Depicting SARS-CoV-2
A Weird Icon of (and for) the Anthropocene

Michael Fuchs and Martin Butler

In an essay on how visual culture engaged with the first year of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, Julia Sonnevend (2020) identifies three prevalent types, perhaps even gen-
res, of representations and one iconic image. The first type centers on abstract im-
ages of the pandemic, such as charts indicating the number of infections, animated
maps showing the spread of the virus, and illustrations trying to convince onlookers
that ‘flattening the curve’ was the only way not to overtax the healthcare system. The
second type includes depictions of heroes and villains of the pandemic. Among the
heroes were publicly visible virologists and epidemiologists such as Anthony Fauci in
the United States and Christian Drosten in Germany (see Butler et al. 2021; Joubert et
al. 2023). In addition, heroic representations include photos and other types of im-
ages of the ‘frontline heroes’ of the pandemic—doctors, nurses, and other kinds of
healthcare workers. However, where there are heroes, there are also villains, such as
right-wing populists in the vein of Donald Trump, who figured themselves in heroic
portrayals. (Of course, Trump and his ilk were also heroes for particular parts of their
countries’ populations, just as Fauci and others were conceived as villains [see Butler
“stage’ of the crisis” (2020,
452), which are the spaces and places associated with the pandemic, such as vacated

et al. 2021].) Sonnevend calls the third major genre the

urban centers, tents set up to confront the high number of infected people, the im-
ages of New York City’s mass grave on Hart Island that went around the globe, and so
on. In the second year of the pandemic, photos of people receiving their vaccination
shots and of rapid test results also proliferated in visual culture.

Although Sonnevend mentions one particular visual icon of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, she does not explore it in further detail: the 3D rendering of SARS-CoV-2
created by two medical illustrators working for the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), Alissa Eckert and Dan Higgins. The illustration was published on
January 31, 2020, eleven days after the first case of COVID-19 was confirmed in the
United States (a man who had returned from Wuhan on January 15; CDC 2020) and
about six weeks before the World Health Organization would declare COVID-19 a
pandemic. Lukas Engelmann has described the illustration as “the most-used and
most-familiar representation of the developing pandemic over its first year” (2023,
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249), when the viral image (awful pun intended) encapsulated Priscilla Wald’s no-
tion that “[d]isease emergence dramatizes the dilemma that inspires the most basic
of human narratives: the necessity and danger of human contact” (2008, 2). As mil-
lions of people were sitting in their homes, yearning for unmediated human contact
with people other than the ones they shared their households with, the illustration
pinpointed the source of COVID-19, offering an easily identifiable starting point for
the global spread of a viral disease that would be (en)countered by epidemiologi-
cal work—quite like the formulaic outbreak narrative that Wald outlines in her book
Contagious (2008).

In this chapter, we focus on the CDC illustration because we consider it a partic-
ularly powerful image in terms of meaning-making potential. In so doing, we follow
the idea that while “[i]nfection may be experienced in the fever and fret, [..] it is not
intelligible as such without [...] mediation” (Ghosh 2023, 2). To be precise, our argu-
ment connects the illustration to Anthropocene anxieties, for “SARS-CoV-2 is em-
blematic of our increasingly fraught relationship with the natural world” (Yang 2021,
391).' Whereas empirical research suggests that the CDC illustration generates less
fear and disgust than the less widely distributed scanning and transmission electron
microscope images captured and circulated by the National Institute of Allergy and
Infectious Diseases (NIAID) (Li et al. 2022; Illustration I1.1), we suggest that the CDC
illustration acknowledges the “WEIRD world” (Lorimer 2020, 5) that is the Anthro-
pocenic reality.” This age is characterized by the proliferation of pandemics (Morens
and Fauci 2020) and an understanding of the human as “an unraveling holobiont-a
multispecies chimera that is kept alive, sane, and rational by its microbes” (Lorimer
2020, 4), “a complex admixture of bacterial, fungal, parasitical and viral components
on a cellular level in which the strictly human cell (or rather the human as previously
understood) is greatly outnumbered” (Shildrick 2022, 77).

