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Introduction

This is a discussion which maps lines between queer identity, activist art and the
AIDS epidemic. Firstly, the relationship between ‘queer’ and AIDS is considered.
Then, AIDS activist art is looked at in terms of art history. Finally the effect of

the AIDS epidemic on contemporary art practices is assessed.

| became interested in this topic because | was personally convinced that AIDS
has had a significant effect on art practices, not just in cultural centres like New
York and London but throughout the world. The effect on my own life was a
direct one but | felt that the social effect and subsequently the effect on
contemporary art practice was one which affected each student in this college
and indeed virtually every contemporary artist with a modicum of social or

cultural awareness.

As little has been written dealing directly with this subject, | chose to interview
a number of people and travelled to New York, California and London in order to
do so. The six interviewed all identify as queer/gay: five are practising artists and
one is an art historian and activist. Artist, activist and theorist Nayland Blake
lives in New York. He has also lived in San Francisco, where in 1995 he curated
‘In a Different Light’, the most extensive exhibition of gay/queer or related art to
date. Don Bachardy lives in Los Angeles and is internationally renowned for his
portraiture and homoerotic drawings. He describes himself as a formalist. Simon
Watney lives in London. He comes from an art historical background: he is
known as a critic, a writer and perhaps best known as one of Britain’s leading
AIDS activists. | interviewed three Irish artists. The first of whom was Patrick

Hall, a well known expressionist painter, who has used AIDS as a starting point






for his current work which deals with issues of mortality in an oblique manner.
Louise Walsh’s work has dealt with social issues from a feminist perspective, and
has recently begun to encompass mortality as a theme. And Michael Wilson,
artist, activist and theorist, whose 1995 show ‘Queerly Heteroclite’ combined
conceptualist approaches of the seventies with AIDS activist approaches of the
eighties in a dialectic of ‘art about art about AIDS’. Quotations throughout the

text are derived from these six interviews unless otherwise noted.

If the aim of this thesis is to examine the effect of the AIDS epidemic on
contemporary art practice, why do | see it as necessary to look at the relation of
queer identity to AIDS? Why is chapter one relevant! Gay men and women have
been at the forefront of attempts to produce health education, medical aid, funds
and publicity for prevention and treatment of HIV and AIDS. It is queer which
links AIDS to postmodernist or contemporary culture. Queer made AIDS
important in terms of culture. In the second chapter | look at the importance of
activist art and its place in contemporary art practice, taking into account the
debate between activism and formalism. This is in order to show a correlation
between AIDS activist art and a wider trend in art practices. In the third chapter,
| explore other specific influences of AIDS on art practice. | hope again to show

that AIDS has had a very definite effect in the shaping of current trends in art.






Chapter |. ‘Queer Identity’

What is queer identity' and what is its value! The word ‘queer’ has long been in
use as an adjective meaning spurious, odd, insane, eccentric; but this adjective has
within the last two decades taken on a new meaning, a meaning which refers to,
or is related to homosexuality but is in fact considerably more complex. If we
are to look at queer we must look at it in relation to what it is not, which is
firstly not normative, not heterosexual, not dominant, thus immediately defining it
as opposite or ‘other’, but also we must look at it in opposition to other related
terms such as homosexual and gay. These terms are also defining a marginal
group or an ‘other’ but queer is more inclusive, more all embracing. The
traditional term ‘homosexuality’ is a pathological term from the end of the
nineteenth century and one which was dominant in describing this marginal group
until Stonewall (1969)% Post Stonewall, ‘gay’ became the term used for the new
movement and activism. Similar to the pathological term, ‘homosexual’, gay
related specifically and only to men and women attracted to members of the
same sex, but with a much more positive frame. Gay, although less inclusive than

queer, remains the dominant vernacular term, particularly among heterosexuals,

' Queer: /kwie(r)/ adj., n., & v. -adj. | strange; odd; eccentric. 2 shady; suspect; of questionable character. 3 a slightly ill;
giddy; faint. b Brit. sl. drunk. 4 derog. sl. (esp. of a man) homosexual. -n. derog. sl. a homosexual. -v.tr. sl. spoil; put out of
order. Ain Queer Street sl. in a difficulty, in debt or trouble or disrepute. queer a person’s pitch spoil a person’s
chances, esp. secretly or maliciously. °* queerish adj. queerly adv. queerness n. [perh. f. G quer oblique (as THWART)]

Identity: /ai'dentiti/ n. (pl.-ies) | a the quality of condition of being a specified person or thing. b individuality,
personality (felt he had lost his identity). 2 identification or the result of it ( a case of mistaken identity; identity card).

