ANIMAL STORIES,
NATURAL HISTORIES
& CREATURELY
WONDERS IN
NARRATIVE
MINI-ZINES

The Small Science Collective, a collaboration of scientists, artists, students, and anyone else interested in science, is
responsible for the production of the “infectious” zines that employ the language of comics for the purpose of

spreading scientific knowledge.
Text by Andy Yang

reation Myth

“Is Their Another Christ?”
“Are Roman Catholics Christians?”
“Who is He?”

These are the questions that the titles of small
two-color comic books would pose whenever |
took short breaks in the lounge of the laboratory
building where | was undertaking my graduate
studies.

Given that | was living in North Carolina,
and well within what is known as the American
“Bible Belt,” finding religious propaganda on a
coffee table in a relatively public space wasn't a
big surprise. Indeed, these particular booklets,
“Chick Tracts,” were some of the more ubiquitous
pamphlets one would come across. Pocket-
sized, inexpensive, and handy, these comics are
eponymous of their originator, Jack Chick, an
evangelical Christian who had the insight (he
claims revelation) that graphic narratives could
be a powerful medium to spread the message
of the Gospel.

Though | was typically unfazed by these
pamphlets, | began to take exception when the
ones being left in the lounge surreptitiously took
on a decidedly anti-evolutionary bent. From one

73

pamphlet with a title “There go the Dinosaurs,”
you could learn that dinosaurs went extinct due
to suffocation when all the oxygen-providing
plants died in Noah'’s flood.> Another, “Moving on
Up!” provided a remarkable mish-mash of false
information and ideology regarding evolutionary
biology: “Then science tells us of the greatest
event of all time - we lost our tails! And began
our long journey into humanism.”?

As someone studying for a doctoral
degree in zoology, | found myself equal parts
indignant and impressed by how these comics,
as mis-informative as they were, could be so
compelling to read. Although | had been
intermittently  dialoguing with/confronting an
outspoken set of Creationist students that were
holding lectures and who infiltrated evolutionary
biology courses on campus that semester, the
Chick tracts seemed far more potent and
persuasive in their small, quiet, and unassuming
way. It was humbling that the evangelical
housekeeping staff (who | suspected was
responsible for the scattering of the religious
comics) was doing a better job of advocating for
their view of the organic world than the
professional biologists -- or for that matter, the
student Creationists -- on our own collegial turf.

The prelevance and thus success of the
Chick Tracts made a certain amount sense given
the structure of university education where the
expectation is that you enroll in a course to learn
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something about organisms or evolution. Outside
the confines the campus four credit-hours
lecture and laboratory, however, there was a
discernable silence on the matter of nature and
its many wonders. At best, a few taxidermied
animals and pressed plants managed to wanly
decorate the corners of academic halls, but
beyond the walls of the biology classrooms, nary
a peep nor petal about biodiversity could be
found. As for educating our own community
about the natural world, | realized that
academics like myself were doing a shabby job
indeed.

Even for students enrolled within biology
classes, experience with creatures can be largely
restricted to a clinical treatment of well-prepared
specimens that often do little to stimulate interest
or curiosity. 1, for one, became interested in
zoology not because of pickled jars of snakes,
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but because of real snakes that scared me with
their slither; because of the stories | heard about

large pythons in the forest and way they
occupied my imagination visually and
narratively. It had less to do with the classes |

took -- which came after the facts of personal
experience -- and more to do with the
excitement | gained from imagining the lives of
creatures in the stories and pictures that
populated the books and magazines |
happened across.

The ubiquity of the Chick Tracts made
some of us start to wonder why their shouldn't be
small, free science comics in public spaces that
could present a counterpoint to the religious
propaganda arguing that dinosaurs were on
Noah's Ark or that humans and monkeys aren't
related. This gave birth to the Small Science
Collective (SSC) zine project.*
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Animal Stories as Natural Histories

“Zines” are booklets or pamphlets that are
conceived, created, and published outside of
the commercial sphere, typically with a close
attention to visual structure and content. Given
this, graphic narratives are often naturally the
preferred format for most of the SSC's zines. These
work equally well as eight-page palm-sized
booklets in paper, as
downloadable/printable/foldable PDFs, and also
as comics on the web.