Such a conceptualization of the human body (articulated in and through the
CDC image) disagrees with the modern idea of the human as a body hermetically
sealed off from its environment—a “pastoral bioscope threatened by external or in-
ternal invaders (viruses or tumors)” (van Dijck 2005, 12)—and of “health as the ab-
sence of microbes” (Lorimer 2020, 4). To be sure, this seemingly posthuman un-
derstanding of the human as no singular entity but rather interconnected with the
world is not a radically new insight (arguably at least dating back to Chevalier de

1 We acknowledge the critical debates surrounding the term ‘Anthropocene, voiced through
various “alter-cene[s]” (Yusoff 2018, 61). As Potawatomi scholar Kyle Whyte rightly stresses,
not “all humans are implicated in and affected by colonialism, capitalism and industrializa-
tion in the same ways” (2017, 157), nor are culpabilities, responsibilities, and vulnerabilities
equally shared. Nevertheless, we use ‘Anthropocene’ because COVID-19 speaks to these very
inequalities—as we demonstrate later in this chapter.

2 Granted, this argument also holds true for the arguably much weirder SEM and TEM repre-
sentations of SARS-CoV-2, but they function differently.
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Lamarck [1816], in whose natural history the environment was essentially part of any
organism). However, it seems as if the naturalcultural (Haraway 2016) characteris-
tics of Anthropocene realities increase our (early twenty-first-century, urban, mid-
dle-class, white Europeans) sensitivities to “join the dots and see that everything is
interconnected” (Morton 2010a, 1).3

ustration 11.1: Colorized scanning electron micrograph of SARS-CoV-2
infection (SARS-CoV-2 virus particles in yellow)

Image by the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases. Released
through the NIAID's flickr account under a CC BY 2.0 license, https://flic.kr/p/
2iRnmqq.

3 This contemporary emphasis on the significance of (inter)connectedness not only has roots
in conceptualizations of Gaia (Lovelock and Margulis 1974) but also colonizes and overwrites
indigenous understandings of human—nature entanglements, for this “Euro-Western aca-
demic narrative [... is] spinning itself on the backs of non-European thinkers” (Todd 2016, 7).
We nevertheless—somewhat problematically—reference white scholars from the Western
tradition here because we focus on the CDC illustration’s spread and meanings in the Global
North.
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The cultural significance of the CDC illustration as an icon of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and the Anthropocene, we thus suggest, lies in its potential to draw our atten-
tion to the fact that “[a] ‘normal’ moment for us [...] is one that allows us to forget or
ignore the life-supporting work that microbes do even when we are not in a position
[...] to deny their presence” (Chakrabarty 2021, 332). This potential appears to be par-
ticularly high in versions of the CDC illustration in which the virus, usually invisible
to the human eye, is super-sized and depicted against a black background. Accord-
ingly, after introducing the biomedical realities that the image tries to capture and
briefly outlining how the depiction of SARS-Cov-2 went viral, we will focus on the
aesthetics of these super-sized representations of the virus, which, by tapping into
science-fictional tropes, capture the strangeness of the pandemic experience; they
evoke cosmic dread in view of the “weirdly weird [...] strange loop” through which the
“Anthropocene binds together human history and geological time” (Morton 2016, 8).
By combining anxieties typical of the current historical moment with the notion that
COVID-19 does not simply acknowledge that “human nature is an interspecies rela-
tionship” (Tsing 2012, 144) but rather captures the “accelerated unusual encounters
between humans and nonhumans from ecosystems that were formerly partly iso-
lated” (Aronsson and Holm 2022, 25) characteristic of the Anthropocene, the CDC il-
lustration, therefore, is not only an icon of the COVID-19 pandemic but also an icon
of the Age of Man.

Medical Images and the SARS-CoV-2 lllustration

Medical images help record and disseminate knowledge about medicine, ranging
from anatomy to the depiction of viruses. Scholars have traced medical images to
cave paintings that try to give insight into women’s wombs (e.g., Tsafrir and Ohry
2001), and, more directly, to anatomical illustrations of the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries—by Leonardo Da Vinci and Andreas Vesalius, in particular (e.g., Zwijnen-
berg 2009; Naicker 2023), as “looking into the body’s interior has constituted the
empirical imperative of medical science” (van Dijck 2005, 4). Although early micro-
scopes were developed in Ancient Greece, the use of microscopes to analyze organic
tissue did not become widespread until the seventeenth century. Robert Hooke’s Mi-
crographia (1665), for example, showed the structures of leaves, the sting of a bee,
and the setae on the legs of spiders in then-never-before-seen detail; however, his
contemporary Antonie Philips van Leeuwenhoek “was the first to document the ex-
istence of bacteria, red blood cells, yeast, and sperm cells” (Chimileski and Kolter
2017, 11). In the eighteenth century, “[t]he development of classification and taxo-
nomic systems for categorizing the visible world according to allegedly natural hi-
erarchies of plants, animals, and humans became the basis for the study of pathol-
ogy and difference in the bodies of organisms” (Serlin 2010, xx). No matter how vi-
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sually pleasing and embedded in aesthetic traditions these paintings and illustra-
tions were, they were generally considered authentic and objective representations
of the natural world (Hiippauf and Weingart 2008, 7). The development of photogra-
phy some two hundred years later revolutionized medical images. Robert Koch sug-
gested that photographing microorganisms was key to studying them ([1881] 1912,
122) and explained,

