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“HIV/AIDS challenged 
everything known about 
making a preventive 
vaccine, and as the 
fourth decade of the ep-
idemic begins, none is 
yet even strongly prom-
ising”, writes Victoria A. 
Harden, in the epilogue 
of her book “AIDS at 30”(1). To support her text about 
chasing a vaccine, in this last chapter she uses only a 
photo. It reproduces the most detailed three-dimensional  
image of HIV yet produced. This image was the winner 
of the 2010 Visualization Challenge (2) sponsored by the 
American Association for the Advancement of Science 
and the U.S. National Science Foundation. The scientific 
value of the image is that despite the simplicity of the fi-
nal HIV image, Ivan Konstantinov and his team at Visual 
Science in Moscow, collected, studied and concerned 
the data form more than 100 papers “assembling the in-
formation into a coherent image of a 100-nanometer HIV 
particle”. Orange and gray, because “HIV breaks into im-
mune cells and hijacks their genes. The orange proteins 
on the outside bind to the immune cell, letting the viral 
core slip inside. Once in, it fuses with the cell membrane 
(gray shell), turns its viral RNA into DNA, and integrates 
into the cell nucleus. The host cell then starts making 
viral proteins, turning into a virus factory”.  The image, 
underlines Harden, was “in only two colors to empha-
size how HIV wraps itself in proteins from the host cell it 
infects, thus making it harder for the immune system to 
recognize it as an invader”. 

To not recognize an invader: how is it possible? Here, in 
HIV as well as in Bram Stoker’s Dracula (3) and in oth-
ers narratives on contagious, the reasons are because of 
cognitive imbalance: the etiological infective agent speaks 
the host language, it uses the some of the same words but 
with different meanings and in a different sense- the agent 
acts in a secret and hidden way. But very often the host 
doesn’t suspect the possibility of contagious. This is the 
easiest way to explain the contagious: a micronarrative that 
needs –and is based on- at least two actors that in some 
way, for some time, in a space, interact and communicate 
between them. 

Priscilla Wald (4) uses the expression of “the outbreak nar-
rative” that indicates an evolving story of disease emer-
gence”. HIV in ‘80s, SARS, Swine Flu and Avian Flu in this 
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Dracula: tale and metaphor of contagious

“In the library I found, to my great delight, a vast number of 

English books, whole shelves full of them, and bound vol-

umes of magazines and newspapers. A table in the centre was 

littered with English magazines and newspapers, though none 

of them were of very recent date. The books were of the most 

varied kind, history, geography, politics, political economy, 

botany, geology, law, all relating to England and English life 

and customs and manners. There were even such books of ref-

erence as the London Directory, the ‘Red’ and ‘Blue’ books, 

Whitaker’s Almanac, the Army and Navy Lists, and it some-

how gladdened my heart to see it, the Law List.

Whilst I was looking at the books, the door opened, and the 

Count entered. He saluted me in a hearty way, and hoped that 

I had had a good night’s rest. Then he went on. ‘I am glad 

you found your way in here, for I am sure there is much that 

will interest you. These companions,’ and he laid his hand on 

some of the books, ‘have been good friends to me, and for 

some years past, ever since I had the idea of going to Lon-

don, have given me many, many hours of pleasure. Through 

them I have come to know your great England, and to know 

her is to love her. I long to go through the crowded streets 

of your mighty London, to be in the midst of the whirl and 

rush of humanity, to share its life, its change, its death, and 

all that makes it what it is. But alas! As yet I only know your 

tongue through books. To you, my friend, I look that I know 

it to speak.’ 

‘But, Count,’ I said, ‘You know and speak English thorough-

ly!’ He bowed gravely.

‘I thank you, my friend, for your all too-flattering estimate, 

but yet I fear that I am but a little way on the road I would 

travel. True, I know the grammar and the words, but yet I 

know not how to speak them.’

‘Indeed,’ I said, ‘You speak excellently.’ 

‘Not so,’ he answered. ‘Well, I know that, did I move and 

speak in your London, none there are who would not know me 

for a stranger. That is not enough for me. Here I am noble. I 

am a Boyar. The common people know me, and I am master. 

But a stranger in a strange land, he is no one. Men know him 

not, and to know not is to care not for. I am content if I am like 

the rest, so that no man stops if he sees me, or pauses in his 

speaking if he hears my words, ‘Ha, ha! A stranger!’ I have 

been so long master that I would be master still, or at least that 

none other should be master of me.

(…)
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century have made easier the circulation of the vocabulary 
of disease outbreak, spreading the concept of “emerging 
infections” that has often been translated also in literary 
and film fiction. “Contagion –writes Wald- is more than an 
epidemiological fact. It is also the foundational concept in 
the study of religion and of society, with a long history of ex-
plaining how belief circulate in social interactions”. Natural 
and social sciences during last two centuries enriched the 
concept of contagious. “Communicable disease compels 
attention –for scientists and the lay public alike- not only 
because the devastation it can cause but also because 
the circulation of microbes materializes the transmission of 
ideas. The interaction that makes us sick also constitutes 
us a community”. Yes, because “ Disease emergence dra-
matizes the dilemma that inspires the most basic human 
narratives: the necessity and the danger of human con-
tact”. The plot is similar in each typical incarnation –scien-
tific, journalistic or fictional- of the narrative. It “begins with 
the identification of an emerging infection, includes discus-
sion of the global networks throughout which it travels, and 
chronicles the epidemiological works (…). As epidemiolo-
gists trace the routes of the microbes, they catalogue the 
interactions of global modernity. Microbes, spaces and in-
teractions blend together as they animate the landscape 
and motivate the plot of outbreak narrative”, writes Wald. 

