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Disease and Deity

2013

A visit to the R. A. Rodda Museum of Pathology can be confronting. 

Perhaps it’s just as well this hoard of little horrors (part of the 

University of Tasmania’s Faculty of Medicine) is not normally 

open to the public. Brains, lungs and intestines, and a whole 

menagerie of parasites, float passively in alcohol: here a 

selection of ovarian and testicular cancers, there a comprehen-

sive survey of the various kinds of gallstone. Miners’ lungs are 

ossified by coal dust and a foot is blackened by gangrene. 

Almost everything that can go wrong with our bodily organs is 

here, in all its visceral squishiness.

If we are reminded uncomfortably of the Alien movies, it is because 

the very thought of living 

organisms invading us to slowly 

consume us from within is 

powerfully repellent. These 

specimens confirm not only that 

death is inevitable (which at 

some level we already know) but 

also that it might be protracted 

and grisly (which we are less inclined to acknowledge).

Yet they are not, of course, intended to frighten. Quite the 

contrary. The museum is at pains to present them as objects 

of dispassionate study. In fact, given that they were once 

functioning parts of living individuals, they come across as 

coldly impersonal. This is scientific enquiry at its most 

objective and, you might say, its most materialistic.

Lauren Black, who is well known as a botanical artist, became 

fascinated by the R. A. Rodda Museum following a chance 

meeting with its curator, Dr Sorrel Standish-White, and a 

fruitful collaboration has ensued. Lauren’s delicate renderings 

respect the science while broadening our appreciation of it in 

a way that only an observant artist with a sense of history can.

Two Worlds ConvergeTwwo Wo



54

Miner’s Lament III

2016 

From a scientific viewpoint, they have had at least one surprising 

and quite unforeseen consequence. When Dr Standish-White 

saw Lauren’s first drawing of a gall bladder, for instance, she 

was amazed to find cholesterolosis she had never noticed 

before. ‘This is a specimen I thought I knew really well. After 

all, I’d been teaching with it for close to thirty years. It took 

the artist to show the pathologist what was really there.’

Those of us who have no idea what cholesterolosis is, however, 

will make some very different kinds of discoveries.

If medical study tends to isolate the diseased organs, both 

literally and metaphorically, stripping them of cultural context, 

the effect of Lauren’s art is to restore that context, making 

them mysterious, allusive and wondrous again. She leads us 

from an introverted view of diseases and infections as potential 

threats to our own bodily health towards an appreciation of 

them as complex social and cultural phenomena.

And, oddly enough, as objects of aesthetic delight. Lauren chooses 

her subjects purely on the basis of their visual interest. There 

is something almost mischievous about making medical 

conditions so ethereally beautiful, like exotic flowers. Then, to 

broaden that initial response, she adds what can perhaps best 

be described as icons, like those you press on a website page, 

which, if you are attentive, will prompt some informative 

historical connections.

Look, for example, at the three Disease and Deity drawings, where 

detailed studies of gallstones are accompanied by Egyptian, 

Babylonian and Greek figures: a reminder that medical interest 

in this painful condition has a surprisingly long history. Or 

the marble-like patterning in Miner’s Lament III – in fact, the 

damaged lung tissue of an African miner – which hints at the 

horror of this anonymous individual’s life by means of a 

silhouette and a skeleton.
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While Western medicine treats disease when it arises, the emphasis 

in Eastern medicine is on maintaining the body in a balanced 

state so as to keep disease at bay. That, at least, is the common 

wisdom. Like all such dichotomies, it oversimplifies, yet there 

is some truth to it and the comparison can be enlightening.

Early last year, Lauren undertook a residency at a traditional 

Chinese medicine hall in Penang, Malaysia. For nearly one and 

a quarter century, Yin Oi Tong has sold ginger, herbs, powdered 

pearls, deer antler and a myriad of other concoctions designed 

to maintain the balance of yin and yang in the body, along with 

cosmetics to maintain a woman’s skin, hair and figure. The shop 

and warehouse have now been beautifully restored as a museum 

and hotel.

If Lauren’s Rodda Museum drawings delve into a microscopic 

inner world, which she has set out to expand, what fascinated 

her in Penang was a broad cultural milieu, which she attempts 

to distil. Both struck her as equally mysterious and wonderful 

and it is those qualities she seeks to convey. As you might expect, 

the Penang works are the more expansive and descriptive, with 

a strong sense of narrative. Appropriately, they are concerned 

not so much with bodily parts as with the body as a whole, and 

they honour life rather than death.

