

colour depending on their environment. I spoke to a ranger from the Northern 

Territory who told me that the biggest feral cat he has seen in the Northern 

Territory was the size of a dingo. That concerned me and certainly concerned him 

when he was chasing it. 

The exact numbers of feral cats differs depending on whom you speak to. Mr Bob 

Martin, the then New South Wales opposition spokesman on agriculture, claimed 

in 1993 that feral cats numbered around 18 million. In 1994, the then Queensland 

land minister, Molly Robson, claimed numbers to be up to 12 million, and other 

sources suggest 5 million. Although these numbers sound significant, they must be 

considered and understood in appropriate terms. 

It is necessary to briefly review a few facts about Australian native animals in 

general. In this case I have chosen some examples that are part of a feral cat's 

dietary menu. These facts are both alarming and a sad indictment on our 

understanding of our native species. However, the facts speak for themselves. 

Australia has more threatened species of amphibians and reptiles than any other 

country in the world. In this century alone, Australia has one-third of all recorded 

world extinctions of mammal species. Since the European settlement of 

Australia—a comparatively short period of time—more than one-third of arid 

Australia's original mammal species have vanished. 

Medium-sized mammals such as bandicoots, bilbies, hare-wallabies, woylies, 

boodies, possums and numbats have become either totally or locally extinct in 

Australia's arid zone. It has been determined that Australia has 1,031 threatened 

species—we are only second in the world to the USA in this regard. 

To realise the significance of this in real terms, I take the example of the 81 

species of Australian native wombats, possums and kangaroos. Of these, six are 

now extinct, 11 endangered and a further 23 are vulnerable. Another example is: 

of the original 11 species of bandicoots and bilbies, three are extinct, two 

endangered and four vulnerable. Nine of the original species are in real trouble. 

A long list supplied by the Australian Bureau of Statistics specifying the main 
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species particularly affected by cats has 38 specific examples. They include the 

Antarctic tern, the red-fronted parrot, the bilby, the long-footed potoroo and the 

numbat. 

Current figures supplied in my research assume that, on average, there is one 

feral cat for each 15 square kilometres. This means that there may be around 

130,000 feral cats in the arid interior of Western Australia alone. Let me be 

perfectly clear that this example we are speaking about represents only a small 

proportion of the Australian continent. 

A feral cat kills at least three native animals each day. On those figures, in one 

year the total number of native animals killed by cats in the western desert alone 

could be a staggering 142 million. Alarming as this figure of 142 million is, it is 

only the tip of the iceberg. Cats in extreme densities can peak at around 220 cats 

per square kilometre, as recorded in the Seychelles this decade. 

This could loosely mean that the figure of 142 million may well represent less 

than one per cent of the total carnage of our native fauna. One can only speculate 

as to the devastation across Australia, but the actual numbers may well be simply 

mind-blowing and well into the hundreds of millions each year, if not more. 

John Seebeck of the Victorian Department of Conservation and Natural 

Resources, when speaking of cats, declared that it is high time these marauding 

bushrangers were locked away. The same document states Victorian scientist B.J. 

Coman's opinion as: 

Let a cat out the house door and it should be immediately regarded as feral. 

Let me be very clear on this issue. Australia is currently experiencing an 

ecological tragedy. For the most part today I have focused the argument of cat 

eradication mostly on one issue—the diet of and the carnage inflicted by cats. 

However, the impact on wildlife is not limited to kills; it includes the transmission 

of disease and death from those diseases. Injured animals and birds often die from 

cat bites within 36 hours either from shock or disease inflicted by cat bites or 

scratches. 

Further studies have shown that 10 per cent of urban and 20 per cent of unowned 
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cats are infected with larval stages of tapeworm and that cats carry ringworm. To 

my way of thinking, cats are killers either through their diet in that they consume 

native animals, through their habit and character in that they are natural hunters 

and killers who can kill without the need to consume their prey, or through 

hosting a suite of diseases and parasites that may not affect humans but do have 

an impact on other animals. 

This option of eradication of all cats by the year 2020 to save our wildlife will not 

be accepted without some strong opposition. Let us look at the usual range of 

reasons for Australians keeping the more than three million domestic cats that we 

have in Australia. There is no question that most families with cats look after 

them—they are well fed, well petted and well loved and they stay inside at night-

time—but a lot of cats do not. 