The photographicimage of a microscopic object may be more important than the
object itself. For if | hand someone a microscopic specimen with the intention of
examining very specific parts of it, such as lymphatic vessels containing bacteria,
| cannot be sure that the correct location will be found and, if this is the case,
that the correct setting, lighting, etc. will be chosen. Photography, by contrast,
reproduces the microscopic image once and for all, without even the slightest
illusion being possible, in the exact setting, magnification, and lighting in which
it was when the photograph was taken. (Koch [1881] 1912, 123)*

Fast-forward another fifty-plus years and the first virus was visualized through elec-
tron microscopy (von Borries et al. 1938). Viruses cannot be captured through stan-
dard microscopes because “they are smaller than the wavelength of light” (Bock von
Wiilfingen 2023, 261); so, electron microscopy “opened up the realm of colloidal di-
mensions to the human eye” (von Borries et al. 1938, 925). The then-new technology
became key to the conceptualization and study of viruses in the years that followed,
as “[o]nly the electron microscope could provide convincing evidence that viruses
were distinct entities [...]. Without a visual criterion for viral identity and integrity,
investigation of viruses by other means would have been plagued with far greater
uncertainties” (Rasmussen 1997, 219). As Bernd Hiippauf and Peter Weingart have
noted, “Whereas illustrating pictures and graphics are concerned with ‘the commu-

»

nication of information and results that are already understood,” electron micro-
scopes “make visible what would remain unknown without them” (2008, 14).

Alissa Eckert echoed these ideas in an interview with Elemental, stressing that
the CDC illustration of SARS-CoV-2 (Illustration II.2) “was originally designed with
the public in mind [...]. However, it also serves to help researchers differentiate and
visualize their information. Creating visual representations of diseases provides a
way to take something complex and abstract and make it tangible through visual-
ization” (Britt 2020). In addition to the illustration, the Elemental article included an

explanation of the 3D rendering:

The gray surface is a spherical envelope that surrounds the nucleus of the virus,
containing genetic material.

4 All translations of sources in languages other than English are by the authors of this chapter.
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Orange bits are ‘membrane proteins, or M proteins, the most abundant structural
protein in the virus and one that gives it form [..]. These and other proteins vary
from one type of virus to another, and can be used to help understand or identify
one virus from another.

Yellow bits are envelope proteins (E proteins), the smallest of the structural pro-
teins. They play an important role either in regulating virus replication—such as
virus entry—assembly and release, according to other research.

Red spikes: These clumps of proteins (called S proteins) are what the virus uses
to gain entry into and attach to the cell [..]. They also create the effect of a halo,
or corona, around the virus. (Britt 2020)

By giving the virus visual form, by “bringing the unseeable into view,” as a New York
Times article put it (Giaimo 2020), the illustration contributed to explaining the
virus and its effects, and, in so doing, helped make the terrifying world around us
seem more comprehensible and the threat containable. Indeed, as Bettina Bock von
Wiilfingen has noted, singling out an individual virion creates the impression that
the viral attack “was manageable,” which is supported by the static image (rather
than an animation), which “instead of lively movement” (as well as the attendant
notions of evasiveness and escape) promotes the notion of “controllability” (2023,
273).

