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MOSQUITO MANIFESTO 
 
  
 Three summers ago I was in Maine, making paintings.  I worked on large canvases in 
the mornings and hung around the rest of the day watching the paint dry. Most of the time I 
would be batting hostile bugs and mosquitoes away. (Later I learned that only female 
mosquitoes “bite”.) 

 On one sunny day I took an early walk to the dock to watch someone else do work – 
the lobstermen.  By about noon, I was an itchy welted mess. I counted twenty-nine wounds to 
my body.  My immediate thought was “Who puts up with this shit?” 

NOT ME.  

 The next morning, after an unpleasant sleepless night of scratching, I decided to stop 
watching paint dry (a dumb sport at best). I started to think: how can I kill these things? After 
some computer research, I wondered:  why is it that these 30 million year old,  10-day 
lifespan, 2 milligram disease vectors exist? They are not useful as pets and no one considers 
them a trophy, like a moosehead, to hang on a wall. No species likes them, no species needs 
them for survival. But there are, at this moment, about 7 billion people on this planet that hate 
all 3000 species of mosquitoes. 

 In the late Eighties I was interested in certain scientific advances and made paintings 
based on DNA analysis so the strangeness of genomic news is seldom lost on me. About 3 
years ago, some thoughtful soul sent me court documents from a fascinating case in Holland. 
A man was convicted and jailed for grand auto theft because his DNA had been found in a 
mosquito in the stolen vehicle.  I had found two professions that liked mosquitoes – cops and 
prosecutors. 

  I remembered that case now as I scratched the inflamed bites from yesterday’s walk. 
As an almost involuntary response, I decided to kill as many mosquitoes as I could – by myself 
– and quickly became obsessed, almost deranged about the project. That night, Andy 
Warhol’s quote somehow came to me, ” The mosquito is the state bird of New Jersey”.  

 I started making killing devices with materials reclaimed from my studio, from the 
beach, the woods, abandoned parking lots. I soon recognized that I was a painter  making 
sculpture but I thought, “Fuck it, that’s a small detail. I am on a quest to kill mosquitoes and I 
am not stopping. Serra, Andre, DiSuvero, Judd, Heizer, DeMaria all have made great work in 
3D [this was my frame of reference]. so I’m on it!” Also I considered the 7 billion people on 
the planet each of whom has probably had the personal experience of  been ‘bitten’ by at least 
one mosquito, and they could be a rather large audience for my work. I continued working on, 
and refining ,the traps for two more years. 

 Human beings do one thing very very well: we kill stuff. We are very good at killing 
other humans, pretty damn good at killing other species and even killing our own supportive, 
life-sustaining planet.  What’s up with our blind spot about mosquitoes? 

 Mosquitoes kill more people annually than people do (including wars). Google comes 
up with an extraordinary list of what these deadly insects can infect us with: malaria, dengue 
fever, yellow fever, West Nile fever, encephalitis, open-wound staf. Dogs, when bitten, can 
succumb to canine heartworms. 2,000 human beings die each day from malaria in Africa 
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alone, that’s one death every 30 seconds. That adds up to 1,000,000 dead people – a million 
preventable human deaths each year on a single continent. 

 Each mosquito “bite” is a personal event and a true risk with potential deadly effect. So 
why do we call them “skeeters”, “pests”, “annoyances” when they can be killers? By using 
euphemisms we attempt to marginalize their lethal powers. And for the record -- they do not 
bite! They inject, they penetrate, they enter the bloodstream more a rifle shot bullet than a 
“bite” and just as deadly.  

 The Gates Foundation with Buffett, Bono and Clinton have made and are making great 
and admirable progress in the fight against mosquitoes. My position as an artist  is simply as 
an advocate of focused attention to all mosquito eradication. 

 Do the traps work? Yes but no.  

 As art they don’t need to “work” or do anything in the conventional sense. They are 
sculptures intended to be provocative in any way possible and to focus our attention on 
something besides celebrity.  And yes, they do work – with this caveat: it may take a year – or 
several years – for a trap to kill a mosquito. But don’t we all need to slow down, to take more 
time, even if it is to watch and to wait for a device to extinguish a very small, very deadly, very 
ancient killer.  

 

Dennis Ashbaugh 

[ soon to be a pitcher-plant farmer] 

  