3 the state of being the same in substances, nature, qualities, etc.; absolute sameness (no identity of interests between
them). 4 Algebra a the equality of two expressions for all values of the quantities expressed by letters. b an equation
expressing this, e.g. (x=1)2 = x2 + 2x + |. 5 Math. a (in full identity element) and element in a set, left unchanged by any
operation to it. b a transformation that leaves an object unchanged. ° identity crisis a phase in which an individual feels
a need to establish an identity in relation to society. identity parade = identification parade. [LL identitas f. L idem

same]

2 Stonewall is the name given to the gay riot which took place in New York’s Greenwich Village on June 25th 1969. The
riot was sparked off by a police raid of a homosexual and transvestite bar called ‘The Stonewall’ and lasted for three
days. This was a turning point in gay politics and the riot is commemorated each year by the gay pride march.






and nowadays is a quite comfortable term, whereas in the nineties, ‘queer’ tends
to suggest a political awareness or activism, which is no longer suggested by ‘gay’.
The appropriation of the word ‘queer’ did not signal an end to a ‘gay’ movement
or gay identity, but rather indicated a sort of split within that movement or
identity. Queer is post-gay, but this does not mean that gay does not exist
alongside queer, or perhaps as one of the many identities which come under the
more inclusive or pluralist umbrella that is queer. Queer includes all forms of
‘sexual deviancy’, all forms of ‘other’ sexuality. When related to cultural studies,
and used in phrases like ‘queer readings’, ‘queer positions’, and ‘queer pleasures,
the word queer is meant to suggest a range of non-heterosexual, non-straight
responses to culture that can be experienced by anyone, regardless of their ‘real

life’ sexual identity. Nayland Blake says:

“people who had an investment in building the economic and social
community at least in America in the mid-sixties to the mid to late seventies
- | would call that the gay generation, and then the people who grew up
with most of those institutions already in place, | would call that the queer

generation.”

So queer is the new generation, those whose upbringing and ‘outcoming’ was
informed by gay liberation. But at what point did queer establish itself as

separate to gay! Blake continues to say:
P gay Y

“l think that that split is beginning to occur in the very late seventies and
early eighties and got basically repressed because of the AIDS crisis which
forced people to really pull together. But what we’ve seen happening in the

nineties is that split has reasserted itself”.

But the development of queer is generally associated with the AIDS epidemic.

Can we extricate the one from the other! Simon Watney claims:

“queer in turn is inseparable from the epidemic, to be honest, absolutely

inseparable”.






So, is queer inseparable from the AIDS epidemic? Is it something that grew out
of the AIDS epidemic, or in fact a separate happening linked to the epidemic?

Blake says, in reference to the AIDS epidemic:

“One of the things that we saw happened was that activist energy that was
initially developed around AIDS issues was then adopted by generally
younger people. The rise of something like Queer Nation for example is
really people taking the tactics of organisations like Act-Up and expanding
to engage with a larger realm of issues.”
Queer Nation in America, like Outrage in Britain, aimed as their goal to establish
a notion of a queer politics whereas Act-Up is concerned primarily with AIDS
awareness and politics: so queer groups of the nineties took their start from
AIDS activist groups established in the eighties. Thus we can say that although
queer may appear to be a separate issue or movement and one that would have

occurred with or without the advent of AIDS, its actual evolution is none-the-less

inextricably associated with the AIDS epidemic and activism of the mid-eighties.

The earlier ‘gay’ movement began in many ways like ‘queer’ as a radical movement
concerned with civil rights, but by the early to mid-eighties gay had come to
mean something else. In larger urban areas a recognisable gay culture has
developed and assimilated itself comfortably into the surrounding urban

environment. Michael Wilson says:

“Gay in the nineteen seventies signalled a whole range of different things
but within that diversity there was an over-riding revolutionary impulse, |
mean basically there was an aligned attempt, at least, with Marxism or with
feminism....by the early eighties, mid-eighties....you have the emergence of a
very well-heeled gay bourgeoisie in America who are capable of generating a
very specific kind of urban culture and who have very little relationship, if
any, with notions of social critique or revolution, but are in fact basically the

model consumer of the late twentieth century.”