Iustration 11.2: The 3D rendering of SARS-CoV-2 designed by Alissa Eckert and Dan Hig-
gins for the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

CDC Public Health Image Library ID No. 23312. Image is in the public domain.
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Bock von Wiilfinger'’s reflections echo Bruno Latour’s emphasis on the fact that
“[iln science, there is no such a thing as ‘mere representation” (2002, 22): the depic-
tion of SARS-CoV-2 does not simply mimetically reproduce reality but is a meaning-
ful production of that which is not graspable as a reality—an aspect that is arguably
even more apparent in the 3D rendering (which does not reproduce the look of the
virus but rather illustrates it) than in electron microscope images (but even there,
questions such as coloration come into play). By making visible what was consid-
ered an existential but invisible threat, the SARS-CoV-2 representation was political
in the most general sense: it gave shape to something shapeless and, as a central
reference point for public debate, provided the basis for rendering the pandemic as
crisis in the first place. After all, “contemporary public health crises would be liter-
ally unimaginable without [...] visual representations. Indeed, one could argue that
such crises are unknowable without visual representations” (Serlin 2010, xiii).

However, in these political (or politicized) contexts, the focus on the virus (the
singlevirion, on top) tended to ignore “the social, environmental, and cultural condi-
tions of transmission” as well as “the political costs of containing the developing cri-
sis” and failed to “provide particularly insightful information on the pathogen itself”
(Engelmann 2023, 236). Some of these shortcomings were critiqued in various types
of appropriations, which only amplified the CDC illustration’s signifying power.

The CDC lllustration as Cultural Icon

Originally, the word ‘icor’ denoted religious paintings and sculptures, typically rep-
resenting Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mary, saints, angels, and/or events from sacred
Christian history. While traditional religious views have been largely replaced by
secular belief systems in the West, these secular cultures nevertheless embellish
(pseudo-)religious symbols and practices of worship. As a result, the notion of icons
as objects that suggest the (pseudo-)presence of a divine figure has seeped into the
(pop-)cultural realm. For example, Paul Ricceur has argued that, like religious icons,
cultural icons may convey a more-than-ordinary reality (1976, 40—42). Icons must
be “recognizable to a large number of members of a specific group” (Sgrensen 2006,
239), which endows them with potent symbolic force and allows them to function
“as carriers of collective emotions and meanings” (Binder 2011, 101). However, a
cultural icon does not simply reflect hegemonic power structures and perpetuate
dominant ideologies; rather, it is a “symbolic framework charged with meanings
distinct enough to inspire multiple group-inscriptions but also open enough to
resist ideational closure” (Leypoldt 2010, 10). In the digital age, cultural icons not
only spread in numerous media and on different platforms (as Henry Jenkins, Sam
Ford, and Joshua Green have put it: “If it doesn’t spread, it's dead” [2013, 1]), but their
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existence may be ephemeral (of an ‘event’-like character), while their meanings and
affective potentials are bound to change in the blink of an eye.

To claim that the 3D rendering of SARS-CoV-2 quickly reached iconic status may
be an understatement, for “[i]t was the icon of the pandemic before most people on
the globe even learned about it” (Bock von Wiilfingen 2023, 277). Indeed, whereas an
event of global proportions such as the COVID-19 pandemic should typically have
various candidates vying for the role as iconic representation (and/or there are mul-
tiple visual icons representing an event of this scale), at least in the Global North,
the CDC illustration was “without any competitive alternatives” (Bock von Wiilfin-
gen 2023, 277). To be sure, institutions such as the CDC, the NIAID, and the Robert
Koch Institute released electron microscope images of SARS-CoV-2 within days af-
ter the CDC illustration had been published (Illustration II.3). These images could be
said to purport to be more ‘authentic’ than the 3D renderings, as they (seem to) depict
‘the real thing. However, since the CDC illustration had already been in circulation
for some days and featured in thousands of reports and articles, the other images
only confirmed its iconic status by referring to the illustration rather than ‘the real
thing'-a kind of Baudrillardean short-circuit where “models of a real” are produced
“without origin or reality” (1981, 10), as the representation of the virus preceded its
reproduction.

INustration 11.3: Electron microscope images of SARS-CoV-2

From left to right: Image by Hannah A. Bullock and Azaibi Tamin for the CDC. CDC Public
Health Image Library ID No. 23354. Image is in public domain. Image by NIAID'’s Rocky Moun-
tain Laboratories in Hamilton, Montana. Released on NIAID’s flickr account under a CC BY
2.0 license, https://flic.kr/p/2isPPfE. Image by Tobias Hoffmann for Robert Koch Institute. Re-
leased through the RKI website for free use, https://www.rki.de/DE/Content/Infekt/NRZ/EM/
Aufnahmen/EM_Tab_covid.html.