What the two groups have in common (aside from the medical 

theme, of course) is that they are the products of an intense 

curiosity about objects and the many-layered stories they prompt. 

Yet, despite the apparently didactic nature of the Penang works 

(the lists and diagrams and the highly schematic presentation), 

their stories are by no means clear-cut. As we search for 

meaning in works such as Miss Yin/Yang or Medicine Dolls, 

we can be forgiven a certain amount of puzzlement. What do 

these cryptic cultural references signify? They seem inscrutable, 

referring as they do to a vanished world beyond our grasp.

Miss Yin

2014 

Miss Yang

2014 
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The Careful Art of Hair

2014

However, close inspection will reveal some clues – the naming 

of medicinal plants in English, Latin and Chinese can suggest 

something about cultural interactions; the medical figures 

(or dolls) with yin/yang meridians inscribed on their bodies 

evoke another era and other ways of understanding. It is clear 

that The Careful Art of Hair, for example – which includes an 

inventory of herbal treatments, an old photograph of a beauty 

with luxuriant tresses, and some wispy strands of silk – refers 

to hair care. It helps to know, also, that the coloured stains in 

the paper were made with the specific herbal mixtures referred 

to in the drawings, which Lauren made from the original recipes: 

a case of metaphor and matter interweaving.

Thus, Lauren presents us with two enigmatic medical world views, 

one distressingly close and immediate, one comfortably distant 

and benign. Her achievement is to show us where those two 

seemingly irreconcilable realms intersect, thereby enhancing 

our understanding of both.

Peter Timms
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Ren Shen – The Divine Root

2014 
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paper was the trace of the object, forever present. As I looked 

around the shelves I saw objects shedding their disintegrating 

wrappings, I saw the Chinese herbalists bundling up their herbs 

in paper, on the streets I remembered passing baskets of roots 

drying in the creases of sun-crinkled paper. The paper held stories.

Today on my way to Yin Oi Tong I found a wonderful box of photos 

in one of my favourite antique shops. Carefully tucked away 

under the counter, Chinese opera singers, mothers, children 

and unknown families. Too precious to lose, almost forgotten. 

Holding on to them I succumbed to their gaze. ‘I’m going to 

bring them back’ I thought, ‘find stories for them’.

In the studio I placed them next 

to the wrappings and wondered 

if they had also been to Yin Oi 

Tong, whether they had walked 

the same path, stood on the 

same floor. As I thought, I 

wrote. The smell of boiling medi-

cines permeated the room. 

Roots, flowers, seeds and fruits, I wanted those captured by 

the paper too.

Lauren Black

Yin Oi Tong – Lotus

2014

13

Like a snake that continually sheds its skin, Georgetown, Penang 

reveals itself in layers. Peeling walls shed a colourful history 

and I am captivated as I pass them by. The shop-houses that 

line the streets are dark and ornately screened. I can’t quite 

see into the places that I want to, and wonder what they hold 

inside. All locked up they seem to be protecting something 

precious and unattainable. Lost in the network of tiny 

oven-baked streets, it feels like the heat is consuming me. 

This town is sucking and pulling me into its core. I sit, watch, 

and begin to imagine. Stories begin to unravel.

It was Yin Oi Tong, the oldest Chinese medical hall in south 

east Asia that initially captured 

my imagination, and brought 

me to the tiny island of Penang. 

Established in 1796 by a 

Hakka medicine seller, it sits 

prominently on a busy corner 

block in the heart of Little India.

Above the entrance the Chinese 

characters read Hall of Benevolence. Inside cases line the walls 

with tonics, tools, and objects. Baskets of herbal medicines 

overflow onto ornately tiled floors, while monkeys stare out 

from glass jars, their delicate hands clawing at the impenetrable 

surface. A history was worn into the foundations of this place.

On the doorstep, Indian fortune-tellers settle their saris. They 

read palms, look into people’s eyes, find the past, the future 

and tell them their stories. I wondered if I could do the same. 

Holding onto one of the objects from a case, I closed my eyes. 