The companionship argument is somewhat short-lived because in South Australia, 

for example, animal welfare agencies destroy more than 10,000 unwanted cats 

each year and Victoria is said to have some 300,000 stray cats. Multiply this 

figure across Australia and maybe the companionship offered by cats is not all 

that popular. 

As for the argument that they are effective in rodent control of the house mouse, 

the report of the Cat Working Party of 1992 states: 

There is no evidence that cat predation has any significant impact on the 

population size of any introduced rodent in Australia . . . 

The argument that cats are easier to control than dogs does not really hold up 

either. All you need to do is ask a cat owner who is trying to confine a cat to their 

own backyard. Cats may not keep you awake at night by barking, but they sure 

make a considerable racket when on the prowl for a mate. 

I know the decision will be tough. We, the people of Australia, must make a 

conscious decision as to what is more important. We have a clear choice. We can 

choose either to have cats and risk the rapid decline of native animals or to seek 

the elimination of cats and the retention of our native fauna. 

I am conscious of the time so I am going to wind up my speech by making a 
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couple of recommendations. These are the recommendations that I think will help 

the eradication of the domestic cat and, subsequently, the feral cat because, as I 

said before, the domestic cat is only one good meal away from being feral. They 

will go far to restoring the natural balance of fauna in Australia. 

I am calling for the registration of all cats and a display of cat identification at all 

times. I am also calling for the registration of litters—how, when and where the 

disposal took place. I am looking for mandatory veterinary reporting of cat 

mistreatment and neglect. I am looking for the total ban on experimentation on 

cats. I am looking for ownership by law to establish ownership and change of 

ownership registration. 

I am also calling for the mandatory sterilisation of all cats over the age of six 

months unless owned by a registered breeder. I am also asking for limiting the 

number of cats to two per household, impounding stray and nuisance cats and a 

cat curfew. I am asking for an education program for owners, potential owners 

and school children on responsible care of pets as well as wildlife warnings on 

the damage they do to the environment. I am also asking for the registration of cat 

outlets and suppliers. 

Let me just conclude by putting this argument in the hands of experts. I quote from 

an article by Mr Jack Kinnear from the Wildlife Research Centre at Woodvale in 

Western Australia, which is in the electorate of Cowan. He states: 

From a strictly scientific viewpoint, the jury is out regarding cats because the 

necessary research has not been done. 

From a common sense viewpoint, the jury is in because, all things considered, it is 

hard to dismiss this adaptable carnivore as a bit-player in the struggle for 

existence in the Australian bush. It is time to get serious about cats. 

I reiterate: it is time we in Australia get serious about cats. 

(Australia, House of Representatives 1996: 5718).     
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L.2: Opposition to Cats as Pets 

 
Owners Told To Drop Cats And Go Native 
The Sunday Age 
Saturday October 19, 1996 
Geoff Strong 
FIRST it was rabbits, battered by the calicivirus. Next should be foxes, targeted 
by a genetically engineered germ. That will leave just one furry animal 
threatening Australia's native wildlife - the cat. 
 
As most animal experts admit, cutting cat numbers is going to be a hard battle. 
And not just because the animals are smart and tough. 
 
It is simply because anything that whacks moggies runs up against a problem far 
too complex for existing science: the cat lobby. 
 
Last week, a federal MP sent fur flying when he called for the eradication of all 
cats. Western Australian Liberal Richard Evans wants all cats, feral and domestic, 
wiped out by 2020. He advocates biological controls similar to the rabbit 
calicivirus and the selective breeding of a native species, possibly the southern 
brown bandicoot, as a substitute pet. 
 
Scientists concerned with feral animal control believe the best cat eradication 
hope is a virus similar to that being developed for foxes that renders males sterile. 
But - to the relief of cat owners - this is believed to be at least a decade away. 
 
Mr Evans is not alone. For years naturalists and scientists have been advocating a 
program of domesticating native animals as cat substitutes. 
 
Associate Professor Rob Morrison, from the environmental science school at 
Adelaide's Flinders University, believes consideration should be given to 
removing the permits needed to keep some native animals - such as brushtailed 
possums and common wombats - and having permits for cats and dogs. 
 
"I think it is possible to domesticate natives. We are looking after an orphaned 
wombat at the moment that has become potty trained. I think we might also have 
been able to do it with a possum," he said. 
 
"The problem is that very little work has been done in this area and it would 
presumably take several generations of selective breeding before they could be 
used as pets." 
 