The CDC illustration instantly became part of the popular visual repertoire and,
essentially, visually branded the pandemic. The illustration did, in fact, not so much
“stand for the ultra-morphology of the protein structure on the surface of the virus”
but rather became “representative of the pandemic at large” (Engelmann 2023, 251).
Lukas Engelmann concludes that “[a]s an icon of the pandemic, the image becomes
suggestive of a specific perspective on what the pandemic is, how it is caused, and
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how it is supposed to be perceived. In other words, if we consider the pandemic as
a crisis, the image offers a highly specified view on how to make sense of it” (2023,
251). However, one must remember that “[w]e never see paintings on their own,” as
our understanding of visual culture “is all surrounded, all prepared by a halo of com-
mentary” (Butor [1980] 2019, 1).

Gérard Genette would have referred to this ‘halo of commentary’ as ‘para-

G

texts'—“accompaniments” that “surround” the text (1987, 1)—or, in our particular
case, the image. Jonathan Gray has stressed that paratexts do not merely accom-
pany media texts but rather create them by “condition[ing] our entrance to texts,
telling us what to expect” (2010, 25). The interviews that the illustrators gave in
various media are some of these paratexts, as they contextualize the illustration,
explaining the scientific bases as well as aesthetic decisions that played into the cre-
ation of this particular “beauty shot,” as Eckert put it (Giaimo 2020), which aimed
at evoking “a feeling of alarm,” as Dan Higgins remarked in another interview
(Fairs 2020). These pieces of commentary influence onlookers’ understanding of the
illustration.

HNustration 11.4: HIV model created by Visual Science

Frame grab from demo video, https://vimeo.com/187792262.

Yet connections to other texts—in a wider sense both verbal and visual-do not
only unfold (more or less) synchronously: in what may well be described as an in-
tertextual (or intervisual in the sense of a “fluid interchange of the image” [Mirzoeft
2001, 126]) reference, the SARS-CoV-2 illustration uncannily recalls a 3D model of
HIV created by Visual Science that made it onto the cover of a special issue of Na-
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ture Medicine back in October 2010 (Ilustration II.4). The isolated virion hovering in
space, the gray membrane endowing the virus with an uncanny quality, the weird
shape of the virion, as the spikes are seemingly ready to attack the human body-they
all echo in the SARS-CoV-2 representation. That is, part of the illustration’s iconic
power resides in how it drew on—how it serially repeated—elements of earlier depic-
tions of viruses, thus embedding it in a longer aesthetic tradition of representing
microorganisms.

Moving from the past to the (then-)future of the CDC illustration, it seems note-
worthy that the 2002-2004 SARS outbreak transformed into “cultural fodder to be
recontextualized by impertinent twentysomethings for t-shirts and screen savers,”
producing “SARS images [...] with [...] ironic aplomb” (Serlin 2010, xviii). Similarly,
the CDC illustration was adapted and appropriated in various ways and contexts: it
represented the struggle between science and science skepticism (if not outright de-
nialism); it symbolized the seemingly never-ending struggle of healthcare workers;
the virus had a fun time skiing in Austria (picking up on the notion of the ski resort
Ischgl as a “superspreading transmission hub” in the early stages of the pandemic
[Popa et al. 2020; see Mayer et al. 2021 for an exploration of the discourse surround-
ing Ischgl)); it emblematized distance learning around the globe; and much more.
As much as these representations (re-)contextualize and appropriate the iconic rep-
resentation, they stand in a dialogic relationship to the CDC illustration; they re-
fer back to it and thus cement its iconic status and cultural relevance. Through their
playful interactions with the original illustration, however, later depictions of SARS-
CoV-2 often removed the uncanny, weird qualities from the original illustration.

