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WHO ARE THE STEWARDS
OF THE AIDS ARCHIVE?

Sharing the political weight of the intimate

Alexandra Juhasz and Theodore (Ted) Kerr

Editor's Introduction:

In this velunie, we point te healtheare as ai important past of the unfinished queer agenda.
However, fulasz and Kery's work suggests that our conversation abeut healtheare shou%’d not
fuest be Jimired to conversations abont access to medications and services. Here, academic and
‘ﬁ!mnmkw' Alexandra Juhasz and writer aid oganizer Theodore Kerr look at how the omg;-
ing AAIDS ciisis has been, and is being, represented within culture and how that relates t? [’ :.;
ongeing unfinisied qoeer agenda. Specifically, Juhasz and Ker‘r sitggest that AIDS-re are’
history is curently being too narrowly explored through a whitewashed and overlyl gay-centric
lens. Frone the beginning of the known erisis, representation and response has included an
widerstanding of race, sexuality, gender, and other ways of understanding healthcare as a
social jristive ;~~!11 This ndesstanding fas not been wniformly pulled forward into all p‘resef;t—l
day conversarions, leading the AIDS wrisis to be often understood as more of a fﬂlsronlcal
sethack in the ongoing movemear for gay rights. Focusing on conteinporary and‘ histotica
videa and moving iinage cofture, Juhasz and Kerr look at how cultural pro-ci'wcrton, when
seclaimed. can heip fill i the missing picces and create a broader understanding not only of
HIVAAIDS burt of queer Wistory aud activisi in gevieral,

Over the course of four years, five published conversations, and two public pres-
entations. academic/activist videomaker Alexandra Juhasz and writer/organizer
Theodore Kerr have explored the thirty-year history of representatior.l of HIV/
AIDS within the media ecology of the US. Primarily focused on moving images
{ncluding but net limited to activise tapes, independent doc.urnentaries, fea‘hture
filns, and YouTube videos), Juhasz and Kerr, coming from different generations,
countries, gender locations, and institutional affiliations, have illustrated th.e wavys
in which class, race, gender, sexuality, time, location, and notions of history inform
what AIDS media are created, disseminated, and discussed.
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Within these conversations Juhasz and Kerr have laid out a timeline of AIDS
cultural production. Until President Ronald Reeagan said AIDS in 1987, there was
a prevailing silence around the then emerging epidemic from the government and
media. People living with HIV and their communities were forced to be heard
through aligned tactics of activism and media-making, expressing their commit-
ment to saving each other’s lives and demanding action and recognition from the
too-quiet government and general public.. Activists’ use of video 25 a tool led to a
powerful era of diverse, polyphonous, spirited media output, From 1987 to 1996
there was a cultural blossoming of street art, video wortk, theater, dance, literacure,
and visual art that spoke truth to power, as well as to pain, suffering, beauty, and
hope. For example, in this petiod the red ribbon, Silence = Death, and much more
were created. This vivid cacophony was followed by what Kerr calls the Second
Silence: ten or more years of reduced AIDS-related cultural expression following
the release of life-saving HAAR'T {Highly Affective Antiretroviral Treatment) in
1996. While the space AIDS took up in public discourse was reduced, there were
ever more diagnoses, under-reported medical breakthroughs, policy changes, and
ongoing death and suffering. Within the Second Silence there was also a reduction
in the flow of AIDS-related media and communication. Thus, there was also a loss
of information-sharing about the virus. To get and share information it was neces-
sary to be already imbedded in the conversation. A gulf began to form between
those who knew a lot and those who knew very little. Following the Second
Silence came the AIDS Crisis Revisitation. Starting around 2008 a new erz of
increased AIDS visibility returned to the public realm defined by a surprising and
exciting deluge of documentaries, feature films, books, and other forms of cultural
production all exploring early responses to HIV/AIDS. However, all this attention
was primarily focused on one slice—critical but isolated as the primary focus of
attention—of AIDS history, expression, and experience.

In October 2016 Juhasz and Kerr performed a conversation at the CLAGS con-
ference After Marriage to think through their timeline and consider the limits of
what was coming out of the AIDS Crisis Revisitation. Their conversation was a
proactive investigation: how do we move forward, look back, and make sense of
what we are seeing in current representations of HIV/AIDS? How de representa-
tions make some histories and current realities more visible, while making others
less visible? To respond to these questions, Juhasz and Kerr drew largely upon earlier
video activist work of woren, people of color, poor people, and others who have
long practiced, saved, and shared their activism and media on the margins, Much of
this work has not yet been represented within the AIDS Crisis Revisitation, but is
available within fuhasz' AIDS personal and professional video archive.