Another strong supporter of the native pet argument is Dr John Walmsley, founder 
of the Warrawong Sanctuary in South Australia. 
 
He said there were a number of candidates, including the eastern quoll, a small 
carnivore now found only in Tasmania. Others options for pet lovers might be the 
Tasmanian devil, about the size of a small dog and with a similar diet; the tammar 
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wallaby, found on South Australia's Kangaroo Island, and the southern brown 
bandicoot. 
 
"There is no arguable reason why certain native species can't be used as pets 
providing we accept them for their own behavior and don't expect them to behave 
like cats or dogs," he said. 
 
Dr Walmsley said that even the platypus could be a pet. At his sanctuary, it had 
proved to be one of the easiest animals to breed. 
Research shows cats were in Australia before European settlement, possibly 
introduced in the north by Malaccan traders from Indonesia and in the west from 
the wrecks of Dutch and other European ships. 
 
The common cat, felis catus, is believed to have originated from the wild cat of 
North Africa and Europe and was domesticated about 5000 years ago in Egypt. 
Despite this long period of close human association, stray cats will readily turn 
feral if abandoned. 
 
Little research has been done on cats' environmental impact in Australia. One 
study released last month shows the predatory impact of domestic and stray cats to 
be almost as great as ferals. 
It showed that any attempt to restore native animals to their previous habitat 
almost always failed when cats were present and succeeded when they were not. 
 
It estimated that Australia's three million domestic cats kill more than two million 
native animals a year. Ferals probably kill more than double that number. 
 
The study was conducted by Sydney University wildlife researcher, Dr Chris 
Dickman, for the Federal Government's Australian Nature Conservation Agency. 
 
The study distinguishes between the behavior of domestic and stray cats and that 
of ferals. The first group were more selective in their prey, but ferals would kill 
almost anything. 
 
The executive director of the Victorian RSPCA, Mr Richard Hunter, agreed with 
the need to remove feral cats, but dismissed Mr Evans' plan for the domestic 
variety. He believes the problem can be solved by requiring all domestic pets to be 
desexed. 
 
Mr Hunter also disagrees with proposals to domesticate native species. "They are 
much harder to look after than dogs and cats. While we have people who can't 
look after existing pets, we should not be introducing new species." 
 
THE COMPANION ANIMAL GUIDE. 
Native animals suggested as alternatives to cats. 
Name: Eastern Quoll. 
Size: 480 millimetres long, including tail. 
Weight: 1 kilogram. 
Lifespan: 7 years. 
Character: Mischievous, cheeky, can bite, will pick up objects with paws. 
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Possible names: Whiskers, Quincy. 
Name: Tasmanian Devil. 
Size: 850mm including tail. 
Weight: 8 kg. 
Lifespan: 8 years. 
Characteristics: Tough, suitable for pit bull terrier brigade. 
Name: Tammar Wallaby. 
Size: 1 metre including tail. 
Weight: 6.5 kg. 
Lifespan: 10 years. 
Characteristics: Attractive, not suitable to house train. Will demand to be fed. 
Possible names: Wally, Skippy. 
Name: Southern Brown Bandicoot. 
Size: 425 mm including tail. 
Weight: 775 grams. 
Lifespan: 7 years. 
Characteristics: Inquisitive, tough, will sit in a lap. 
Possible names: Browny, Bandy. 
 
* Source: Dr John Walmsley, Warrawong Wildlife Sanctuary, South Australia. 

© 1996 The Sunday Age 
 
 
(Strong,1996,  
http://www.catbreed.com.au/cat-breed-articles/1996/10/19/owners-told-to-
drop-cats-and-go-native/ Accessed 14.11.12 ) 
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L.3  Bendigo Man Threatens to Kill Wandering Cats 
 

