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�e 
male rat's sexual 

behaviour constitutes a 
highly ordered sequence of motor 

acts involving both striate and smooth 
muscles. It is spontaneously displayed 

by most adult made rats in the presence of 
a sexually receptive female. Although the 

behaviour is important for the survival of the 
species it is not necessary for survival of the 

individual. In that way it is di�erent from 
other spontaneous behaviours such 

as eating, drinking, avoidance 
of pain, respiration or 

thermoregulation. 

Burmese 
Agouti – light brown 

to sandy colour
Champagne – very light cream

Chinchilla – deep grey with paler nose
Chocolate – sleek, rich brown

Chocolate Agouti – chestnut brown 
Cinnamon – anywhere between so� cream to 

reddish cream.
Cinnamon Pearl – so� cream with white 

base fur
Dark blue – very deep, greyish blue.

Dark American Blue
Dove – silver with �ecks of 

white fur

�e Lewis rat was developed by Dr. 
Lewis from Wistar stock in the early 

1950s. �e strain's characteristics include 
albino coloring, a docile behaviour, and low 
fertility �e Lewis rat su�ers from several 

spontaneous pathologies: �rst, they can 
su�er from high incidences of neoplasms, 

with the rat's lifespan mainly 
determined by this. �e most 

common are adenomas of 
the pituitary and
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WEIGHT:  
280–480g.  

Length: (nose to tip of 
tail) 325–460 cm.

HEAD AND BODY: Nose 
blunt; heavy, thick body; 180–

255 mm.
EARS:  Small, close set, with 

fine hairs, appearing half 
buried in fur. Rarely 

over 20 mm.

Ultrasonic 
vocalizations are 

very conspicuous during 
rat mating activity. Two types of 

calls are produced by both sexes. �e 
�rst, brief complex calls with the main 

frequency centered about 50 kHz, occur 
primarily in conjunction with solicitation 
and mounting activity. �e second type of 

call is the long, 22 kHz whistle which is 
emitted mainly by the male during the 

post-ejaculatory refractory period, 
but also by both male and female 

at other times during the 
copulatory 
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The exhibition hints at an alternative experience of the visual within the museum, that 
destabilises linear hierarchies and is visually entangled. It uses Rattus norvegicus, the brown 
rat, as a means to explore the representation of species. Rather than a discrete display, 
R-A-T is dispersed throughout the museum, furtively making its way into disused corners 
and cabinets. This distribution introduces the rat in relation to ranging themes, forming 
a meta-narrative of connections while suggesting manners in which museum display 
impacts on the understanding of species.

The rat, an urban creature abhorred within the anthropocentric city, has been 
largely excluded from presentation in museums of natural history. This, despite rodents 
making up 40% of the total mammalian diversity, and Rattus being the largest mammalian 
genus, consisting of more than 60 species. As an animal that is closely related to the 
development of human populations, the rat speaks as much to a cultural and social 
history as to a natural one. It is an icon of modernity: of disease, migration, stereotype, 
destruction, behavioural psychology, literature and pharmacology. The archaeological 
record reveals that rats are reliant on human movement and settlement – and that they 
are as vivid a marker of settlement as domestic animals – while in the modern world rats 
have followed a trail of destruction caused by war, colonisation, conquest and urbanism, 
living on the waste of human society. 

The title, R-A-T is taken from James Rodwell’s book, The rat (1858), in which he 
suggests that the sound and form of the word is synonymous with its nature – harsh and 
aggressive, “the foulest name in zoology”, associated with dirt, pollution, lasciviousness 
and unbounded appetite. One million rat bites are reported annually, and while they 
carry epithets such as furtive and skulking, they are also known to giggle when tickled 
and to behave with empathy towards fellow rats. In this way terms such as ‘vermin’ can 
be ascribed to categories of animals that become lesser, allowing for their extermination 
on a mass scale. The human relationship to the rat is schizophrenic. It is the loved pet and 
character of children’s literature, while at the same time domestic rat killings are proudly 
posted on YouTube. The rat straddles definitions and in so doing questions the premise 
of museums of natural history – what is meant by nature and what is natural?