The Aesthetics of Weirdness and Cosmic Dread

In a contribution to the Medical Humanities blog, Kristin Marie Bivens and Marie
Moeller (2020) stress that the “scientifically-oriented representation” of SARS-CoV-2
“misses the opportunity to humanize and contextualize the novel coronavirus.” They
appreciate the illustration’s “visually pleasing” form, but condemn that it “avoids
conveying the exigency of the current pandemic, the urgency of enacting certain be-
haviors during this global health crisis, and the human toll it is exacting across the
globe.” Bivens and Moeller seem to misunderstand the functions and purposes of
the SARS-CoV-2 illustration and would rather have COVID-19 images focus on the
effects of the disease. They argue that the virus and its impacts on human bodies
and wider consequences on health care systems and other infrastructure needs to

» o«

be rendered “gross,” “graphic,” and “grotesque,” seemingly suggesting that science
(or disease) communication should emphasize affect. In a two-part post on the blog
Inhabiting the Anthropocene, which was operated by scholars at the University of Okla-

homa, art historian Robert Bailey (2020) expresses a rather different opinion, as, for
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him, the image is, in fact, too horrific. To use the title of the post, “the coronavirus
looks like neoliberalism,” since the visualization attacks individuals rather than gov-
ernments or collective entities: “the ‘spiky blob,” Bailey argues, “tells us to be afraid
for our lives and to act accordingly. But afraid of what? Not of God but of every-
thing. [... A] part of us deep within automatically registers and accepts its prompt
in the name of basic survival instinct.” Since the red spikes on the front are in focus
and the remaining spikes become increasingly blurry, the 3D rendering creates the
impression that the virus is directed toward the viewer, ready to pounce on them,
Bailey notes.

Even though Bivens and Moeller, on the one hand, and Bailey, on the other, ap-
proach the illustration from different points of view and draw very different con-
clusions, both responses to the illustration express a desire for a more human (or
humane) dimension-Bivens and Moeller miss a call to action, whereas in Bailey’s
reading of the image, the human may be implied as a potential ‘target’ of the virus,
but the image lacks a human reference point. In particular when looking at the ver-
sion of the illustration featuring the virion against a dark background, with orange
dots, possibly hinting at more virions lurking in the darkness, the cosmic dimen-
sion evoked by the virus becomes apparent—SARS-CoV-2 is hovering in dark space
(Illustration I1.5). There is a science-fictional quality to the illustration, which exem-
plifies a tradition in which “the small levels of life on earth [...] evoke a sense of the
unfamiliar more commonly attributed to the uncertainty of outer space” (Hamann-
Rose 2022, 45). At the same time, this alien creature is precisely not, to draw on lan
Bogost, “hidden in the darkness of the outer cosmos”; instead, the virus is a “true
alien” that “surrounds us completely”—it is potentially “everywhere, in everything”
(2012, 34).

Paul Hamann-Rose considers the aesthetic strategy of ‘upscaling microorgan-
isms key to generating the ‘molecular sublime.” Edmund Burke provided the classic
definition of the sublime in his treatise A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our
Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757), arguing that the sublime “excite[s] the ideas of
pain and danger” (1990, 36). The sublime experience produces astonishment, which
“is that state of the soul, in which all its motions are suspended, with some degree of
horror,” combining feelings of wonder with terror (Burke [1757] 1990, 53). “The kin-
dred emotions which attend fear and wonder” produce a desire to be overwhelmed
by the beauty of nature while simultaneously fearing to be annihilated by it (Burke
[1757]1 1990, 54). One could certainly apply these ideas to the CDC illustration, as the
miniscule virion is rendered beautiful while simultaneously evoking horror due to
the pain it causes: “Only embodied in an image does the virus gain power and pro-
duce terror, keep us in awe” (Belgrano 2021, 203).
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Ilustration 11.5: The 3D rendering of SARS-CoV-2 designed by Alissa Eckert and Dan Hig-
gins for the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention against a black, outer space-like back-
ground

CDC Public Health Image Library ID No. 23311. Image is in the public domain.

But this awe characteristically and traditionally ascribed to the sublime can also
serve to “underminle...] the quotidian” (Miéville 2009, 510), aligning the illustration
with “the vague, elusive, fragmentary impressions of wonder, beauty, and adventur-
ous expectancy” that H. P. Lovecraft attributed to the weird ([1937] 2004, 175). Indeed,
one may argue along Lovecraft’s lines that the representation of the microscopic-
turned-visible virion frozen in time seems to entail “the illusion of some strange sus-
pension or violation of the galling limitations of time, space, and natural law which
for ever imprison us and frustrate our curiosity about the infinite cosmic spaces be-
yond the radius of our sight and analysis” ([1937] 2004, 176).

