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Have you seen an interesting new exhibition lately – something that touched you, made you laugh,
or moved you to action? Consider writing about it for Exhibits Newsline! Entries should be brief
(300 words max), breezy (tell what made it so great), and include three to four high-res images.
For more information, email: NAMENewsline@gmail.com.

INSTITUTION

The Mütter Museum of the College of Physicians of Philadelphia

LOCATION

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

A Cautionary Call Becomes Reality
in Spit Spreads Death
In October 2019, Spit Spreads Death opened at
the Mütter Museum in Philadelphia, marking
100 years since the devastating Spanish flu
pandemic. At the time, the exhibition was
advertised with a masked nurse, representing
a foreign and forgotten piece of history.
But shortly after opening, it was clear that
Spit Spreads Death was an incredibly timely
exhibition and a cautionary call for current
public health awareness as the spread of
COVID-19 began altering our world.
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On September 28, 1918, Philadelphia held
a patriotic parade to support the efforts
of World War I (fig. 1). Within weeks,
thousands of Philadelphians were dying
from the flu; the city would soon have the
highest death rate of any major American
city. To acknowledge this event, the
Mütter Museum collaborated with artist
group Blast Theory to conceptualize a
similar parade in conjunction with the
physical exhibition. I volunteered for the
parade, eager to participate in an event
that was performance driven, activated the
community, and honored history.
As we marched in silence, each participant
would take turns holding up a death
record (fig. 2), have the name read, and
stand in a moment of stillness as the floats
and the crowds continued to march past
them. This performance was repeated
continuously, as the parade attempted
to honor as many lives lost as possible.
Hundreds of people silently marched up the
streets of Philadelphia. This was the first
time that many of the deceased had been
acknowledged and honored. The emotional
ambience was palpable.
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Spit Spreads Death effectively chronicled the
events leading up to and following the 1918
parade. As I walked through the exhibition,
the historical context of the spread was
presented through advertisements and war
bonds. Bottles of whiskey and red-pepper
sandwiches showcased the little-known
treatments for the disease, and the simple
pine coffins made from shipping crates made
real the unprecedented loss of life (fig. 3).
All felt eerily familiar given our current state
with COVID-19.

Fig. 2.
For the 2019 parade,
created as part of
Spit Spreads Death,
participants could
sign up to embody
and display the death
record of a victim.

B L A S T TH EO RY

I felt that the emotional engagement and
the educational message of the parade
transferred into the physical exhibition
itself. Although only 875 square feet,
Spit Spreads Death shared perspectives
from overwhelmed health workers to
families who lost their loved ones. Medical
equipment and photographs represented
the large-scale devastation to the city
and the spread of uncertainty and fear.

At the time of its opening, Spit Spreads
Death successfully showcased the confusion,
the panic, and the unknown that comes
with a global pandemic. What is perhaps
more horrifying is how much hasn’t changed
in 100 years.
Chase Dougherty, MFA Candidate in
Museum Exhibition Planning and Design at
University of the Arts, Philadelphia

Fig. 3.
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Exhibits chronicle
the human cost of the
Spanish flu.
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