It was the same that John Snow did in order to explain 
and produce evidence of the link between quality of water 
and the outbreak of cholera in London or to explain the 
risk of rickets. Snow, who is considered the founder of 
modern epidemiology, introduces a geographical focus in 
his studies, adding to this direct interviews with affected 
people on territory and a statistical data analysis. Study-
ing cholera cases in the London epidemic of 1854 Snow 
used a dot map to illustrate the cluster of cholera cases 
around a street pump (5) . 

To use a map, in order to understand and define a strategy. 
In some ways  is like Dracula did on his London maps, 
marking “in certain places little rings”. He shows himself  in-

terested about crowded London–“We are in Transylvania, 
and Transylvania is not England” (…)  I long to go through 
the crowded streets of your mighty London, to be in the 
midst of the whirl and rush of humanity, to share its life, its 
change, its death, and all that makes it what it is. But alas! 
As yet I only know your tongue through books. To you, my 
friend, I look that I know it to speak”. Dracula, who studies 
behavior, manners and language in order to not be recog-
nized as a “strange” forener. Language is a critical factor in 
success, and this is represented in grey and orange in the 
HIV of  image realized by Ivan Konstantinov and his team.

A map is a visual representation of an area, a symbolic 
description highlighting relationships between elements of 
that space such as objects, regions, and themes. For in-
stance WHO produces the Global Health Atlas:  “In a single 
electronic platform, the WHO’s Communicable Disease 
Global Atlas is bringing together for analysis and compari-
son standardized data and statistics for infectious diseases 
at country, regional, and global levels. The analysis and 
interpretation of data are further supported through infor-
mation on demography, socioeconomic conditions, and en-
vironmental factors. In so doing, the Atlas specifically ac-
knowledges the broad range of determinants that influence 
patterns of infectious disease transmission.”(6)

There is no big of a difference –in terms of code of commu-
nication and structure- if you look at the maps that the artist 
that uses the alias “Invader” produces, in order to  keep a 
record of all invaded space-cities around the world and the 

Presently, with an excuse, he left me, asking me to pull my 
papers together. He was some little time away, and I began to 
look at some of the books around me. One was an atlas, which 
I found opened naturally to England, as if that map had been 
much used. On looking at it I found in certain places little 
rings marked, and on examining these I noticed that one was 
near London on the east side, manifestly where his new estate 
was situated. The other two were Exeter, and Whitby on the 
Yorkshire coast.
(…)
Count Dracula, jumping to his feet, said, ‘Why there is the 
morning again! How remiss I am to let you stay up so long. 
You must make your conversation regarding my dear new 
country of England less interesting, so that I may not forget 
how time flies by us,’ and with a courtly bow, he quickly left 
me.
I went into my room and drew the curtains, but there was little 
to notice. My window opened into the courtyard, all I could 
see was the warm grey of quickening sky. So I pulled the 
curtains again, and have written of this day.”

Bram Stoker, Dracula, cap II

(Italics is by the editor, in order to underline key concept like: 
city, time, space, humanity, crowd, behavior, manners and lo-
cal life, stranger, language linked to a country, words and 
grammar, travel and maps “with little ring marked”)
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UNAIDS maps. In both cases they take records of infected 
spaces. “Invader” -who always appears masked in public, 
so nobody sees his face- define himself as an artist. We 
decided to publish on this HAART issue the photo of his 
invasion in Rome (plus one from Paris) started in 2010. 

The “Invader” was active since 1999. His artist project is 
based on the idea to “invade” cities all over the world with 
characters inspired by first-generation arcade games, and 
especially the now classic “Space Invaders” as he explains 
on his website. He has choosen space invaders as the 
main characters for the project because he sees “ them 
as a symbol of our era and the birth of modern technol-
ogy, with video games, computers, the Internet, mobile 
phones, hackers and viruses.” In a interesting interview 
published on Liberation just before an important exhibition 
of Invader’s work in Paris at the Centre Pompidou he de-
fines his activity as “a play, a viral activism and a political 
act” (7). ”space invader” –writes on his website- is a pretty 
good definition of what I’m doing... invading spaces!  I’ve 
developed all kinds of techniques –Invader continues- so 
I can adapt to different contexts, like how busy the spot 
is, when the invasion takes place, the size and weight of 
the Invader, how high up the wall it’s going to be, etc. It 
takes at least two weeks to invade a city I don’t just put up 
a couple of Invaders in the center then go home. I set out 
to cover the entire city. Street maps are an important part 
of my invasions. For every city I invade, I make a note of 
where each Invader is on a map.  After certain invasions, 
I’ve drawn up an “invasion map” which is a kind of record of 
how the invasion happened”.

These maps are a different way to generate and spread out-
break narrative, that is “a contradictory but compelling story 
of the perils of human interdependence and the triumph of 
human connection and cooperation –write Priscilla Wald-, 
scientific authority and the evolutionary advantages of the 
microbe , ecological balance and impending disaster”.
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