One of the key insights that they shared in the After Marriage conversation, and
continue in the text below, is that AIDS is often treated as a disruption in the fight
for gay rights, which is now often tucked into the longer story of the march
towards lesbian and gay equality. What Juhasz, Kerr, and others (such as Jih-Fei
Cheng in his 2016 essay “How to Survive: AIDS and lis Afterlives in Popular
Media” and Tyrone Palmer in his 2015 essay “Under the Rainbow™) take issue



with in‘the current foei of AIDS history is how it disappears the previous traditions
that led to and fed ATDS sctivism, including an intersectional approach needed to
understand that, as mucls as che epidemic is about {homo)sexuality, it is-alse about
gender. race. elass, geography. and much more. .
Narrowmng rthe discourse of AIDS history is similar to erecting hurdles when it
comies to the untinished queeragenda. Inborth cases, marriage acts both as a distraction
and also 2 “win” with questionable impacts; meanwhile, the burdens and contribu-
fons of people of calor and other disenfranchised communites are ignored, mini-
mized. and not pulled forward. Juhasz and Kerr argue that uncovering and sharing
the many ongoing aud intersecting histories of the epidemic sheds light on norms
that Lt the cuvrent response to HIV/AIDS and may be hindering related activism,
while providing possible, more generous roadmaps forward.. Juhasz and Kesr begin
by looking ac the glaring white light that mariage equality cast over AIDS activism,
and how the ATDS Crisis Revisitation continues to bleach out the multiplicity of
strategies and communities long at the core of the AIDS response; the limits of
addressing divewsity, when structures of remembering and representation are embed-
ded in whire supremacy. are explored. At the core of Juhasz and Kerr's conversation
is a reclhimation of rarely shaved AIDS histories and media that focus on the impact
the virus has had on multiple contmunities from the beginning, and how an intersec-
tional response to the crisis is as old as the crisis itself. By increasing the scope of AIDS
history, the work ro eliminate suffering related to the epidemic becomes less about
reducing the mansmission of the virus per se and more about producing a sharper

acrention to the multplicity of how people live their lives.

Part 1

Spelling it out: gay marriage and what gets lost

THEODORE (TED) KERR: A good place to start this conversation is a 2015 short
film by artist Hayar Hyatt encitled Villanelle. As described by Hyate (2015) on
his Vimeo page. the filin is a blending of “docuumentary, poetry, and found
footage” that "delves into the history of the AIDS crisis and its impact on gay
black men living in New York City.”

The central images of his filin are black bodies, the ocean, and doubling:
torsos and faces meering/not-meeting the mirror images of themselves against
the backdrop of a beach. This is spliced with an archival shot of a black child
sanding in school, cropped off from other students. Playing over the images
are audio interviews betsveen Hyatt and other black gay and queer men, their
voices lapping over and on top of each other, creating waves of understanding
around che hardships of finding community and connection. The film begins
with the consideration of how the release of life-prolonging AIDS medica-
tions in the mid to late 1990s created a dividing line between the living-and
those who died before there was access to medication, as well as between
those who lived through the early mass death years and those who did not.
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FIGURE 7.1 Villanelle (2015, dir, Hayat Hyatt)

ALEXANDRA JUHASZ: For Hay.

TK:

As a voice in the §lm suggests, for those who lived through the earliest vears
of the AIDS crisis there was a sense that younger people would not u11de1-;t311d
what they had been through-—so they kept it to themselves. As the film
progresses other voices are heard considering how black gay men have been
‘separated, the ways they mry to connect, and the degrees to which they succeed
in connecting, Within these stories they reconcile the forces they live within
including the specter of AIDS, ’
. at Hyatt, layering of sound and image provides for a
multi-temporal and many-personed register that bridges past stories of black
gay male loss and love with tontémporary expetience’in a way that daily life
and most media representations cannot provide, given the death of a generation
of mer‘l and racism that has contributed to their stories not being saved. A voice
says.: “it was casier to see the story on the body of a white gay man thar on an
African, but meanwhile it’s ravaging all these other communities . .
Hyatt started interviewing black queer and gay men about their lives, and as he
Was doir.lg so began to better understand the impact that HIV/AID,S had and
was .hawng on his peers. “These conversations,” Hyatt shared with me over
email, “provided me with a history I didn’t know WE had.” He learned that
“the AIDS crsis is an ongoing issue. It didn’t en,
inhibitors in the 1990s and it's very much an issy
flround the world,” and thac “biack communities zre disproportionatel
impacted by the AIDS crisis because of lingering social inequities and stigmé .
IHe rem.embers hearing a news report suggesting that there had been no orga1;—
?zed‘achism from black gay comtnunities with the AIDS response. “Not on]
is this a lie,” he came to learn, “but it erases all the work of black gay groupz
like GMAD and the many others that formed around the country, in response
to the AIDS crisis” (H. Hyatt, personal comimunication, April 17,’2017) ’