While the SSC covers a wide spectrum of
topics — from patrticle physics to pachyderms --
many of the zines are what could be called
“animal stories.” These narratives have animals
as their subjects, and occasionally as their
narrators as well. They explore how the animals
look, what they eat, where they are found, and
generally how they make a living in the world.
However, these animal stories avoid a children’s
book sensibility in significant ways. Animals are
not anthropomorphized so much as they are
personified as a means to highlight their unique
traits, qualities, and behaviors. Some of the zines
will invite readers to think of animals as friends or
consider the animals’ situation in an analogous
manner to our own human situation. However,
the purpose in this is to create a conceptual
bridge for conceiving the complexities of what
animals are, in contrast to what we typically or
simply presume them to be. In this way, we can
distinguish narratives that explore animals and
their unique and remarkable ways of being in the
world from those stories that simply use animals
as characters in what fundamentally are human
stories, dramas, and psychologies. Examples of
this latter kind are familiar in Snoopy, Mickey
Mouse, Garfield, Donald Duck and countless
other cases of animal bodies speaking in human
tongues. Examples of animals as creatures in
their own right, however, are much fewer and
farther between. One notable example is the
Sunday version of the American newspaper
comic Mark Trail ® which, after 60 years, still
highlights one species of animal and its ecology
in relation to the (increasingly human)
environment. Another notable example of the
animal-focused narrative is Isabella Rossellini's
series Green Porno, which does something similar
in the form of narative video short that is
unmistakably zodcentric in its sensibility. ©

Ever since Linnaeus, our modern scientific
presentation of animals has been dominated by
lists that enumerate atomized physical traits and
evolutionary placement in the manner of
bulleted points. Large scale projects like the
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Encyclopedia of Life for example, endeavor to
make “species pages” for every known organism
as a standard, universal internet reference to life's
diversity.” While such approaches are invaluable
for databasing basic information about
organisms, the graphic narratives of comics and
zines offer an important and distinct means to
visualize biodiversity that is grounded in a tradition
which  pre-dates our modern taxonomic
accounts — the writing of “natural histories.”

Before what we now call the Scientific
Revolution, natural history was a term that
described the general inquiry into the things that
existed in nature.® However, this was not limited
to a standardized scheme of traits and attributes
considered objectively verifiable. It also included
the various relations and configurations through
which things manifested themselves in the
broadest cultural sense. As Michel Foucault
describes in The Order of Things.

to write the history of a plant or
animal was as much a matter of
describing its elements or organs as
of describing the resemblances that
could be found in it, the virtues that it
was thought to possess, the legends
and stories with which it has been
involved, its substance, the foods it
provided, what the ancients
recorded of it, and what travelers
might have said of it. The history of a
living being was that being itself,
within the whole semantic network
that connected it to the world
(p.140). °

The historia of “natural history” signifies “learning or
knowing by inquiry,” in its Greek root. The narrare
of “graphic narative” means to ‘"tell, relate,
recount, explain," in Latin. Therefore these terms
share a commonality of purpose. We see that
creaturely comics and zoological zines can be
understood as a contemporary form of the
natural histories that were once woven from the
cultural threads of observations and imagination.
What can such narratives accomplish
compared with the objectivity and authenticity of
detailed scientific illustration and its power to
reveal? How do the practices relate? | posed
these questions to Alex Chitty -- a biology
educator, illustrator, and author of the comic
featured here, the Indomitable Water Bear.

| was drawn to scientific illustration
because it helped me see. After
looking closely at a specimen in order
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How to be a Proper Host...to a Botfly by J. R. Goldberg, 2007 © the author
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to draw it, | understood it better. | also
liked being able to use ‘suspension-of-
disbelief' strategies because | could
draw what the human eye couldn't
actually see. For example | could
draw both the interior and exterior of a
specimen at the same time, or | could
take a tiny detail from an initial
drawing and draw just that tiny part of
it as if we were seeing it under a
microscope. Drawing for a graphic
narrative takes these suspension-of-
disbelief strategies even farther - | am
conscious of the facts, but not
restricted by them. | can create a
character that - though generally still
true to form - can stray from the truth

and encourage opportunities for
viewers to establish a personal
connection.
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By this account, the graphic narrative form is
consistent with the sensibilities of scientific
illustration in helping us visualize organisms in
ways not otherwise possible, while at the same
time extending beyond the usual goals of
illustration in terms of what is to be discovered.
Rather than simply visually specifying the details
of anatomy, the idea is to communicate the
possibility of what the organism’s behaviors,
actions, and (perhaps even in some sense)
personality are in terms of how it relates to other
species. “If we just need to know what to call an
organism, then we never really give ourselves the
chance to learn or develop an understanding of
it,” says Chitty, “It would be a pity if by describing
these organisms in order to share knowledge with
others, we are actually defining them too
concretely and leaving viewers with the feeling
that no further investigation is required.”
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3. PREVENTATIVE MECHANISMS
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are detachable parts
that lodge 1n the
spermatheca of -«
females to obstruct
access by nval sperm.

