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Courage Unmasked

Sharon Bloom

B.J. Adams. With Apologies to Arcimboldo (detail), 2009. Flower petals on radiation mask, 14″ x 13″ x 12″. http://courageunmasked.org/

Lying supine, the technician uses my mask to bolt me to the treatment table.
After he leaves the room, I feel alone, and at first, afraid.
I see and hear the radiation machine move around me, but feel nothing.
Minutes later, the door opens, and the mask is unbolted.
This process is repeated almost daily for 2 months…
After 2 weeks, the skin on my neck and inside my mouth becomes red, sore, and dry.
My sense of taste changes, it becomes difficult to eat.
By the end, the technician has become my trusted friend,
I can not predict the future, but I feel less afraid, my
Courage Unmasked.

—Cookie Kerxton (pers. comm., February 2014)



ABOUT	THE	COVER

Radiation treatment for head and neck cancer involves 
the use of custom-molded plastic mesh masks placed 

over the head and shoulders to immobilize the patient and 
facilitate the stereotactic positioning of radiation beams. 
This month’s cover art was selected from the “Cour-
age Unmasked” project, which was founded by Cookie  
Kerxton, a head and neck cancer survivor and artist, who 
during one such treatment session envisioned the use of 
art to both raise awareness of and support fellow patients 
in need. After the discarded masks have been transformed 
into works of art, they are exhibited and auctioned off.

Fiber artist B.J. Adams was one of more than 100 art-
ists invited to create art from used radiation masks with 
materials of their choice. Inspired by Italian artist Giuseppe 
Arcimboldo (1527–1593), who created portraits by using 
objects, such as flowers, vegetables, and fruit, Adams chose 
brightly colored artificial flowers and insects to create a 
spring-like mask to symbolize rebirth and rejuvenation. 
Adams was born in California and studied fine art; she has 
been working in mixed media for ≈60 years and lives in 
Washington, DC.

In some countries, human papillomavirus (HPV) is 
found in most oropharyngeal cancers, a subset of head and 
neck cancers. New data from the United States show that 
the association of HPV with oropharyngeal cancers is more 
common than previously believed; furthermore, the most 

common HPV types detected in these cancers are types 
prevented by available vaccines. It is thus conceivable that 
HPV vaccines developed to prevent cervical cancer might 
also prevent some oropharyngeal cancers.

Acknowledgments
I thank Marian McDonald for feedback on a draft. Proceeds 

from the sale of masks support the nonprofit Help for Head and 
Neck Cancer Fund, which grants small subsidies to persons who 
have head and neck cancer and who are in financial need (more 
information at 9114hnc.org). Additional artwork by B.J. Adams 
can be found at wwwbjadamsart.com. Readers interested in see-
ing how masks are created and used for patient care can view the 
patient instructional video produced by the Radiation Medicine 
Program, Princess Margaret Cancer Centre, University Health 
Network (www.youtube.com/watch?v=-dWm40P6elM).

Bibliography

  1. Steinau M, Saraiya M, Goodman MT, Peters ES, Watson M,  
Cleveland JL, et al. Oropharyngeal cancer cells before vaccine intro-
duction, United States. Emerg Infect Dis. 2014;20:822–8.

  2. Potter P. The extraordinary nature of illusion. Emerg Infect Dis. 
2008;14:1829–30. http://dx.doi.org/10.3201/eid1411.AC1411

  3. Morley L, McAndrew A, Tse K, Rakaric P, Cummings B,  
Cashell A. Patient and staff assessment of an audiovisual  
education tool for head and neck radiation therapy. J Cancer Educ. 
2013;28:474–80. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s13187-013-0489-6

Address for correspondence: Sharon Bloom, Center for Global Health, 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 1600 Clifton Rd NE, Mailstop 
E41, Atlanta, GA 30333, USA; email: sbloom@cdc.gov

	 Emerging	Infectious	Diseases	•	www.cdc.gov/eid	•	Vol.	20,	No.	5,	May	2014	 921

Author	 affiliation:	 Centers	 for	 Disease	 Control	 and	 Prevention,	 
Atlanta,	Georgia,	USA

DOI:	http://dx.doi.org/10.3201/eid2005.AC2005

Search past issues of EID 
at wwwnc.cdc.gov/eid