Mark Fisher continued Lovecraft’s line of thinking, noting that the weird centers
on “a preoccupation with the strange” and is fascinated with “that which lies beyond
standard perception, cognition and experience. This fascination usually involves a
certain apprehension, perhaps even dread” (2016, 8). One weird aspect of viruses,
which exposes the “unhuman dimensions” of “unhuman life” (Thacker 2009, 40), is
how they transcend accepted divisions between life and death: the only traditional
life process that a virus undergoes is reproduction-which means producing copies
of itself inside a host. Despite the emergence of variegated and differentiated defi-
nitions and descriptions of ‘life, viral existence is incommensurate to all (or at least
most) of them; viruses raise questions about the ontology of life. Indeed, occupying
a netherworld between life and death, invisible to the human eye, but made visi-
ble by harnessing the power of human-made technology in an attempt “to produce
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meaning, to make the world signify, to render it visible” (Baudrillard 1987, 56), SARS-
CoV-2, ready to pounce on its human prey, evokes not just fear but dread. This dread
results from how the weird “is that which does not belong. The weird brings to the fa-
miliar something which ordinarily lies beyond it” (Fisher 2016, 10). As the illustration
anticipates how the virion attacks the individual human body, this attack transforms
into an all-out attack on the traditional idea of the human body as separate from its
environment. “The weird,” as Fisher puts it, “is a signal that the concepts and frame-
works which we have previously employed are now obsolete” (2016, 13).

Yet the visual presence of the microscopic-turned-visible virion does more
than merely unsettle the idea of the human body as a walled-off, fortified entity:
produced by modern imagining technologies and recent bio-medical insights, the
illustration cannot but acknowledge how one of the “great divides” (Latour 1991)
of modernity—that between nature and culture—is a fiction. This gesture ties in
with discourses surrounding the Anthropocene, which, Rebecca Evans has noted,
is underpinned by an idea of “our own world as something other than what we had
thought it was. It depicts the strangeness of the stories that modernity has told
(about) itself, estranging us from where we thought we lived by announcing our
actual location in an unfamiliar world” (2018, 485). Eugene Thacker has likewise ob-
served that “[tThe world is increasingly unthinkable—a world of planetary disasters,
emerging pandemics, tectonic shifts, strange weather, oil-drenched seascapes,
and the furtive, always-looming threat of extinction.” “[T]o confront this idea,” he
continues, “is to confront an absolute limit to our ability to adequately understand
the world at all.” Part of the problem of understanding the contemporary reality “lies
in comprehending the world in which we live as both a human and a non-human
world” (2011, 1-2).

Indeed, the combination of the virus being incredibly small but surrounded by
dark space acknowledges that “there are a bewildering variety of scales, temporal
and spatial, and that the human ones are only a very narrow region of a much larger
and necessarily inconsistent and varied scalar possibility space, and that the human
scale is not the top scale” (Morton 2017, loc. 3082). The illustration is not so much
embedded in the tradition of conceiving the human “body under siege by foreign
armies” (van Dijck 2005, 12); rather, it highlights “the ghostly presence of [...] nonhu-
mans, including the ‘nonhumar’ aspects of ourselves” (Morton 2017, loc. 953). At the
same time, the vast temporal and spatial scales of outer space evoked by the dark-
ness integrate humankind in larger, supra-planetary contexts, exposing how little
we know-about the virus, about the world, about the universe, about ourselves. To
see the virus means to gain access to a kind of weird knowledge, usually inacces-
sible to human eyes, but made visible by modern technology. This access to new
knowledge, to weird knowledge, reveals fissures in the foundations of our estab-
lished (and, perhaps, outdated) knowledge systems: the more we seem to know of
the world, the more we not only come to understand how little we know but also how
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much danger is ‘out there, testifying to how the weird “suggest[s] reality to be richer,
larger, stranger, more complex, more surprising—and, indeed, ‘weirder'-than com-
mon sense would suppose” (Freedman 2013, 14). As the horizon of potential knowl-
edge is expanded, the knowledge-based foundations of humanism are shaken, and
human pretenses of grandeur become unsettled.