._U./C_.‘z 20 3D _:“ ]

(s sruad o,
snotanad v ane el

™ 100 du

Hunydas
PMOM 'NOLIL

-aatydsp wande
d: i

s [eau ¢ aaowa Aensiyd o1 30 paymuisds
5ajmwag aup unpa wiaads snod vonsed fm

-GN SR 01 NOK SMO[o Juyl snirapon
PAYTPOL T LA PAMOPUD 2 At Nog

Other means of ensuning the paternity of

or specialized structures that preempt the

frvununs v s1930 pip 94 g |
2012chuoD [ENXDS T SE SEIOINH INOA UNKUD
o smBaeans aananposdas aow o

) uonnadwoo [EnxISTIIU *(soamianns
s 10 souaaagaad opeweag) astoys M o)
i Ao fuomonas [Enxas 5 pauRLIAaP

st snideapar ok jo usap semonzed sy |y

sl A

ut 30 waads

LLINHELLS

13
IVAON:

_auuu.:;a AL 238 L

LI L BAJY| B Ay

3 A0 U Aary nok fifs;

dn Fuimontd o aed g : b . ( -—UU*!— wﬂ_

© 2w soffurys asayl e purLspu

LW

ANOLVYNY DISve

aqor) wsads

ST MU JUAUSSTIEGUL
~adxa ynoyapy A

ypog saliueys jo saqur

‘{salfed Sumoljog 29s) vonury

._d... MNLUOS -..‘—__.dh‘dm Aum._._w U_E..—l faka b —._r_ﬂ
ssod s2apunos o suo fue awnsse
A SR oIy o fueiao Longndoa mog,

WH1dS "2 ADOTOHJHOW SINId QIZITVIOAdS “1 “AOOHLINGY (HHIVIY JANOA 08

6. SEXUAL CANNIBALISM

5. NUPTIAL GIFTS

4. HYPODERMIC INSEMINATION

Ths type of nupnal git demands something
of a sacnfice: voluntarily giving up your life to
the female. Sexual cannibalism 1s most com-
mon among mantises, where the compartively
smaller male is perceived no differently than
anything clse that moves,

Ths strategy involves prereing the female's
abdomen with your gemtals and injecting y
sperm dirce
practice 1s beheved to have evolve
of arcumventing
fermale mating
resistance.

Thus seraregy involves feeding your mare be-

mating
) weeksl)

lso produce SPERMATOPHYLAX:

tnous bolus which, ejected with the

¢

In some cases,
the female has de-
veloped PARA-
GENITALIA. This
adaptation reduces the
trauma by providing

Az deviant as it seems, take no shame in this
practice. By presenting yourself as a meal (or

rather, fatling to escape after fertilizaton), you
can effectively maximize both the quantity and
quality of your offspring,

HERS
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If scientific illustration and its didactic
intent risks narowing the sense of further
discovery through its exactness and specificity to
form, the proposition is that narrative opens up
the possibilities for the viewer and reader to
engage in a whole other way. To the extent that
it is true for the audience of the graphic narrative,
clearly this also seems to be the case for the
authors as well. In talking with Chen Dou about
her comic Meeting a Giant Octopus she
commented, “lve always felt as if drawing
animals brings me closer to the creatures that
share residence on planet...it allows me to place
myself in a different world where there is more
interaction and understanding between human
beings and other species.”

It is in this way that the graphic narratives
featured here draw a clear line between
illustrating the possibilities for understanding
animals and our relationships to them more fully
on the one hand, and simply caricaturing them
anthropomorphically on the other. Arguably,
allowing for a more expansive understanding of
animals is a unifying quality of the zines and
comics that the Small Science Collective seeks
to distribute. Given how ubiquitous the tendency
is to either fetishize animals as wild and Other or
superficially employ their forms for the purpose of
decoration or costume, there is a real possibility
to create narratives that function as natural
histories of a post-Darwinian kind. This allows us to
recognize and examine the fundamental (and
fundamentally important) continuum that exists
between humans, animals, and the totality of
nature.
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