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      Welcome to my brand new 

magazine!  Iôm so excited to bring 
you such a scrumptious smorgas-
bord of articles and pictures and po-
ems and stories, all about my very 
favorite subject -- me!!!  Just kid-
ding.  But, they are all about rats.  
Iôve always heard one should write 
about what one knows.  And (since I 
am one!) thereôs nothing I know 

more about than rats.  Of course, I also know not everyone is 
as crazy about rats as I am.  Thatôs why my adoptive mom 
(who is crazy about rats, and whoôs therefore helping me out 
with this whole magazine creation thing) has provided plenty of 
explanation as to not only how she and Dad came to love my 
species, but why others of their species should re-think how 
they (you?) see us, too. 
     For those who already know how wonderful we are, though, 
you can start at the beginning and just gnaw your way right 
through the issue.  Itôs filled with a well-balanced serving of ma-
terial to savor (seasoned with a few pinches of humor and just 
enough sweetness for an insides-warming dessert) , all pre-
sented with a love for art and literature in mind.  On the art end, 
there are several full-page photographs (which you can tear 
out and frame if you want), plus a profile of a fantastic artist 
whoôs created paintings and pastels of rats so lifelike I almost 
said hello to one as I scampered past!  And, you can meet my 
familyôs veterinarians by way of a piece I wrote featuring a spe-
cial bit of artwork Mom and I created just for them.  Plus, 
thereôs a review about an independent -minded animal-lover of 
long ago, who drew pictures of all her furry friends, and wrote 
wonderful little stories to help them become other folksô friends 
as well.  And, speaking of stories, this issue includes the first 
chapter of a fiction book in progress, told from the perspective 
of another independent-minded female -- a rat named Molly.  
But, youôll read more about her soon...along with a rat mom 
named Orvietta, a rat clothing designer named Marna, and a 
dashing Valentine named Edison. 
     For now, though, I just want to say again how happy I am to 
share this wonderful new adventure with you -- and that I hope, 
once youôve had a chance to read this issue,  youôll share your 
thoughts about it with me.  Iôve learned a lot from writing re-
views for my web page and offering ñmadviceò to readers of my 
momôs newsletter, Mil Mania.  But, I know I can benefit from 
taking madvice, too, and look forward to your help in learning 
how to make every issue of this magazine better than the last.  
So, go ahead and start reading -- and then start writing.  Just 
e-mail keela@artistinsane.com or use the regular address on 
p.3. 
     While youôre busy, though, I think Iôll just creep out to the 
kitchen and see if I can find a little snack.  Working on this 
magazine is hard work -- and this rodent is hungry.   
     See you next issue! 

   Photo, top left:  Keela 
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 It all Started With A 
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                                                                                      her taleôs been 
told countless times to family and 
friends, and printed in various other 
newsletters and magazines, thereôs 
no way The Rodent Reader Quar-
terly could be launched without its 
premiere feature article retelling the 
discovery of our first rat, Molly.  
For, without Molly, there would be 
no magazine, no stories of huge 
spirits in tiny bodies with which to 
fill it, and no fellow rodent loving 
acquaintances with whom to share 
our ratistic insanity.   
     More than that, however, were it 
not for a series of coincidences re-
inforcing the adage truth really is 
stranger than fiction, there would 
have been no Molly -- neither to 
come into our lives, nor very likely, 
to have continued with her own 
from that day forward.  Where 
those events began for Molly we 
may never know.  For us, however, 
they started with a snowy March 
morning that turned into a brisk and 
blustery preface to spring.  Not a 
day for spending too much time 
outdoors, weôd decided to use it for 
running a myriad of errands, one of 
which was the far from auspicious 
task of mailing a letter -- or bill -- or 
some such communication that I 

may not remember anymore, but 
which served as the catalyst for a 
most memorable occasion.  It also 
serves, in retrospect, to reinforce 
the point made in my ñnote from the 
managing editorò (in the right col-
umn of p.4) regarding certain tangi-
ble documents being more effective 
than cyber ones.  Had I merely uti-
lized e-mail or online bill-pay (as I 
often do) to save that one precious 
minute, we would have missed a 
timeless blessing.  For, shivering 
on the small patch of earth beside 
the mailbox, was our Molly.   
     At the time, of course, we had 
no idea this was the case.  All we 
knew was that before us stood an  
animal in need -- one of a suppos-
edly fright-inspiring variety, but 
who, even from this close proximi-
ty, ap-

