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The animal characters depicted in Melbourne artist Rona Green’s artwork are misfits and outcasts 
who bear the marks and scars of past experience. She is interested in the potential of the body to be 
a vehicle for story by means of transformative devices, in particular anthropomorphism and tattooing. 
An anthropomorphic being can be familiar but also strange, attractive and repulsive, idealised or 
realistic. Green’s outcast rabbit characters provoke empathy but the truth is that rabbits are Austral-
ia’s most destructive environmental vertebrate pest, destroying native vegetation and contributing to 
soil erosion. Rabbits arrived in Australia with the First Fleet. Thomas Austin famously released 24 
rabbits he had brought from England onto his property near Geelong in 1859. By 1886 rabbits had 
spread north to the QLD/NSW border and by 1900 they had reached WA and NT. The rate of spread 
of the rabbit in Australia was the fastest of any colonising mammal anywhere in the world and was 
hastened by the colonisaton of existing burrows of native species. Rabbits are now one of the most 
widely distributed and abundant mammals in Australia. 
In Perth about 80 pigeons were released in the late 1880’s, again for shooting parties. The current 
population estimate is 50,000 and the cost of controlling, cleaning up after or eradicating them has 
been calculated at >$35 per bird per year. On the other hand,  humans domesticated pigeons very 
early, both as food and as winged messengers, culminating in the deployment of 1,000,000 pigeons 
in World Wars I and II, some returning as decorated heroes responsible for saving the lives of thou-
sands of soldiers.
Sydney based artist, Emily Valentine, says “Feathers are my paint”. For some years she has been 
trapping the Indian mynah bird, a registered pest, and using their feathers in her sculptures. Her 
Squadron Series (groups of small planes for the wall) compares the invasion of non-indigenous 
species with a military invasion. Valentine is interested in how and why, we sub-consciously classify 
animals – pet or pest, valued or worthless, beautiful or unappealing.
Common or Indian mynas (Acridotheres tristis or Sturnus tristis) are native to India and southern Asia 
where they are symbols of undying love as they mate for life. Mynas were listed among 100 of the 
world’s worst invasive species by the World Conservation Union. They threaten native biodiversity 
in Australia as they are territorial, returning to aggressively defend their territory during the breeding 
season each year.

Exploring the love/hate relationship we have 
with animals that don’t belong - the paradoxical 

adoration of bunnies, foxes and pussy cats. 
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Indra Geidans is based in the rural south of WA where she experiences the destruction wrought by 
vermin. She also questions where our sympathies lie in regard to introduced animals and birds.  “Our 
dilemma arises with the beauty of these vertebrae pests - rainbow lorikeet, foxes, rabbits. Our condi-
tioning for soft furry creatures comes from childhood with our families endowing us with soft animal toys. 
They become our friends. They have names and listen to us in our times of need when we can’t express 
ourselves with language. This conditioning follows us through our lives and we perpetuate it. We also 
make surrogate children of our dogs and cats. We talk to them, cry with them and they are our best 
friends.  How can we possibly justify the annihilation of feral dogs and cats when we keep them as our 
best friends? One cat is feral and deserves to die; the other is our closest companion. This is the time 
of environmental awareness and we are beginning to understand that to survive on this planet we need 
to make changes and learn about sustainability. In order to move forward we will need to take control of 
what will support our own survival. This includes arable land free from pests in an environment that is 
ecologically balanced. Sorry little bunny!!”
Debbie Walker Tremlett (WA) has created many adorable hyper-real paintings of children’s toys over the 
years. There is always a certain tension between the soft furriness or fake plasticity and the title of the 
work, usually a glint in the animal’s eye that transcends the inanimate. 
The Tjanpi Desert Weavers’ pack of camp dogs beautifully demonstrates this conflicted love of certain 
species, otherwise considered to be vermin. Dogs are an integral part of Aboriginal communities in 
Australia as hunters, guard dogs, companions; they warn of evil spirits and are seen as ancestors 
reincarnated. Domesticate dogs live closely with people sharing bed and food while feral dogs roam in 
packs terrorising other beings.
Darwin-based Franck Gohier ventured out to the Canning Stock Route’s Well 33 on a bush trip with 
Rover Thomas in the nineties. The experience generated a number of works including his shot-up found 
sign, modified to suggest we can expect to see rather a lot of feral cats across Australia’s centre and 
north.  Chayni Henry, also of Darwin, uses a narrative form to depict life events and personal historical 
anecdotes in the style of Retablos, devotional paintings from Mexico.  Here Chayni discusses growing 
up on a hobby farm at Humpty Doo with evil kittens, and dogs as croc bait.
Iwana (Antjakitja) Ken was born ‘out bush’ in 1937. As a young girl, Iwana travelled with her family 
throughout the country of her parents in the Anangu /Pitjantjatjara /Yankunytjatjara Lands of Central 
Australia. These works recount her experience of seeing camels for the first time when she was a little 
girl. Tjanpi’s Amy Yangki has also depicted  a camel in her sculpture using wild-harvested grass.
Recent surveys estimate the population of feral camels in Australia is about 300,000. Some 135,000 
were culled by aerial shooting since 2008. About 10,000 camels were imported into Australia between 
1860 and 1907, primarily for transport use across the arid centre of the continent. Camels degrade wa-
terholes and some traditional food plants harvested by Aboriginal people are seriously affected. Thirsty 
camels are known to destroy taps, pumps, windmills and toilets in their quest for water, particularly in 
times of severe drought. Meanwhile tourists enjoy the spectacle and pay big bucks to ride tame camels 
in a camel train on iconic beaches including Noosa and Broome.