11.1 watching Villanelle | thought about a short film from vour AIDS .video
ar(:}‘nve, Mildred Pearson: When you Love g Person (Durand 1988). The film
beg_ms with photographic images of a cute baby, moves on tc: pic I
cocious boy, followed by those of a handsome man, and then w

d with the advent of protease
e for black and brown people

tures of a pre-
€ are met with
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snapshots of that man. still young, but towards f:he end of his life. A% tl;:: a;;:;l:zg
Jated finages fhp past. the man’s mother. Mildred Pe'fu'son, nanat. ; tac b
Bruge, h‘c“r sor's, life, whose end came oo soon and with much I;am asa 1;:5:116
of ALY and relaced physical and mental health pr'oblc‘ms, A plTOTI‘;'L};CtIOtlrJ ;)Lwe
Brookhn AIDS Task Force (BATE), Durand’s Mildred Pearson; U eiu }H o
4 Pessont is about loss and mourning, In the film Pearson 1ame1‘1ts élfe ;ne :Ou
Jeath of her son, The video s also a “rigger .tape,” a ter@ I leau;ef ﬁ;)wez{ u};
which means that it was meant to be shown in group settings and 1o owee v
by a conversation miggered by the film, As pex our‘staced goals, 1t is fun yTh
hink abour the different charges of one word's meaning acrloss.ge?eratlons. e
word triceer, now used to denote a warning, was once an 1nv1tat10r; o
The \\'ga;':is “rrigger fiim” are s0 common ?o me that [ ne:;e;l ma ;W[led "
nection to todav’s usage undl this interaction! It \‘Nouldnt ave da et
e, especially given your work in th.e community, that ;fou \;;ourocesses.
familiar with that term and its related interpersonal and pe agogh pcm e
This 15 an example of how known-knowns to one, bur not another,
eal obstacle to cross-genetational engagements. B
wﬂBLuLt. ves, activist video was being made with a ﬁandamental unfde;iizjlor;g
tlat e \\"ouid be viewed with others, in community, at.s a fmm :3 tecatheﬂné
aetivisin. and shared local empov\*erment.dl engag;dfwd;c;;gtl;l;that e
Saaliield (now Gund), ro write a special vi eograplty or : !
:::;hm tE) readers how to sse the tapes 1 had dxscusse‘d, azdbfora:iuicth ;;n:n
mumicies and i what settings. 1 had sought her for this tas hecd T
extension of AIDS activist video work that she (and others) aN rea. y‘AS o
dofug. in parcicular Catherine with her often collaborator Ray _ ayzzg.:ihow_
;1cri\';sr community and movement, we thought 2 lot about seeing
ing our work together and o each io}tlhzr.h. b asie Sl Gupts, who
ﬁis reminds me ofa conversation [ had this year wits ‘
;1(;-\5 been making picrures, movies, texrs, and- exh1b1t10ns' eltbout lel;forezvz
thirty vears. For him, his earliest ATDE activist -commumn.es xx:re 1 1:7198%5
he met fighting the proposed budget slashing in the UK in the e;r Zured i;
many of whom were students who took their MA f{dtlcatlon ?;Spris‘ls o
o a creative practice in response to AID"S. By the tme th; A ho; oo
hicting the UK there were communities of art makers who knew now o g
\nmiz; culture in desperate times, and who approached the work using
amalvdical frameworks of gender, race, and class. . 1 id and
Oh. Ted T'm flabbergasted again: Didn’t you l.mow this? ..Haven t \sﬁho o
lived this for and with vou!? T love you, but think for a minute .. .. ho €0
vou rhink 1 was ar chat amel? Or my friends? We wexe twenty—so;x;; Wei
;Ic‘[tinsi our MAs and MFAs and PhDs in New Yoz.“k City. Slom:; -Ot o e
tﬂrcndl\“ artists or professors or curators. We used this cultur»a an 1;101 oo
capital. one highly influenced by the feminist, postmodern,hmterst?tcbecau,se <
cultural studies that we were learning, and alse began to change 1
AIDS, And that's the birth of Queer Studies!
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TE: Itis not that I did not know it. I did, eventually. T have come to know that many

Al
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of the people active in the early days of the cxisis came from the civil nght move-
ment, women’s health activism, and feminism, and the social justice wotk being
done in South Africa and Latin America. But when the hustory of ATDS media
and activism gets told, most often not included is the role that elite institutions
and supported artists and activists played. And when the stories do include tallk
about access, youth, and other privileges in who got to be seen as making change
they are most often only told deep within the AIDS response. [ think a more
nuanced and complex reality of the response o AIDS gets skipped over so the
movement never has to discuss privilege in a meaningful way and can escape a
conversation around how, even amidst life-saving work, white supremacy. pam-
archy, and all the other *isms” did and do still play a defining role.

As a culture we have created an idea that ATDS aceivisn was this pure event
that came from the ground up, fueled by passion and dying people’s will to
live, These are fundamental truchs, not to be forgotten or dismissed. And ar
the same time we have to reconcile with the fact that other factors were also
present, of which [ at first knew nothing. My first wave of learning abour the
cultural response to AIDS in the US was one chat I pieced together out of
digital scraps, the oral tradition, and visits to the library. And nowhere within
that self~directed education did 1 find context: 2 mayp of who the people where
and how they were able to make change happen beyond a desire for justice.

And the truth is, the limited view [ held is represented all around us. Even
today, amidst a time of increased social unrest, not a month goes by where
there isn't a blog post, article, or radio segment heralding ACT UP as the
perfect model for what is needed now. While these are resource-rich pieces of
media that speak to real-world activists hardly anywhere in the analysis is there
an accounting for what was leveraged for visibility and change. There is not
even a hint of a desire to wrestle with the ways in which the lass of black and

brown people was largely ignored ac the time in exchange for footge of
vibrant and virulent white men’s bodies, as both victims and heroes. To get
this kind of conversation you have to get deep into the weeds.