peared anything but threatening.  In 
fact, if we had any fear at all, it was 
that she might run away if we tried 
to pick her up.  As it turned out, by 
contrast, when my husband finally 
knelt down and held out a hand, 
the grateful little creature instantly 
hopped aboard!   
     Having already begun crushing 
rat stereotypes with this completely 
civilized act, it shouldnôt have sur-
prised us to find, upon placing her 
in a small bucket as a makeshift 
travel carrier, that she very much 
preferred riding quietly on my lap.  
Neither should it have surprised us 
that she was hungry, as she tried to 
express by gently nibbling on my 
sleeve.  Still in the post office park-
ing lot, we immediately called our 
vet for a bit of guidance. He told us 
with great confidence that rats 
make excellent pets -- and that 

they eat a wide variety of foods.  
We therefore stopped at a conven-
ience store en route to our next er-
rand and bought our new friend 
(already dubbed Molly) a small bag 
of party mix (including pretzels, ce-
real pieces, etc.).  And, again, we 
were amazed at how domestic, 
even human-like, she seemed as 
she delicately held each morsel 
between her tiny front paws and 
nibbled away.  When she finished, I 
created a makeshift water bowl 
from the bottom of a soft drink cup 
and she daintily helped herself.  
Upon arriving home we hunted 
down an old aquarium stored in our 
basement and began providing her 
with bathroom tissue from which to 
make a bed.  Knowing so little 
about her species at the time, we 
were amused and charmed by her 
industry in constructing from this 
tissue not merely a nest, but a 
huge cocoon -- until, two weeks 
after her arrival, we were given an 
abrupt lesson in rat behavior when 
I pushed a bit of the cocoon aside 
one night to find two miniscule pink 
babies!   
     Long story short, these proved 
to be twin sons, Noonan and Flan-
nery, who became family members 
as wondrous, loving -- and loved -- 
as Molly herself.  Between the 
three of them, Molly and her boys 
won our hearts completely and 
changed our lives forever.  As Iôve 
often summed up this experience, 
the devil you donôt know may be an 
angel in disguise.  And, these an-
gels proved the finest ambassadors 
rats could possibly have -- a gift I 
here attempt to honor by doing my 
best to become theirs. 
      



 Artist Profile:  Manon ClEARY                                                                        
 

                                                                                                                                                                                                             by Mil Scott 

     WhEN I first decided to include Manon Cleary 

in this magazine, it was my intent to write something 
in the traditional third person format -- acting as an 
invisible narrator, offering facts about her professional 
history, speaking with the unbiased and seemingly 
dispassionate voice of a serious ñreporter.ò  Toward 
this end, I dutifully performed extensive research, 
amassed a collection of notes to remind me of points 
imperative to include, and spent more time than I gen-
erally take to actually write several pages simply 
readying myself to compose the very first word.    
     Then I sat staring at the computer screen, anxious 
to start writing, convinced Iôd 
learned an impressive array of 
facts with which to educate 
newcomers to her work.  And, 
still that first word refused to 
come.  What came instead was 
the nagging feeling that all the 
intellectual knowledge Iôd re-
cently acquired had little to do 
with what had led me to share 
Manon with my readers.  Thatôs 
when it hit me.  The thing that 
compelled me to include this 
amazing artist in this magazine 
is the very same thing that 
compelled me to create a mag-
azine in the first place: passion.  Ex-
citement, enthusiasm, or whatever you want to call it, 
it was that kid in an unsupervised candy store/finding 
a rat under a mailbox feeling of pure joy mixed with 
awe you just canôt keep to yourself.  Something, most 
definitely, not to be contained within the bounds of 
journalistic propriety.  See.  There I go -- already get-
ting carried away.    
     To bring back some small bit of decorum, let me 
try to calmly explain where this whole thing started.  I 
was visiting the Rat Fan Club website, a place I go 
frequently to check out the latest Rat of the Week, 
see whatôs new in rat news stories around the web, 
happenings with club founder Debbie Ducommunôs 
rats, etc.  While there, I clicked on the Special Events 
tab.  And, then I saw it.  The most amazing pastel 
drawing of a beautiful white rat.  Above it was the an-
nouncement:  