The touch of it against my skin, its small shape, fragility and 

cracks – it was trying to give me something. Taking a sheet of 

paper I decided to wrap it up. As I carefully unwrapped the 

object, I marvelled at what had been given. Ingrained in to the 

Revealing Layers
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paper was the trace of the object, forever present. As I looked 

around the shelves I saw objects shedding their disintegrating 

wrappings, I saw the Chinese herbalists bundling up their herbs 

in paper, on the streets I remembered passing baskets of roots 

drying in the creases of sun-crinkled paper. The paper held stories.

Today on my way to Yin Oi Tong I found a wonderful box of photos 

in one of my favourite antique shops. Carefully tucked away 

under the counter, Chinese opera singers, mothers, children 

and unknown families. Too precious to lose, almost forgotten. 

Holding on to them I succumbed to their gaze. ‘I’m going to 

bring them back’ I thought, ‘find stories for them’.
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Lauren Black

Yin Oi Tong – Lotus

2014
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Paper

Used, used again, folded, crushed, pegged and torn

Weathered in the damp heat of the sun

Taking on all the dirtiness of this town

I guess you were once smooth and clean

What do you hold ?

Roots, sticks, thick, thin, twisted, drying, shrinking

Layers of brown

Gathered up at the end of each day

Unpegged, unwrapped, smoothed

Transient memories, traces

caught in your folds

L.B.

Lurong – Velvet Horn

2014
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Ghost Medicine

2014

Wrapped up, I forget what you are

I feel your shape, enjoy the sense of you

Held. Small and tight. Shall I make a wish?

Quite by accident a finger breaks your surface

Eyes open. Ghost-like markings appear

What do you have to offer?

Unpackaged, look what you leave behind

Moulded and shaped into a new form

An essence of you

L.B.

Wrapped up, I foorg

I feel your shapee, 

Held. Small andd tig

Quite by accidentt a

Eyes open. Ghostt-l

What do you havee t

Unpackaged, lookk 

Moulded and shaap

An essence of youu

L.B.
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Body of Rain

2014

The folds and creases of the bottle

take on the form of a cough

Small explosions in each corner – forceful and strong

Stained on the inside with spots of fog

How remarkable – reminding me of a human lung 

A cough in a bottle

I thought

Under their skin

In their bones

They breathe

Wetness

L.B.



2423

Rice Pebble Rouge and Rosebud Tea 

2014

Pattern drenched and glowing

Softly in faded hues

She drank rosebud tea

For complexion

Lips like a flower

Adorning china rims

She left cherry imprints

Of perfection

L.B.
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Hippocrates Cabinet

2015

p. 1  Disease and Deity  2013
triptych (detail – panel 2)
pencil on paper
112 x 77cm (per sheet)
Collection: R. A. Rodda 
Museum of Pathology, 
University of Tasmania

p. 2  Disease and Deity  2013
triptych (detail – panel 3)

p. 4  Miner’s Lament III 2016
gouache, pencil and ink 
on digital print
42 x 59cm 

p. 6  The Speech of Angels  2013
pencil and pen on 
pianola scroll
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p. 9  Miss Yin  2014
paper dyed with herbs, 
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p. 9  Miss Yang  2014
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p. 10  The Careful Art of Hair  2014
plant dye, silk thread, photo, 
antique paper and pencil 
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38.5 x 56cm

p. 12  Ren Shen – The Divine Root  
 2014

pencil, photograph and silk 
thread on paper
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p. 14  Medicine Dolls  2014
pencil, silk thread, plant dye, 
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on paper
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p. 16 Yin Oi Tong Suite – Lotus  2014
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photo, silver, linen thread 
and fabric on matt board
26 x 39cm

p. 18 Lurong – Velvet Horn  2014
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pencil and silk thread 
on paper 
76x 45.6cm (per sheet)

p. 20 Ghost Medicine  2014
watercolour, gouache, pencil 
and silk thread on paper 
96 x 30cm

p. 22  Body of Rain  2014
pencil, gouache, silk thread, 
photos and paper
38 x 57cm

p. 23  Rice Pebble Rouge and   
 Rosebud Tea  2014

watercolour, plant dye, 
pencil, photograph and silk 
thread on paper
57 x 76cm

p. 25  Hippocrates cabinet  2014
pencil on paper in antique 
medical cabinet
32.5 x 33.5 x 10.5cm (d) closed
32.5 x 70 x 10.5cm (d) opened
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