[understand what you're saying, but U'm sorry, that place is only “the weeds”
if'you think that certain ways of fighting, knowing, and representing AIDS are
“the flowers”!

I think most people are actually caly seeing “the flowess” if they are stopping
and smelling anything at all zbout .the epidemic. As a result of the Second
Silence and the challenges that have always existed arcund how the virus is
discussed, unless someone understands themselves to be personally impacted,
most people’s knowledge of HIV is grounded in a mainstream 1996 version of
the epidemic, when the life-saving drugs were released and the news media
reported that the crisis was all but over. For the most part, people are not
aware of the advancements that have been made in the last twenty years, such
as less toxic medication being available for people living with HIV; the reduced
rates of mother to child transmission world wide; the role that needie exchanch
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played in saving people’s lives; and pharmaceutical interventions for HiV-
negative people such as PrEP (pre-exposute prophylaxis, a medical regime
that if taken before possible transmussion substantially reduces the chance of
the virus replicating in a person’s body) and PEP (post-exposure prophylaxis,
a medical regime that if taken shortly after possible transmission substantially
reduces the chances of the virus advancing in a person’s bloodstream). Nor are
thev most likely up to date on HIV Criminalization, the further entrenchment
of FlIV-related stigma, or the increased disparity that exists around life chances
for people living with HIV based on location, income, gender, OF race.

And even if someone is living with HIV and has access to trusted sources
Whout the virus, mainstream ideas—those created by and for the flower-sniffing
public—ean still have a huge impact on one’s health, as we see specifically
within comumunities both mineritized and deemed to be high risk. In the US,
according ro information trom the Centers for Disease Control (2015), black
women have the fourth highest rate of new HIV diagnoses amid what the
CDC ealls the “most-affected subpopulations” (with black, white, and hispanic
fatine men who have sex with men having higher rates, and black heterosexual
men. and hispanic/larina and white heterosexual women having lower rates),
Ar the same time. media representztions of black women and HIV are mostly
unhelpful or nowhere to be found. This is something Tiona McClodden took
on in her 2012 short Gl Bunming Cigarettes, which centers around a black
lesbian waiting for the results of an HIV test, which we discussed in an earlier
conversion.

So someone can be amidst the weeds and still be informed by the flowers
because of the flowers' pungency, something made clear by the Southern
AIDS Living Quilr. a YouTube project started in 2008 which gives voice to
the impact AIDS has on women living in the southern United States.
Explicitly the women in the clips, like you and I, have been alive during the
age of AIDS, amid the TV specials, magazine reports, public health posters.
Implicicly, HIV is arcund chem. The American South has high rates of new
HIV jnfections. even when the national level is going down, The women,
because of the weight of systems they live under, were very much in the
weeds when it came to HIV/AIDS, In the clips provided on the Southern
AIDS Living Quilt You Tube channel they report hearing nothing about
HIV/AIDS before they were diagnosed or hearing only upsetting things
about the virus. This, they suggested, was the reason they did not get tested
for HIV. nor—when they knew their status—did they follow up on treat-
sent options, The fear of stigma was greater than their fear for survival.
Erom the videos, Kim, diagnosed in 1994, taiks about how she thought she
was the Rt woman in America to have HIV; Pamela shares how she lived
ten years knowing her positive stacus but not seeking care because she was
unsure how her family would react; Sigga, a healthcare worker in Kentucky,
said she had to rell her doctor that HIV was an issue for women of color in