 òArt Show of new pastels by Manon Cleary  
   At Addison/Ripley Fine Art,  

   1670 Wisconsin Avenue, NW. Washington, DC.   

  OPENING RECEPTION: WEDNESDAY, JULY 22, 2009  

  5-  7PM  The exhibit includes 6 rat pictures.  

  They can be seen on Facebook.ó 

     Utterly intrigued, I headed over to Facebook imme-
diately and typed Manon Cleary in the search box.  
Before I knew it I was staring at even more of the 
most incredibly detailed, almost touchably lifelike im-
ages of rats Iôd ever seen. Among the most amazing 
aspects of these to me was the softness of, and per-
fect distinction between, individual strands of hair -- a 
special ability, interestingly, I found singled out in my 
research for this piece.  In a 2004 article, John 
Metcalfe remarked that, even early in her career, 
Manon ñreveled in painting hair ð the amateur daub-
erôs nemesis.ò   
     I put in an ñAdd as Friendò request right away and 
sent a brief message to express my appreciation.   
We subsequently exchanged several e-mails, and 

although she 
draws and paints 
many other sub-
jects in addition 
to rats -- each 
spectacular in its 
own right -- natu-
rally this com-
mon interest be-
came our con-
versation starter.  
I explained 
about meeting 
Molly, and 
Manon in return 
told of the -- not 

surprisingly, art related -- 
manner in which sheôd become a rat owner as well.   
     ñMy introduction to rats was a bit strange too,ò 
Manon said.  While teaching at a local University, we 
were paid on a 9 month basis, so summers were 
tight.  The art critic at the Post suggested to the editor 
of Potomac Magazine, then the newspaper's maga-
zine, that he should use artists instead of illustrators 
for the stories for a different and more exciting look to 
the magazine.  I had to do a cover for a piece on us-
ing people instead of rats at NIMH and I suggested 
using a person in a Skinner box and rats outside.  A 
friend brought me to visit a rat to start and later a 
friend gave me a rat from NIMH as a birthday pre-
sent.  That was 35 years ago.  I have had 9 since that 
time. I used to do huge paintings of them, with and 
without people, in oil.  When I switched from acrylic 
back to oil in the mid 70s I found the white rat hairs 
were wonderfully reflective and a great vehicle for oil 
and the translucency that you get with oil instead of 
the plastic look of acrylic in figurative painting." 

Pastel of Boo Boo, from the collection of Adrienne Black 
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     But, as I touched on earlier, rats arenôt Manonôs 
only subjects (turbulent, richly textured skies are an-
other favorite theme -- pieces critic Paul Richard has 
called ñlittle windows cut into the wallò), and as her 
message on becoming a rat owner indicates, the 6 
pastels mentioned in the Rat Fan Club notice are far 
from her first works.  In fact, sheôs created an enor-
mous body of drawings and paintings in various me-
dia -- in a style ñalready set,ò as photographer Allen 
Appel (who once lived in Manonôs building) remarked, 
from the time of her earliest efforts.  She was proba-
bly the best painter in the building,ò says Appel. ñI 
would go up and she would have a 6-by-8 canvas and 
be laying down the grounds.  As far as I could see, it 
was the finest painting Iôd ever seen in my life, and 
she hadnôt even started on it.ò 
     Sheôs also proved instrumental in helping other 
artists develop their styles; for 35 years she served as 
a professor of fine arts at the University of DC, and 
herself holds BFA and MFA degrees from Washing-
ton University (St. Louis) and Tyler School of Arts, 
respectively -- the latter of which included extensive 
study in Italy and Spain. In addition to oils and pas-
tels, Manonôs work includes many graphite portraits -- 
crafted via a technique explained succinctly by John 
Metcalfe.  ñUsing a process of subtraction, she coated 
pages with graphite powder, cut out a rough figure 
with erasers, and touched up the image with blending 
stumps and Kleenex.ò  Among these is a self-portrait 
which unintentionally led back to Manonôs close asso-
ciation with rats... when a gallery owner replaced it 
with one of her rat paintings -- but failed to change the 
title ñSelf Portraitò on the accompanying wall plaque.  
Manonôs reaction?  ñAll of my work has been about 
self -- even the rats," she laughed.  ñI do have a rat 
nose and rat hands.ôò 
     While the physical resemblance is debatable, 
clearly Manon reflects the infiltration of the rat spirit 
into human lives rats touch.  ñI always go 
back to rats when I'm experimenting with 
a new medium," she says, "because I 
know them so well."  And, her ability to 
capture both the rat spirit and form has 
attracted the attention of other artists us-
ing rats in their own work.  ñOne of my 
paintings is in Jonathan Burtôs [book] 
Rats,ò   Manon says.  ñHe is a British 
painter, writer and consultant for animals 
in movies, and did a series of books on 
animalsé[Rat] is kind of a definitive rat 
book as it has art, history and is a quick 
read.  Also, I am reproduced in the NY 
Academy of Science Magazine -- four or 
five reproductions and [the] cover, for a 
story called something like ñRat 64.ò   