[1551] T
H

E BRO
W

N
 R

AT
 IS D

ESC
R

IBED
 FO

R
 T

H
E FIR

ST
 T

IM
E IN

 C
O

N
R

A
D

 G
ESN

ER
’S H

ISTO
R

IA
E 

A
N

IM
A

LIU
M

 [230–190 M
YA

] RO
D

EN
T-LIK

E R
EPT

ILES D
EV

ELO
P [1752] T

H
E C

O
M

M
U

N
E O

F PIU
RO

 
PU

R
C

H
A

SE M
A

LED
IC

T
IO

N
S FRO

M
 T

H
E PO

PE TO
 G

ET
 R

ID
 O

F RO
D

EN
T

S [1685] R
AT

S C
A

U
SE T

H
E 

D
EAT

H
S O

F A
LL T

H
E R

ESID
EN

T
S O

F RO
N

A
 ISLA

N
D

, SC
O

T
LA

N
D

 A
FT

ER
 EAT

IN
G

 A
LL FO

O
D

 SU
PPLIES 

159



ORIENTATION LOBBY
 
The exhibition is introduced by a display-

stand reminiscent of both a rat catcher 

basket and Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon of 

the 1790s. Originally designed as a centrally 

positioned observation tower to watch 

prison inmates undetected, here the rat is 

positioned as the insider at the centre of the 

panopticon. It is thus both the observer of the 

museum and the observed, introducing the 

ambiguity of the human relationship to this 

particular animal.  The freeze dried rat at the 

centre, bought at the Evolution Store in New 

York, is also an aside to Bentham who, after 

his death, had his body dissected, preserved 

and displayed in a wooden cabinet. This 

panopticon functions as an orienting device, 

noting some rat geography and containing the 

map of the project. The fat rat is the ultimate 

sewer rat, the global rat that has made its way 

across continents. It is Robert Sullivan’s urban 

rat, James Rodwell’s despised rat and Maud 

Ellman’s modernist rat. 

A timeline runs across the stairwell. This line 

is dispersed throughout the museum, moving 

up, across and down cabinets. Together with 

the red rat tag, based on Gesner’s rat, it signs 

areas of the exhibition display, connecting 

different sites. It disrupts chronology and 

linearity, presenting facts of ranging significance 

and unrelated contexts.
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WORLD OF WATER
Marion Island
 
This site uses three metal cases that currently house study skins, including the 

historical collection of Rattus norvegicus. The first cabinet is surrounded by prints 

taken from books and folios of natural history between the 1600 and 1800s from 

the Iziko South African Museum and University of Cape Town collections. Included 

in this is a woodcut of the black rat, Rattus rattus, originally printed in Volume 1 of 

Conrad Gesner’s Historiae animalium (1551), which also contained the first mention 

of the brown rat. The book was a Renaissance compendium of everything known 

of various species, from observation to allegory and symbolism. This image of the 

world as a collection of related elements is a spirit that is picked up throughout the 

exhibition.  This cabinet is covered by mirrored texts of idioms interspersed with 

rat evolutionary taxonomy. It reflects on natural history museums, their knowledges 

and practices and presents the viewer with an image of themselves amidst a dense 

textual network. Within this the viewer is witness to their own confusion. The 

framed images are punctuated with magnifying glasses containing texts about sight: 

how nature is viewed and how rats see.
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WORLD OF WATER
Marion Island 