the south.
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AY: Raght, And, as you know, this is nothing new to me. You saw clips from the
Southern AIDS Living Quilt as part of Compulsive Practice, the short video series
I curated with Hugh Ryan and Jean Cardomusto for Visual AIDS Day Wich
‘(‘out) Art,‘2016. We programmed those videos along with wark by nine other
compulsive” videomakers, artists, and activists working from the beginnin
of the crisis until today with a range of technologies from VHS to 'Phgl : :
that we could show similarities. T
TK: {‘md ongoing differences! As you know, I see the release of life-saving drugs
in 1996 as a breaking point. After the release of medication there Wasga 5 li
between those for whom the meds meant the end of the crisis and those 1;'or
whom the meds were life-saving but also just another fraught interaction
r~eg.arding their survival with the state and society. For poor people, people
Il\{lng with addiction, people of color, women, and almost anyone el;eplivil;r’w
w%th Hiv ‘WhO was ot a middle-class white gay guy with no addiction th:
crisis remained, but with less support, representation, and conversation 5 For
resot.lrced gay guys with access to medication, political savvy, and now a.taste
of triumph, AIDS could be over for them, with new futures pos:sible
AJ:  And in the space AIDS had once taken up, gay martiage entered. |
TK: Yes‘, but not in the way one might assume. In her book Virtual Eguality: The
Mainstreaming of Gay and Lesbian Liberation ({1995), former National LéBTQ
Task Force Director Urvashi Vaid has a chapter called “AIDS and
Tl:*anstjorm.ation.” She catalogues the ways the AIDS crisis impacted the sexual
mm.onty rights movement in the US. AIDS threw open the closet for a gen-
eration of lesbian and gay people; increased the size of the mains;treamg la
press but moved it towards advocacy and away from criticality; and amc?ny
other things, rebuilt our minoritized health infrastructures, Bef::n'e f‘;IDS oi
course, there was a healthy women’s health movement and an increas!in
awareness Iaround health for gay men, specifically around sexuality. As Vaig
suggelsted in her book, AIDS brought the expertise gained from these related
yet different health movements together in a Very urgent manner, so much s
that structural issues were not addressed. Specifically, Vaid argiled that th:
response to AIDS from lesbian and gay communities invested in mainstream-
ing for clear short-term gains, with the hope of long-term equality, givin
little thought to what this would mean to minoritized communitiez! a;greadgr
underserved. In Virtual Equality, Vaid (1995) wrote: “In place of liberation' th}e
AIDS.mox.fement substituted nondiscrimination; instead of building a move-
mefn? it built agencies and bureaucracies; instead of placing its political faith in
tram.lflg al?d organizing gay and lesbian people and our allies into an elector !
coallmog, it placed its faith in friends in high places” (p. 91) ’
I think it is safe to say that we all bring our context with us, Women and AIDS
(1987), a video I made with Jean Carlomusto at GMHC, emerged fiom and
represented a highly organized local scene of feminist activists social workers
government employees, artists, and intellectuals who were de;’.eloping anal )
about oppression, power, gender, race, class, and sexuality alongside an Alglg

Al
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politics. We were sharing this together and learing from \:*:r.omen ;.:.r.oun?i thi
US and the world! These sets of linked ideas, now ca]lec.l mterse;u?ne; t};,st
were under developnent, analysis, and retooling at that time, and before, }
25 they are now! .
I{ight.. and [ think this is what Va,i.d was getting at. VV(.J!HE?‘? c;-ai;‘lalisn Sfl-;e;,kirz
the problematic dynaimics of the time, propels life-saving Informatc Ny
thar led to and exacerbated the cxisis ©
a5 an issue of systemic inequality for poor and
ninoritized populations. But this 15 not the legacy of AIDS actnilzmaizr:;;g
plaving out on screens and gallery walls. Inst.ead, “\?iihat we are seeing e -
sel{tzxt{nwzas of ALDS as primarily an inter%puon T)t ggysg’]i:i;;icgzzsiy e
« understood as within reach in the 1970s, may ¢ be :
E: :i e wichin the Democtatic Party. This '1.5 literally where Rj;dza]?:iz;
in ;'lf;tf The Baid Played Ou (1987), begins. Marrllage tl.n.en becomes -
of sorts of what was lost, and now reclaimed. Itis positioned as i:—: asm:ia% e
o AIDS. Both Larry Kramer: In Love Efz‘lnger‘ (Car.lor.nuste, 2015) a;lthe o
Board: Greg Lowganis (Furjanic, 2014)-—portraits \?mthm the calmon c:th-rd -
Crists RE\:is.itz’lti011 of very different 111enﬁ#§nd with gay malr]ua-llgei a I;I -
which the AIDS tragedy in the middle is overcome. Sirnilar YE .(2014)
N Halkidis' book The AIDS Generation: Stoties of Survival aT?d‘RESl ience o
is on one hand a much-needed look into the rele that addlctllor;, tr;mn;;amy
H1IV play in the lives of gay men in the US, .but on the ot.her a]lls a stian \}:hich i
white—washed story of AIDS history ;oote;i in gay e);c;%t;c;nm S::e e
story of gay : V is posited as the story © ,
e 1:1? aljltherf from the many commurities impacted by the

and rackles the systemic issues
L ;
It is 2 video positoning HIV

black people, as w
epidemic, . ‘ e
There is a shared logic between what allowed for gay mamag; to‘ e gn
st 3 ! isi visitatl
as the gay 1ssue afier 1996 and the narrowness of the AIDS Cns&su:)eS con
. o . i i 1 activis
we are seeing now. Both onut the intersectional approaches to Ah . o
e X i : 1 s brou
aud the reality of who is living with HIV that you, Sunil, and other gl

to the work and which continues to this day.

