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Many of us have obsessions. But few of us put them to such good purpose as artist Elaine 
Whittaker. Witness her most recent show, “Dreadful Visitations,” a series of four 
installations recently on exhibit at the Red Head Gallery in Toronto. One of her obsessions, 
developed and refined over time, is with environmental issues. But she is concerned not 
only with the devastating results of heedless exploitation of the environment by humans but 

also with the endangerment to human life posed by an indifferent nature metastasizing and 
migrating as opportunity arises. The organisms that engage her interest in this show are 
pathogenic microbes, those invisible-to-the-human-eye forms of life, such as bacteria, 
viruses, fungi and protists, that are the agents of virulent disease. “Dreadful Visitations” is a 
meditation on the paradox of “an increasingly porous” world in which deadly pandemics can 
circle the globe in hours at the same time nation states are increasingly “obsessed” with 
policing borders. The accelerated tempo with which microbes are able to travel from one 

hemisphere to another also coincides with a redoubled preoccupation on the part of 
privileged yet insecure citizens of the developed world with the boundaries of our bodies 
and our homes. Globalization may be a boon for capitalism, but its travel companions are 
microbes, and not all of them are friendly. 
 
“Dreadful Visitations,” inspired in part by “the precarious intersection between art and 
science,” also addresses the paradox of the presence of beauty in the malignant. On 

entering the gallery space, my attention was immediately drawn to “Miasma,” the 
installation of blue respiratory masks that hang in staggered rows along two thirds of one 
wall and around the corner onto a second. The following poem was inspired by this 
installation, especially its enactment of the tension between the aesthetically pleasing and 
the dangerously contagious: 
 
A Thin Blue Line 

Brilliant Whittaker’s decision to use blue rather than white respiratory masks. And also 
brilliant her decision to paint (dare I say obsessively?) one hundred and twenty-three masks 
each with a different colourful design, each image her interpretation of a laboratory 
illustrator’s interpretation of a microbe as seen under a microscope. “Amazing,” I heard one 
visitor exclaim, pointing: “That’s salmonella! This one’s tuberculosis! And look, over here, 
leprosy!” 
 

As the programme notes by Suzanne Robertson eloquently put it, on another wall “floats” 
“Microbial Passage” -- a shining mixed media representation of sea and sail (in encaustic), 
mast of gridded wire, and lengths of hanging and coiled rope. Perfect rigging, it appears at a 
distance, for an enjoyable sailing trip. But on closer inspection, one is disquieted at the sight 
of infection-like blotches covering the sail and corrosive encrustations on the mast (salt 
crystals Whittaker herself painstakingly grew). It is also no accident that the kind of rope 

chosen for use is called whipping twine. Altogether an eerie evocation, “Microbial Passage” 
reminds us of the spread of epidemics by sea (the Black Plague, for instance, carried by 
flea-infected rats on ships traveling from the Orient to Italy in the mid-14th century), a 
mode of dissemination supplemented today, but not supplanted, by air transport. 
More subtle, at least from afar, is the encaustic entitled “The Swarm,” a work designed to 
elicit our fears of West Nile and other insect-borne diseases. From the middle of the room 
one sees a rectangle of tessellated squares the colour of tea-stained ivory, the centres of 

some decorated with black squiggles. As images under a microscope appear indistinct until 

http://www.etwhittaker.com/etwhittaker_docs/etw_linkTo_instal3-2.html


one sharpens the focus, only as one approaches “The Swarm” is one able to make out the 
mosquito corpses. A friend in Whitehorse was commissioned to collect as many dead 
mosquitoes as she could and mail them to Whittaker. She, in turn, selected ones that had 
survived packing and handling more or less intact and then, using tweezers, placed these 
one by one in the middle of randomly chosen squares, securing them with a drop of wax. 
Once again, an obsessive execution of “the capricious divide between exquisite and 
miasmic,” the alluring and the revolting. 
 
On the fourth and final wall, a fitting finale -- “Zoonosis” consisting of four cages made of 
chicken wire. Hanging diagonally in each is a twisting ladder of chicken bones strung 
together like mutating strands of DNA. The bones, like the mast in “Microbial Passage,” are 

encrusted with salt crystals but also separated by diamond-like cube-shaped beads of glass 
that glitter in the gallery light. Avian flu presented as bejewelled menace. 
In person Whittaker radiates intellectual intensity. And both intelligence and learning ground 
the explorations she pursues in art of her obsessions. This show draws on considerable 
research ranging from Giovanni Boccaccio’s The Decameron (ca. 1350) and Daniel Dafoe’s A 
Journal of the Plague Year (1722) through Susan Sontag’s AIDS and Its Metaphors, Janette 
Turner Hospital’s novel Due Preparations for the Plague, and Lynn Margulis’s Symbiotic 

Planet. Whittaker would like the viewer to take from her exhibit a sense of the 
interrelatedness of all forms of life and a reminder of the evolution of human beings as well 
as the development of every individual human from a single cell. But the emphasis of 
“Dreadful Visitations” lies on the threat to humankind posed by illness- and death-dealing 
microbial agents and the heightening of this threat by the increasingly rapid geographical 
circulation of humans and goods. If the aim of conceptual art is to make us stop and reflect 
on the state of the world we live in, then Elaine Whittaker’s “Dreadful Visitations” is 

conceptual art of the highest order. Those of us who were fortunate enough to see the show 
in Toronto can only hope that one or more of the installations -- all four ideally -- will 
eventually be purchased to be put on permanent display by a Department of Public Health 
or in the foyer of one of our large city hospitals. Meanwhile, “Dreadful Visitations” may be 
coming to your town, as galleries across Canada are being given the chance to exhibit 
“Dreadful Visitations,” and some are sensibly taking up the offer. 
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