Herald Sun 

Bendigo man threatens to kill pet 
cats if they wander into his yard 

 by:By Angus Thompson  

 From:Herald Sun  

 January 17, 2012 9:30AM   CAT owners are living in fear of a person in 
Victoria threatening to kill their feline friends.  N otices posted in a B endigo 
shopping centre are warning people that some of their prized pets have been 
trapped and the perpetrator would kill three captive cats.  The first notice, titled 
"Cat Death" explains the person bought a cat trap and set it up in their backyard. 
 “A ll cats w ill be hum anely destroyed. If your cat strays outside your yard and  it 
disappears then it is likely that this is what happened,” the notice reads.  The 
threat, pinned on a notice board at the Strathdale Shopping Centre, raised the 
alarm with Bendigo Animal Welfare and Community Services.  B A W C S 
president Debbie Edwards said the shelter issued advice, which only provoked a 
more sinister response from the cat-knapper.  “O ur notice prom pted a further 
notice from that person that there was no way they would contact council rangers, 
and as far as he was concerned a cat on his property was a feral cat and he was 
exercising his right to trap it,” Ms Edwards said.  "H e com m ents that he had 
already trapped three cats and two of them had collars on and he was thinking 
‘tanning their hides’".  She said B endigo C ouncil pledged to prose cute the 
person to the full extent of the law.  “If it is an act of anim al cruelty the R SPC A  
will be called in and the person could be prosecuted under the Animal Cruelty 
Act.”  She said the threat w as a som bre w arning for ow ners to contain their cats 
on their properties.  “W e alw ays tell people that they should keep their cats on 
their properties at all times and this an instance that highlights the necessity to 
keep their cats safe. This is the sort of thing that can happen if they are allowed to 
wander,” she said.  

 
 
 

 
 

(Thompson, 2012, http://www.heraldsun.com.au/news/breaking-news/bendigo-
man-threatens-to-kill-pet-cats-if-they-wander-into-his-yard/story-e6frf7jx-
1226246111446 Accessed 7/05/2012) 
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L.4  Sporting Shooters Lobby to Shoot Stray Cats 
 

Herald Sun 

Victorian gun group pushing for 
the right to shoot stray cats 

 by:Peter Rolfe  

 From: Sunday Herald Sun  

 January 22, 201212:00AM     

 
  The Sporting Shooters Association of Victoria wants the State Government to 
change the law to allow hunters to kill any cat it considers a risk to native fauna. 

 Source: Herald Sun   

 HUNTERS would be allowed to shoot cats that stray from houses on to 
public land under a   controversial plan being pushed by a Victorian gun 
group.  The Sporting Shooters A ssociation of V ictoria w ants the State 
Government to change the law to allow hunters to kill any cat it considers a risk to 
native fauna.  The push to legally destroy fam ily pets and feral cats is am ong a 
range of changes the group is seeking.  They include new  hunting seasons for 
cockatoos and galahs, the vulnerable crested pigeon and new regulations for 
slaying of eastern grey kangaroos.  In a report requesting am endm ents to w ildlife 
regulations, the association says destruction of native wildlife in Victorian forests 
could be "partly mitigated if there was a provision to destroy cats within specified 
distances of dwellings.  "C ats w ithin 200 m etres of dw ellings or on public land 
should be considered a danger to native fauna. Such animals within these areas 
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should be able to be legally destroyed," the report says.  

The cat killing push has angered animal rights groups and comes as Bendigo 
residents were warned last week to keep pets inside after threats on public notice 
boards vowing to trap cats after dark and tan their hides. 

Upper House Greens leader Greg Barber said the cat owners would be horrified 
shooters had their pets in their sites: " ... this shows they are out of touch with 
community values and they don't care about people because it would be absolutely 
devastating to people if they lost their cat in this way," he said. 

The report is expected to be given to the Baillieu Government mid-year. 

rolfep@heraldsun.com.au (mailto:rolfep@heraldsun.com.au%20) 

 
 

(Rolfe, 2012 http://www.heraldsun.com.au/archive/news/victorian-gun-group-
pushing-for-the-right-to-shoot-stray-cats/story-fn7x8me2-1226250280978  
Accessed 7/05/2012.) 
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M.1: Front Cover, Living with the Enemy Catalogue, 2004 
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M.2: Artist’s Statement, Living with the Enemy Catalogue, 2004: 2 
 

 
M.3: A Curatorial Perspective, Living with the Enemy Catalogue, 2004: 3 
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M.4: Subjective Narrative Series, Living with the Enemy Catalogue, 2004: 4 
 
 

 
M.5: Objective Works, Natural History – Anatomical Paintings, Living with the Enemy Catalogue, 
2004: 5 
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M.6: Objective works, Stained Specimens - Anatomical studies, Living with the Enemy Catalogue, 
2004: 6 
 

 
M.7: List of Works, Living with the Enemy Catalogue, 2004: 7 
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M.8: List of Works, Living with the Enemy Catalogue, 2004: 8 
 

 
M.9: List of Works, Living with the Enemy Catalogue, 2004: 9 
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