Part 2

Nothing new: AIDS films and the struggle for diversity

TK: Just recently. when you looked through your research files for AIDS TV, you

found and then shared with me a report called Retooling for Dwe?!tyc,1 b;/ ];RCI:;Z
Tajima and Eresto de la Vega (ATDSFilms, 1992). It was . ;n eOduyC e
Récket‘cller Foundation to explore the way an AI?S»Specz ic _pr:t.lon o
company called AIDS Films decided to move from bemg an orga:gzah on v
Jll-white leadership to one that atempted to be more dl.verse in bot d ani >
duction processes and crews, and to the com.mumtles it represer;:te e o
which it reached ous. I think by locking at this document we make sp
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us to make sense of the frustrations and sadness, past, present, and maybe
future. AIDS Film achieved success by straddling mainstream and alternative
worlds with their 1987 film AIDS: Changing the Rules (Getchell et al., 1987,
a twenty-six-minute educational film hosted by presidéntial son Ron Reagan
and model Beverly Johnson. It was presenting possibly uncomfortable infor-
mation in a comfortable way. It was broadcast on PBS, had very wide distribu-
tion {for an educational film), and was eventually translated into Spanish.
AIDS Film was an important contributor to the AIDS video scene and they
were very well funded (respective to other media projects). They could make
a particuiar register of work. Their first major funding came in the amount of
$106,000 from a benefic. There was almost no one else working with that kind
of budget! They also received money from the N¥C Community Trust, the
Reverson Foundartion, and eventually the Ford Feundation. This is an exampie
of the kinds of resources accessible early on in the crisis to gay white men who
used it effectively and quickly when there was no government or even
non-governmental response to AIDS, Efforts for response and well-being were
cobbled together from personal tesources and connections. Later, as other
communities knew that they would need to care for themselves as well, other
funding efforts were engaged. For example, my activist video and doctoral
research project We Care: A Video for Care Providers of People Affected by AIDS
(The Women's AIDS Video Enterprise, 1990) was funded primarily by the
New York State Council for the Humanities (interesting resonance with our
wotld today, given the current uncertainty of ongoing funding for the NEH
and the NEA). It felt very well-funded to me, with 2 $25,000 grant thac went
primarily to run the video-support group at BATF from which the tape was
made. The money was used to support the women who were making it, not
for a more traditional high-end look and practice. .
From the report T learned that, after the success of their first film, the produ-
cers of AIDS Films went looking for another project, and they found that
things were changing. In between starting the company and getting their first
film out the world of AIDS media and activism was expanding. By their own
admission, AIDS Films had a very narrow focus to start with, According to the
report, John Heffinan, a founder of AIDS Films, said “We thought white gay
men were the epidemic.” By 1987 this was no longer an acceptable way of
thinking about the epidemic in many, but of course not all, activist circles.
AIDS Films wanted to catch up. Not only was HIV not understood to be just
a gay disease, it was also being made clear within activist communities that it
was and had been impacting black communities and communities of color all
along. The founders began the process of bringing in “diverse” voices, and the
report suggests that they struggled and fumbled at every step of the way. They
brought in leadership from communities of color, who had a wealth of experi-
ence from within the ATDS community and the many vantages of AIDS
response. The report testified that when AIDS Filts tried to do this, the new
members did not feel welcome. The report explained how even the invitation
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to jain AIDS Filns felr tike a test where they _had to prove therflsel\::,ezzd
how at every meeting they often felt unheard. The 1."eport argued that .tf tlY
statt ot AID:% Filims did not have the skills to appreciate the rich but dlf er§1t1e§
focused AIDS and media knowledge of the new members they ;:gﬁs tc.)
Tajima and de la Vega (1992) wrote, “Peopl.e of color »h.zwe Emvzrlseadersmp

bl"‘[ﬂq £0 a board-—artistic of scholarly e}-:pern%e, J‘Tundrau.:.r.lgf oar cacer Ca[;
ﬁml}cial managentent, advocacy, legal expertise, arts adn’un'l.stratlon e
exceed those of existing members” (p. 11). The people in charge?}a1 A
Eilms rokenized the new members, seeing ther»n :?ot as contnl?uto.rs ubu? cone
have an impacr and therefore create change within the Grgamz;lt.mn put 1

a¢ “diverse” faces to have around the table that mostly made things .

a1 Whae I like about the report is less that AIDS Films is blamed for their missieps

per se and more thar it aims to name. the .missteps agd assgr}rll.ptionsnz];z
surrounded them. Secing the subtle hold Offac1s1n.and sexism within our
well-meaning communities gives us all useful clarity. . s he
TE: Learning that an ATDS media production company :‘atteml.)ted o alts o e
white supremacy that they were opf.:rating under, with rpm)}{le ;e;; = for e
people involved, is important to consider. In the same yeéls tha;tﬁlms‘ (S
bers joined the committee, AIDS Films also produced three sho - .Wirh e
Fl'{’.x'f! (Life. 1989). sbout and for black male youth; 'and Ar‘e }iw o
(Barnette, 1989) and Vida (Portillo, 1989), shoﬁ narratives set in the | ad ol
latiny comuinnities that focused upon interactions betweeg womin andience
dren. Warching Are You With Me? with you was 2 revelation. The au o
eneers the film learning about the faneral of a young black woman Who;;ce?hz
died of AIDS. and the impact her death is having on those around ht.er. thzt 1She
begins by telling the story of another young b}a.ck wornar, suggestmg e ohe
is Elle most at visk. But, as the film progresses, it is clear that this ycung..w man
already has the information and fordtude to get what she needs to suwn}fle. -
113k, is.mitigared by infonnation, esteem, and support. Instead, we see t I;; \1] ;
hrer mothe;. dating later in life, who is at risk because ‘She does not see X a_
1 disease relevant to adult women. It is a subtle and kind story about motti;c);s
dauglrer love that centers black female desire across and between genera
; structures that impede it
Al i;]i.tikl\mrd part of the work is that we have to help pe?ple to understatljldn\ivll:ct)
 they are watching—its contexts of funding, production, and reception-
ens;urt‘ thev can acknowledge the unique and local power ofwhat is ?I}:Zj:;
TK: [ thiska lét of the work we discuss gets lost in part bec;?use it dosegr.iIt ;-nk >
the Gav rights narrative asserted into the story of AIDS in the U' .h thi e
reRsonl 3 ﬁim like Are You With Me? does not get r.emembered ;S.t a}tl vx;l 1;1
cacekeepers can’t recognize the life-saving 1;'abow..1r being p.erforme. in i'te . h;
if someons’s meeric for change is metered in visuals of direct jactlon, i rmpgm
be hard to see holding space and relationship building, pres.ent in Are ;’oa i
Me? Nor may they even understand these as HIV prevention methods.
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AJ: That less-valued and usually invisible work is about self and community care
when the artist or artists are speaking from a position where none of this can
be taken for granted, where none of this—voice, resources, health, education,
sclf-love—are a given. Which gets us back o where we started: Villanelle.
In the video a male voice explains, “to be intimate and personal, you have all
this political weight pressed upon that.”