The second case contains rat study skins from the Iziko South African Museum collection, originally sourced in Cape 
Town, Port St Johns, Stellenbosch and Chishawasha, Zambia. The skins are housed within the very cabinets now used 
for display: the collection is literally being surfaced. The cabinet is lined with tags that list more than 500 museums with 
mammal collections, and the skins themselves are recumbent on hand-stitched silk cushions reminiscent of those of 
the wax models at La Specola in Florence. Interspersed amongst these are labels that augment the existing study skin 
labels. They contain information about taxidermy methods and museum taxidermists and collectors Shortridge and 
Smithers, text from ISAM experts on rat paleontology and an image of Government Avenue in 1902, when and from 
where many specimens were sourced. At the back of the cabinet a series of degraded mirrors are inscribed with the 
dates of specimen collection between 1899, shortly after the museum was relocated to its current position and 1938, 
the year that dredging for the Duncan Dock began.

4/12/1902 5/6/1908 29/6/1938 13/7/1905 9/5/1938 19/7/1925 8/5/1899 8/1925 5/1912 12/1902 8/5/1899 20/8/1908 3/7/1906 19/6/1902
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WORLD OF WATER
Marion Island

The third cabinet is in close proximity to the display of a feral cat preying on birds at 
Marion island. It houses chemical bottles that were previously labelled with the deaths 
of naturalists in Subtle thresholds. These have been relabelled with large-scale rat 
exterminations that have taken place on various islands. Ranging from 305 tonnes of 
Brodifacoum on MacQuarie Island, Australia in 2010 to 64 tonnes of Arsenic in Alberta, 
Canada in 1951. Petrie dishes with broken egg shells are labelled with bird species 
endangered on those islands. Lying alongside this on mirrored surfaces sandblasted 
with neutral information about rat habitat and rat poisons are taxidermy ‘dummies’ 
of popular rat characters: the implied 'fillings' of the nearby skins. Three responses to 
rats are represented here: observation, extermination and ‘Disneyfication'.
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Gallery of Palaeontology and Comparative Anatomy, Muséum national d’Histoire 

Naturelle, Paris, are presented upon a light box. They are surrounded by hundreds 

of specimen bottles, labelled with rat experiments, alluding to the estimation that 

an article based on rat research is published worldwide every minute. Frames texts 

held by retort stands draw connections between unihemispheric sleep in seals, sleep 

deprivation tests on rats, musophobia, pleasure centre tests and the amygdala. Behind 

these are texts taken from Skinner’s survey of operant behaviour, 1963 and Freud’s 

Ratman notes on obsessional neurosis from 1909. Opposite the cabinet, facing 

the whale skeletons is a drawing of whale bones and a mouse skull. This refers to 

Linnaeus’s classification of the blue whale – Balaenoptera musculus in Systema naturae 

(1758) as a possible play in scale between the largest of creatures and Mus musculus 

– the house mouse. 

WORLD OF WATER
 
This cabinet responds to its proximate location to underwater displays. It alludes to 

a space of imagination, dread and fantasy as well as rational ordering and psychology. 

In response to a particular display of comparative seal skulls in the museum, stepped 

in an evocation of evolutionary progress, rodent skulls are presented here on a 

flat, non-hierarchical surface surrounded by broken ladders – the scaffolding of an 

ascendant iconography of evolution. Behind this are chalkboard texts that are taken 

from the classification of Rattus rattus by Linneaus in 1758 and Rattus norvegicus by 

John Berkenhout in 1789. Gesner’s description of the rat from 1551 is also included. 

Alongside this a tower of large white books of rat fiction are marked with library 

cards from academic texts, and simulated rat tails are labelled with ‘luggage tags’ 

from a host of ships that arrived in Cape Town harbour over the past 350 years.  