It was these circumstances, combined with the repoliticising of homosexual/gay
issues as a result of the straight backlash against the gay community caused by
the ignorance and fear surrounding the AIDS epidemic, which prompted the
division between leaders of the gay community in the U.S. specifically, or the
polarisation of these two groups: those who wished to follow normative
strategies and promote heterosexual aping, gay marriage etc., and those who
wanted to disrupt the norm, to destabilise traditional notions such as those of

the family. So queer may be said to disrupt identity politics. Blake says:

“one of the important things that queer people bring to the contemporary

situation is the understanding of identity itself as a construct and because

they see it as that they can be more fluid in their relationship to it.”
The preoccupation with identity among the sexually marginalised cannot be
explained as an effect of a peculiar personal obsession with sex. It can be seen,
more accurately, as a powerful resistance to the organising principle of sexual
attitudes. Giving oneself a named identity is a political move. To identify oneself
as queer is to instantly marginalise oneself, but it is important to marginalise or
to identify as other in order to disrupt the norm. It has been sexual radicals
who have most insistently politicised the question of sexual identity. But the
agenda has largely been shaped by the importance assigned by our culture to
‘correct’ sexual behaviour. It may be suggested that sexual identity is shaped at
the juncture of two major concerns: our subjectivity, who and what we are, and
society, health economics and politics. Self identification is necessary in order to
contextualise oneself and to mature as an individual. For queers, self

identification can be valuable in terms of shifting your perspective.

It could be argued that this preoccupation with sexual identity grows out of, and

simultaneously contributes to, a growing sense of crisis about sexuality. At its






centre is a crisis in the relations between the sexes: relations which have been
profoundly unsettled by rapid social change and by the impact of feminism. This
in turn feeds into a crisis over the meaning of sexuality in our culture, about
identity and pleasure, and about the freedom to choose. A growing willingness to
recognise the huge diversity of sexual beliefs and behaviours has only sharpened

the debate about how to cope with these in social policy and personal practice.

But how does this relate to art and artists? Do artists not resist self-labelling

and are in fact normally labelled by others! Michael Wilson says:

“Obviously anybody who works as an artist always tends to resist or wants
to resist any particular label that might be mobilised, video artist,
performance artist, because it’s seen as establishing a set of parameters or
restrictions on their practice.”
Yet some artists do choose to mobilise these identity labels strategically. They
use these labels to counter their marginalisation through the promotion of queer
culture and queer art. Gay art could be defined as essentially an art where ‘the
male gaze’® replaces the female object with a male object, thus producing an art
for which homoeroticism is a central factor. This is an art dealing primarily with
issues of sexuality and these issues were the frontline issues for the gay
community in the seventies: namely sexuality and visibility. Queer art could be
defined as much more hardline political ‘in your face’ art. Male to male sexual
desire is no longer central and is replaced by a number of sexual identities and
more potent issues such as AIDS and discrimination. Traditional views of gay

male sensibility propose a standard idea of male gaze and male object. Politically

and ideologically this is regressive. Blake says:

3 as defined by BERGER, John,Ways of Seeing, London, BBC/Penguin, 1972.






“l think that certainly many gay and queer artists struggle with the notion
Y. y gay q g8
that there is some monolithic idea or essential idea of what gay art is or
queer art is, and that whatever it is that they are doing is not that and to
me, | think that’s exactly the sort of wrong headed, backwards reasoning in
terms of trying to come to an understanding of what we might call gay or
queer art.”
At this point in time a greater number of possibilities exist for what a gay/queer
reading could be, such as a blurring of gender, the idea of the pathetic or
decadent, a formal preference for the fragment over the masterpiece, working
against the grain of accepted readings and so on. Queer art reflects a sort of
second generation of gay work, at the same time it is part of the second
generation of conceptual work within the art world that is no longer geared
towards an abstract idea of thought but more geared towards the construction of
community and community thought. Queer art is dealing with a whole cluster of

issues around the way that this society constructs homosexuality as a position.