TK: Hyatt’s film ends with a voice wondering: if maybe an impact of HIV/AIDS
is that it finally gave a name, and a tangibility of sorts, to “the political
weight” that has long greeted queer people at the moment of possible inti-
macy. This ending serves as a reminder that media making can be an act of
intimacy: a telegram between the past, present, and future. As much as
media can help ensure that progress is documented, we still need each other,
be it to hit record, or help us re-engage ourselves with our own memories
and archives,

AJ: - Which brings up the logical question: what must be done to eliminate turther
erasures of histories caused by inclusions and erosions resulting from flawed
systemns created and maintained by people who are not always willing, able, or

“equipped to consider the needs of those already underserved?

TX: Bringing an obvious urgency to this quesdon of course is Trump, and the
quality oflife for poor people, sick people, and other minoritized people living
urder his admipistration, This refers not only to healthcare, education, and the
toll that a law-and-order state has on people, but also to the cuts in funding
surely to come for the arts, culture, and librages.

Al: We now see a generation of scholars, artists, and others working online and off
to think through what a digital future can mean for activism and for commun-
ities whose stories and histories have long gone either untold or unstored.

TK: Interesting to consider, when thinking about a digital furure, is the role of tech-
nology. Currently, one tape at a time, you and people you work with are
digitalizing your AIDS video archive, otherwise that work would be trapped
on your office shelf. Documentation from the past is only as good as available

technology, and willing and informed people. Hyat’s ilm is 2 wonder for
me because as much as it is a film—that is to say, a product made possible by
technology—it is also an artiface of much longer-lasting practices: person to
person comrnunication, the oral tradition, storytelling, the art of asking

questions. Just like marriage does not raean queer equality for all, medja made
does not ensure media viewed. :
AL In light of everything else that the ongeing response to HIV/AIDS has to
share with us, this is a tiny, but mighty, lesson. We have to resist the urge
to think the work is done once the media is made, circulated once, or liked
on some social network; we need be vigilant in telling our stories even if
we think no one will listen or understand; and we can be generous in our

listening, learning to ask questions around what we don’t know we don’t
know.
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Film suggestions

Me His Strength. USA:
Busbee, S.. Jawirz, M., Ward 5., Basinger, J. (1989). He Left Me His Sirength
Downiown Community TV. » ' e
C w’iokmusto_ 1. (D) (2013). Lary Kramier: I Love & Anger. USA: HBO Documentary
Filns. ) . . ,
Frmi‘: }7 (Dir) {2012), How to Strvive d Plagie. USA: htip:/ /surviveaplague.com
Fr‘icdu;m‘\.. P, }oi%lin, T. (Dir) (1993). Silverlake Life. U.SA: decurama lf_;lms. e Films.
Fugganic, C. gf)'u‘.) (20143, Back on Board: Greg Loigan’s. USAT: HBO ocumunitgimnger.
Ftubbasd, 1, (Dir) (2012}, Unired in Auger: A History of ACT UP. USA: www.
oms . . } .
H\":t:. M. (D) (2015), Villapefle, USA: Pro;ecr.vxilanelle@gn?m’l.cgm edis
\.«l.L‘Cloddeu. T. (D) (2012). Bumming Cigarertes. USA‘: Harriet’s u;lj » W.ww Jounhe.
i.l 1.pp apart, M. (Dir) (1992). Rode Hudson’s Home Movies, USA: Youlube: .
-t watch v = Ox86QDRO L ZY | ) . Bk
R i:;s ML (D) (1992). Nen, Je Ne Regrerte Rien {No Regrer). USA: Vldse;iatzinapicmms
;:Ze}d C.. Leonard, Z. (Dic) (1990). Keep Your Laws off my Body. USA: Au ,
- -aubinpiceures.com/films.hnun . Ush:
W ;\\\,\F\\ (Dlif ) EIQ%). % Care: A Video far Care Providers of People Affected by AIDS
!-\ic‘xandm.]uimsz. ,
o it ‘ Sex Positive. USA: Roco Films.
Wein, . (Dir) (2008). Sex Positive. , : o 32610
Winter. S. (Dir) [19906). Chocalate Babies. USA: Vimeo: fittps://vimeo.com/