Interpretations of seven rodent and one seal brain, based on those found at the 
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Squirrel - Sciurus carolinensis
Ground squirrel - Xerus inauris
Woodland Dormouse - Graphiurus murinus
Cape Mole rat - Georychus capensis
Cape dune mole rat - Bathyergus suillus
Cape Porcupine - Hystrix africaeaustralis
Cape Gerbil - Tatera afra
Barbours’ Rock mouse - Petromyscus barbouri
African pygmy mouse - Mus minutoides
Brant’s Whistling Rat - Parotomys brantsii
Cape Spiny Mouse - Acomys spinosissimus
Spring hare - Pedetes capensis
Black rat - Rattus rattus
Brown rat - Rattus norvegicus
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BRAIN WEIGHT
adult human 1,300-1,400g
sperm whale 7,800g
beaver 45g
porcupine 25g
marmot 17g
rabbit 10-13g
squirrel 7.6g
guinea pig 4g
hedgehog 3.35g
rat 2g  
hamster 1.4g 185



SHARK WORLD
 
Dominated by a whaling harpoon, this cabinet takes death and sacrifice as its 

theme. Shadows of rat traps and killing devices are suggested on the sliding 

doors behind the harpoon, again connecting whales and rodents. The cabinet 

is symmetrically organised and recalls the cathedral layout of Subtle thresholds. 

A central ‘lancet window’ houses conical bio-reaction tubes labelled with 

diseases carried by rats and test tubes labelled with disease experimentation 

done on rats. Above this rests a collection of glass reagent bottles and beakers 

labelled with information about the plague. On either side are trefoil frames, 

previously used in Subtle thresholds, housing electron microscope images 

of rat food and rat poison, the difference between the complex materials 

impossible to discern. The images are observed by two white Sprague-Dawley 

rats on satin cushions, that were in their past lives used in pharmacological 

tests for malaria drugs. These gaze at their own representations, avoiding eye 

contact with the viewer. On the right a gallows of rat traps recalling a rat 

catcher baskets is labelled with adjectives attributed to rats. On the left is a 

grid of skulls, skins and images – one of these a glass slide of an Anopheles 

mosquito. The grid also contains YouTube videos of rat killings and rat pettings. 

Genealogical and evolutionary tree schemas are etched onto mirror in the 

background. These surround urns that are labelled with extinct and rare rats 

– an Adamic or Linnaean task of naming and unnaming, set at the outer edge 

of paradise. On the far left baseball bats with names of recognised vermin 

are propped against empty food crates. These are assembled to constitute a 

Noah’s Ark, labelled with animals from Athanasius Kircher’s Arca Noë diagram 

(1675). Kircher described Noah’s Ark as the first museum of natural history. 

Rats were not included in his list. 
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MAMMAL ROOM
 
The mammal room has remained unchanged for the past 30 years and displays a number 

of South African rodents. Amongst these are two Rattus rattus and a single bleached Rattus 

norvegicus, which, with its back to the viewer, appears to be attempting an escape from its 

hessian-bound confinement. To this specimen has been added a white handkerchief of surrender, 

a small wooden oar and a label: Kenneth Grahame, 1907. Diagonally across the room, a mobile 

diorama, designed as a scale version of the metal cabinets, has been inserted into a disused 

corner. Based on poses of Adam and Eve from Masaccio’s Expulsion from the Garden of Eden 

(1424), two rats stand under sodium light at the outer edge of Paradise (Kirstenbosch Gardens), 

gripping a small fragment of hessian. The work makes reference to a long history of dioramas 

within museums where, in arrested time, specimens are immortal and perfectly formed.  At the 

time of the R-A-T exhibition opening a cabinet opposite this had been cleared of it specimens 

and, strewn with rodenticide and insecticide, was an appropriate foil to paradise. These two rats 

were acquired from a snake park after the skins from Rentokil exterminations proved beyond 

saving. In an inversion, these specimens were not the fruits of temptation, but escaped the jaws 

of snakes in order to return to paradise.
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WONDERS OF NATURE 

To the regular grid of wonderful and curious natural specimens in glass cabinets is added an inconsequential rat 

skull. This was sourced from one of the taxidermied rats on the exhibition and nestles alongside an elephant seal 

skull. On a carpeted area stretching below the glass cabinets are 500 different rat cut-outs, many labelled with 

titles of rat movies. Melodramatically illuminated by torches, the shadow-rats refer to the horror genre that has 

had such a strong influence upon the way in which rats are perceived.
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BIRD  GALLERY
 

This cabinet, in the midst of bird displays designed in 1959, makes 

obvious contextual reference to cages, breeding and feather-like colour 

swatches. When Jack Black, Queen Victoria’s official rat catcher, began to 

experiment with rat breeding this resulted in a fashion for domesticated 

rats in Victorian England. This was cemented when Mary Douglas’s black 

and hooded rat won first prize in at the national mouse club exhibition. 