Eva Fernandez, Philip Ward-Dickson and Olga Cironis, all Perth based artists, posit the human, more 
specifically the colonising human, as the worst kind of introduced species in Australia. Europeans 
introduced most of the animals now regarded as vermin as well as impacting the land, sea, air and 
the Indigenous people with our ideologies of cultivation and progress. Olga says, “I exist knowing that 
I too am part of the vermin problem”. Philip Ward-Dickson’s Invader series depicts the cat, the fox and 
the businessman overlaid across a tapestry of native flora and endangered fauna.  Similarly, Therese 
Howard’s mixed media works commonly explore consumerism and capitalistic excess, as well as the 
dangers of environmental mismanagement through realist but surreal tableaus. This work refers to 
the way the media inform us, and the way we consume that information. 
Yvette Watt, based in Tasmania, had designed a set of cards made up of animals, fish, birds and 
insects who have at some time been declared pests or vermin. The set also includes locations and 
modes of transport, while the “wild cards” or jokers, are humans who can be given various roles such 
as scientist, hunter, politician or fisherman. While Yvette provides the cards, she does not supply any 
rules – it is up to the players to devise the rules, just as we humans do when it comes to our decisions 
on which animals are vermin, and which are not. 
Thelma John

Dr Julia Fry is an honorary research fellow with the UWA Centre for Excellence in Natural Resource 
Management, based in Albany. She has also worked as an Associate Professor with the UWA School 
of Earth and Environment and a program manager in the Western Australian Department of Agri-
culture. Her main interest is in the integration of agricultural production and conservation of natural 
resources. Here she provides some facts about the subject of this exhibition - Beautiful Vermin.

Humans have complex and ambiguous relationships with animal species, depending on how they 
value them. This value judgement varies with time, culture and human activity. Animals that impact 
on human activities in a negative way are labelled as ‘vermin’.
The word vermin is not a scientific term. It is has similar connotations to the word ‘pest’. It signals that 
the species is a problem in a particular location and should be controlled or eradicated. In Australia 
most animals were classed as vermin because of their effect on agriculture and pastoralism. The 
label was used for any species of animal that damaged crops, pasture or fencing, or killed livestock. 
This often included, and may still include in some areas, native animals such as the wedge-tailed 
eagle, emu and kangaroo.
Dingoes raise a particular quandary for governments because of their ambiguous status. Some sci-
entists argue they are native because they have been here a long time; others that they are an 
introduced species because traders from Asia are thought to have brought them to Australia as late 
as about 4,000 years ago. Some suggest dingoes may have contributed to the extinction of the thy-
lacine. DNA studies are being used to attempt to clarify how long they have been here and therefore 
whether they ‘belong’.  Dingoes have also interbred with domestic dogs, which reduces their status 
as a sub-species. 
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The WA government still regards dingoes as vermin in agricultural and pastoral areas and they 
are currently classified as unprotected native fauna. Scientists tend to use the less emotive term 
‘invasive species’. This refers to the impact of animals on biological systems not just on humans. 
Invasive species are defined as those that have been introduced by humans to an ecosystem and 
have become out of control because of a lack of natural predators or disease.
They are biological invaders, aliens to that ecosystem. Invasive species upset the natural balance 
and are a major threat and can even cause extinction of native species. There is strong evidence 
that the fox, rabbit and feral domestic cat are responsible for the extinction of many small to medium 
native mammals in drier parts of Australia. The rabbit, spreading faster than any mammal in the 
world, caused loss of habitat and protective vegetation for ground dwelling mammals, and the fox 
and the cat, as efficient and adaptable predators, were able to prey on these now more vulnerable 
species and drive them to extinction.
Some of the vermin present in Australia, the ship rat, mouse, domestic cat, goat, pig, red fox and 
rabbit are on the International Union for Conservation of Nature’s list of the 100 most invasive ani-
mal species in the world.
The barrier fence was the main method used in an attempt to keep vermin out of agricultural areas 
in WA. Three rabbit-proof fences were constructed but all failed to stop the spread of the rabbit. The 
most recent fence is now called the State Barrier Fence, and at nearly 1200 km long, is the longest 
man-made structure in WA. There is currently controversy over its extension in the south-east to 
block emus and dingoes from agricultural areas, because it will stop the natural movement of native 
animals, and is unlikely to be effective. Controlling populations of vermin animals is difficult and 
ongoing. By putting the label vermin or pest on animal species it enables society to have different 
ethical standards for their treatment. It helps justify methods of killing, such as trapping, baiting and 
aerial shooting, which would not be tolerated for other animals.
Europeans introduced most of the animals now regarded as vermin in Australia. They were initially 
considered to be of value for hunting, transport or food, but then neglected and became populations 
out of control. Animals quickly moved in status from valued to vermin. The very genetic qualities 
that made introduced animals such as foxes, donkeys, goats, camels and rabbits suited or able to 
adapt to the harsh conditions of the Australian interior were those that enabled them to increase in 
numbers. They are alien invaders that have tipped ecosystems out of balance, impacted adversely 
on agriculture, and require control or even eradication. The rabbit is a good example of societies’ 
ambiguous attitude to vermin. They are a popular pet in urban areas of WA yet remain destructive 
pests in most of the State. They are beautiful vermin.
Julia Fry 
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