Resources for teaching AIDS video through a critical lens

o ) WSO
Cheng, J. (2016), How w Survive: AIDS and Its Afterlives in Popular Media, Q
" Momen's Srudi rer - 99,
Weomen's Sdics Guarrerly, $4(1-2), 73 o . crmillan
Ce-m‘( f-‘xt (20143, Aatiblac Racism and the AIDS Epideric. New York: Palgrave Mac
Hlderbrand. oactivism, GLQ, 12(2), 303-317.
Hilderbrand, 1. (2006). Retroacnvis, . - . .
iulhlszl A. (1994, 1993). So Many Alrernatives: the Alternative AIDS Video Movem
’ CINEASTE niagazine, 20{4) {1994); 21(1-2) (‘1995). e, Dusham, NC:
Fuliasz, A, (1995). A4IDS TIN Hdentity, Conninunity, and Alternative . ,
uhasz, A 95}, . .
) e University Press. . .
!D‘;ki ;’:rrbf (2014), Home Video Retums: Media Ecologies of the Past of H;\ifa/
asz, A , T (2014, of the e
Jmi\lD‘} Remieved from s cineaste. com/summer2014/home-video-returns-m
‘ologies-ot-the-past-of-hiv-aids/ o ! . e
]ul:s.: Lﬁ: Kerr. T, {2014). AIDS Repuns: Becoming Normal'? fg szr;:e;s;xttogvc;r; I
" Mol Heart' 2 2 Ecology of HIV/AIDS, August 18, 2014, Retr
Normal Heart' and the Media Ecclogy © : - wieved fom
WA indiewire.com/'20'14/08/aidsweruns-becomlng—lrg(;1malwauconversatlon on
' 1a- -of-hivaids-2161
nal-heart-and-che-media-ecology-of . ‘ .
I }:mzm;\j ;{elrr T, (2015). Encounters: Media Fields Collective Conference at UCSB,
uhasz. A, L TL201E).
) Santa Barbara, CA. 3 o,
] !bium‘& 1;’Cﬁrr T. (2017). After Mamriage: The Frture of LGBTQ Politics and Scholarship
UASZ, )., R R 4 L1
) Neww York. ' '
1>e“'&x Oléerr T. (2017). Stacked on Her Office Shelft Stewar.déhlp and AIDS Aécgi‘g:;
d 1‘INL -’11‘\‘ 13 ;>017 Retrieved from www .centerforthehumanities.org/blog/stacke
anuary Lo, /.
1 5 - ardship-and-aids-archives
her-ofice—shelCstewardship-and-aids-arc . . . 3
Ker;e‘_[ (:0.13) I made moutning productive, collective, anc.l interactive ‘;hro%%_}.)m\r;dzci
p;'od'm:ion. February 3, 2013, Retrieved from WWW.V1sualalds.qiig/blog/d etail/1
mvmmuming;pmductive-collective—anddnteractwe-th::ough—w £0-PIo
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Rerr, T. (2013). When ACT UP is remembered . . . other places, people, and forms of
AIDS activism are disremembered, February 17, 2013. Retrieved from www visualaids.
org/blog/detail/ 7414 )

Palmer,T. {2015). Under the Rainbow. The Neiw Inquiry. July 28, 2015, Retrieved from
hetps://thenewinguiry.com/under-the-rainbow/

Ryan, H. (2013). How to Whitewash a Plague, The New York Times. August 3, 2013.

Retrieved from: www.nytimes.com/2013/08/04/opinion/sunday/how-to-whitewash-
a-plague. htrml

Examples of Trump era activist media that references
AIDS activism

Goldberg, M. (2616). Lessens for Fight a Demagogue, From the People Who Survived a
Plague. Slate. December 16, 2016. Retrieved from: www .slate, com/articles/news_and_

pelitics/politics/2016/12/ how_the_aids_movemen t_has_given_birth_to_t!

1e_frump_
resistance.html

Kessler, P. (2017). Lessons for Anti-Trump Activists from ACT UP. Medim, February 1,

2017, Retrieved from: https://med'mrn.com/@PippiKessler/}essons—for—anti—trump—
activists-from-act-up-796374fb%c

Murphy, T. (2016). AIDS Activist Peter Staley is Ready to Ger Arrested Fighting Trump.
Totderoad. December 15, 2016. Retrieved from: Ww.towlercuad.com/%16/12/peter-
staley-trump/

Westervele, E. (2017). ACT UP ar 30: Reinvigorated for Trump Fighe. Apuil 17, 2017,

Retrieved from: mw.npr.org/2017/04/17/522726303/act—up—at—30-reinvigomted—
for-trump-fight :
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