This was the origin of the ‘fancy rat’ that heralded the contradictory 

relationship humans have to these animals. Both Beatrix Potter’s Samuel 

whiskers (1908), said to be based on a rat obtained from Jack Black, and 

Kenneth Grahame’s Wind in the willows (1907) were written after the 

craze for domesticated rat breeding. The coloured feather-like labels at 

the back of the cabinet refer to the excess of 60 different rat colours and 

markings in bred rats. From a cavity in the cabinet, that was previously 

used to display an archaeopteryx cast, cascade fabric 'mutant' rats: ear, 

foot and tailless. The bitumen-black cages are labelled with the sex habits 

of rats and they refer to the dark practice of rat baiting – a simultaneous 

Victorian pastime whereby rats were pitted against dogs. Here Jacko the 

terrier held the world record of 100 rat kills in 5.5 minutes. Also included 

are laboratory rat housings, labelled with the more than 200 strains of 

lab rat that have been developed for research purposes since a colony of 

hooded rats were bred in the Jardin des Plantes, Paris in 1856. A Spague-

Dawley, one of the most popular research rats sits within a commercial 

trap, sniffing Vapona, an insecticide used to protect museum specimens.
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Agouti – range of browns and reds mixed into the fur
Albino – all white, pink-eyed
Amber – pale brown to cream
Apricot 
Argente Creme
Baldie
Bareback
Black eyed cream
Black Eyed Himalayan
Blazed
Blazed Essex
Beige – deeper brown than amber.
Black – very deep black with no sign of other colours
Blue – pale silvery sheen
Blue agouti- silvery blue with other colours mixed into the fur
Blue Point Himalayan
Blue Point Siamese
Buff
Burmese – rich, soft brown with no other colour traces
Burmese Agouti – light brown to sandy colour
Champagne – very light cream
Chinchilla – deep grey with paler nose
Chocolate – sleek, rich brown
Chocolate Agouti – chestnut brown 
Cinnamon – anywhere between soft cream to reddish cream
Cinnamon Pearl – soft cream with white base fur
Coffee
Dark blue – very deep, greyish blue
Dark American Blue
Dove – silver with flecks of white fur
Fawn – all over cream to reddish
Havana
Himalayan
Lilac – white with brownish purple hood
Lilac Agouti – predominantly brown, white nose
Merle
Mink – mostly brown, very dark
Pearl – white/silvery coat with a variety of other colours.
Platinum – predominantly striking white.
Platinum Agouti
Powder blue – lighter than standard blue
Russian blue – very deep grey
Russian blue agouti
Russian Blue Point Siamese
Russian silver – striking silver blue
Russian Silver agouti
Russian topaz – cream/white fur with silver flecks
Satin
Siamese
Silver – white with silvery tint.
Silver Fawn
Squirrel
Striped Roan
Standard blue – rich blue-grey.
Topaz
Turpin
Pink eyed white

217



REPTILE  GALLERY
 
Projected onto the white linear drawing of dinosaurs and reptiles is a video that combines drawings 

of rat dissections with the rat genome, connecting a timeline between the first recorded rat dissection 

by Theophilus Müller and Johann Faber at the Accademia dei Lincei in 1621 and the publication of 

the rat genome in 2004. In a space of predation, where snakes are located at the apex of the reptile 

pyramid, the rat is anatomised and reduced to its smallest units.
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