     Still, like most rat lovers, Manonôs use of these 
creatures throughout her career has won her labels 
like ñeccentric,ò ñsomewhat obsessional,ò and a crea-
tor of pieces that are ñdisturbingò and which 
ñdiscomfort.ò  At the same time, sheôs been called ña 
luminary among Washington DC artistsò and (by F. 
Lennox Campello) an ñincarnation of a Renaissance 
master whose brush translates the greatest achieve-
ments of Western realism into a modern contempo-
rary dialogue.ò   Manonôs art, Campello continues, 
ñmortally wounds the argument of those who claim 
that painting is dead.ò   
     Sadly, the rampant misplaced view of rats as 
things ugly and dangerous colors even Campelloôs 
lavish praise.  ñWho else,ò he asks, ñcan make a ratôs 
ear (literally!) into a visual poem? And who could pos-
sibly make it as beautiful?ò 
     The answer, of course, is no one.  But, from the 
perspective of a rat lover -- i.e. one of Manonôs fellow 
eccentrics, who finds inherent beauty in a ratôs ear -- 
it might be said Campello, for all his admiration of 
Manon, has failed to fully grasp the epic level of talent 
her ñvisual poemò represents.  After all, itôs often said 
ñart imitates life.ò  In Manonôs case, however, itôs as 
though sheôs managed to defy all we know of two-
dimensional form, somehow transferring the beauty of 
a ratôs ear...and eye...and hair...onto canvas in what 
seems a mirror image of life itself.  Itôs been said, 
ñwriting about music is like dancing about architec-
ture.ò  I suspect some similar analogy applies to writ-
ing about Manonôs art -- though I wonder if the person 
who coined that sentiment had heard any music that 
compares.   Because when that kid in a candy 
store/rat under a mailbox feeling takes over, well, 
youôve got to do something.  And, I dare anyone who 
loves rats or art -- and particularly rats as art -- to dis-
cover Manonôs work and not start dancing -- or at the 
very least, start writing about wanting to.   

Pastel of a ratõs ear, courtesy of the artist 
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                   and her two sons, Flannery and Noonan, were just finishing up the last bits 
of sweet potato and apricots from their recently filled dinner bowl.  She licked the remnants of sticky sweet-
ness from a paw and checked that both boys had likewise given themselves a proper cleaning before crawl-
ing into their sweatshirt lined cardboard box.  Settling into a comfy fold of the soft fleece between them, she 
sighed gently and asked them if they felt awake enough for a bit of a rat tale before bed. 

     ñYou know, Iôve been a little under the weather lately.  And, though I donôt want you to be scared or to think 
Iôm being in the least bit gloomy, I think you should know Iôm getting older.  Someday you two will get a wee 
bit older, too.  And, when you do you may start to gnaw on some thoughts younger ratties seldom consider.  
You might become curious about your family history and wonder about the dad you never had a chance to  