In this context, pandemics, to draw on Stuart Sim, “are very conducive to an ex-
istentialist interpretation, particularly its emphasis on the essential absurdity of hu-
man existence and the lack of any overall meaning or destiny to it” (2023, 70). This
argument evokes Slavoj Zizek’s point that “viral epidemics remind us of the ulti-
mate contingency and meaninglessness of our lives” (2020, 52). Yet whereas Zi%ek
cautions against “treat[ing] the ongoing epidemic as something that has a deeper
meaning: the cruel but just punishment of humanity for the ruthless exploitation
of other forms of life on earth,” as such an understanding of COVID-19 would mag-
nify humanity’s role and ignore the fact that “we are just a species with no special
importance” (2020, 14), the COVID-19 pandemic confronted us with the paradoxes
of the Anthropocene condition: humanity is a biological and geological agent whose
“activities have become so pervasive and profound that they rival the great forces of
Nature and are pushing the Earth into planetary terra incognita” (Steffen et al. 2007,
614). And just as different and differentiated culpabilities, responsibilities, and vul-
nerabilities define the Anthropocene, so did (at least) different vulnerabilities be-
come visible during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Anthropocene Realities

The CDC illustration might help contain the virus through a set of representational
strategies. At the same time, it at least implicitly draws attention to the fact that, in
the end, the virus remains uncontainable. In a way, then, the illustration epitomizes
both an attempt at controlling the virus and the fear, or feeling, of its uncontrol-
lability, which, in turn, characterizes the Anthropocene’s growing sense of “out-of-
control-ness,” to draw on Nigel Clark’s words (1997, 79). To be sure, this strong con-
nection between the coronavirus and the Anthropocene was not only implied by the
CDC illustration and its interpretations and appropriations; it also found expres-
sion in a range of other forms and formats of representing the pandemic, e.g., in
an exhibition called Bestiary of the Anthropocene on display in Eindhoven in the sum-
mer and early fall of 2020 (before touring other cities such as Geneva and Louvain).
In the book that provides the basis for the exhibition, an illustration of SARS-Cov-2
features in a section titled “Kingdom of Miscellaneous,” alongside entries such as
radioactive mushrooms, artificial snow, and cloud seeding. The description of the
coronavirus explains that “the COVID-19 pandemic [...] is a disaster that has human
origins—a ‘product’ of the Anthropocene-due to our actions that contribute to weak-
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ening natural ecosystems, thus promoting the spread of pathogens” (Nova and dis-
novation.org 2020, 141). This statement echoes David Quammern’s eerily prescient
2012 book Spillover, in which he argues that the increasing frequency of disease out-
breaks results from “the convergence of two forms of crisis on our planet. The first
crisis is ecological, the second is medical. [...] One: Mankind’s activities are causing
the disintegration [...] of natural ecosystems at a cataclysmic rate. [...] Within such
ecosystems live millions of kinds of creatures, most of them unknown to science, un-
classified into a species, or else barely identified and poorly understood. Two: Those
millions of unknown creatures include viruses, bacteria, fungi, protists, and other
organisms, many of which are parasitic” (39—41).

However, establishing a clear, direct causal connection between specific param-
eters of anthropogenic ecological overreach and the COVID-19 pandemic is perhaps
a little too easy, as Eva Horn cautions by asking, “Are shrinking wildlife habitats,
species migration and dangerously close human-animal contact directly or indi-
rectly responsible for the Covid-19 pandemic?” (2021, 123). As her question implies,
they likely all played their fair share in bringing about the spillover, while global-
ization facilitated and accelerated the virus’s spread around the world. So, the pan-
demic itself was more of an “emergent effect” (Morton 2010b, 7) resulting from “in-
numerable uncertainly related phenomena” (Clark 2016, 8) rather than a direct con-
sequence of a specific development. Whatever the case, the tendency to brazenly
combine quotations describing the Anthropocene and the COVID-19 pandemic res-
onates deeply with the conviction that the pandemic may have been “the Anthro-
pocene in fast-forward—a model and an example” (Horn 2021, 132).

Consciously or not, then, the CDC rendering is embedded in these discourses
that connect the pandemic to the Anthropocene. By evoking a cosmic perspective
and focusing on a weird form of (non-)being that unsettles the binary of life and
death, it reveals that, to allude to the title of a 2016 book by Ed Yong (and, of course,
Walt Whitman), we contain multitudes. As an icon of both the COVID-19 pandemic
and the Anthropocene, the CDC illustration brings all of these extravagating ideas
together, expressing a dawning understanding of “a new phase of history in which
nonhumans are no longer excluded or merely decorative features of [...] social,
psychic, and philosophical space,” to draw on Timothy Morton’s definition of the
Anthropocene (2013, 12). Indeed, the COVID-19 pandemic has forever entangled
emerging diseases with the Anthropocene condition.
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