Michael Wilson says:

“Queer perhaps marks a greater degree of proximity with certain other

developments in contemporary culture, say postmodernism...”

Postmodernism is characterised by pastiche, self-referentiality, fragmentation,
hybridisation of styles, linguistic multiplicity; and queer with its self-awareness

and awareness of gay/homosexual history and its inclusiveness is in line with this.






Chapter 2: ‘Activist Art’

AIDS is not the first epidemic to
have affected the production of
cultural objects and the
construction of cultural history.
Yet none have done so as rapidly
or as politically as AIDS (fig. 2.1
& 2.2). One explanation has
been the onset of the age of
communication. Yet millions of
people in the third world die of cholera or malaria each year but no one has ever
marched down New York’s Fifth Avenue for the rights of cholera victims or
attended an exhibition of
postmodern Malarial art:
the third world does not
have the resources to
mobilise the international
media. Why do other
first world diseases such

as cancer or leukemia not

fig. 2.2

provoke the same
reaction? Cancer is uncontroversial as it is non-infectious, and it is not
associated with any particular group, race or minority. AIDS is preventable,
prevention measures are routinely ignored and people living with AIDS are

discriminated against in law. P.W.A.s' are marginalised.

'People With AIDS.







“Crucial to the ideology of radical AIDS activism are the twin concepts of
social marginalisation and inferiorisation developed by theorists in the arts
and social sciences and expanded by politically active artists influenced by
critical theory.” (Miller, 1992, p5)
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controversy. The best
known of these groups, Gran Fury, uses images which mimic those from media
and advertising. They have produced a mock-up of the New York Times calling it
the New York Crimes, featuring AIDS stories on the entire front page (fig. 2.3),
also a Benneton-like ad, on the sides of buses featuring gay, lesbian and straight
couples with the slogan ‘Kissing doesn’t Kill, Greed and Indifference do’ (fig. 2.4).

They have placed red hand prints all around New York city symbolising blood on

the hands of the government: the government which has failed to act (fig. 2.5).







These groups did not have a manifesto of artistic philosophy, their ideology had

to do with action, not art. Douglas Crimp says:

“Aids activist art does not seek T

primarily to interrupt our BLOOD 0“ ITS HA“DS
notion of art itself but instead
to intervene in a wider area of
representation: the mass media,
medical discourse, social policy,

community organising, sexual

meEsessTEER |
HE GOVERNMENT HAS

identity,...” (Crimp 1993, p23)

This leads us to a number of
questions. Has AIDS activist art

interrupted our notion of art itself,

or has it remained entirely outside a

hegemonic conceptualist art culture?

ONE AIDS DEATH
EVERY HALF HOUR

foae s e S S

Will AIDS activist art have any value

from a future art historical point of

; e i i fig. 2.5
view?! Perhaps it is precisely this ‘not

seeking to interrupt our notion of art’ which makes activist art unattractive to so
many artists. Most of the AIDS activist art produced is new art made by
unknowns. What is the validity of this art? Should art be produced from a

political viewpoint? Some say not. Don Bachardy says:

“l don’t think one should approach work as an artist by saying | want to do
a political painting. | think one should say | want to do a painting and then
afterwards you look at the painting and realise it is political, ....| don’t like
the idea of approaching art first from a political point of view.....I'm a

formalist, that’s really what | care most about.”

All artists are a part of the social environment in which they live and all art is

political, but should this be a starting point for their art, or just a factor, a






symptom, a by-product! When we look back at art history and work from
previous generations and previous centuries, sloganeering or activist art is not
something which jumps out or appears to be prevalent. We can look at events in
periods of time, such as wars, times of great political activity: indeed we can look
at World War 2, for example. There was a lot of political art produced at that
time but little of this art has endured. But then as we continue to search we
come across artists such g

as Diego Rivera? or José
Orozco? and see that in
the Hispanic communities
mural painting and other
forms of activist art have
a strong tradition perhaps
owing to the fact that
these have often been
troubled communities
(fig. 2.6). And then as we
continue to look we
come across paintings

such as Griinewald’s

Crucifixion* which

?Rivera, Diego, 1886-1957, was the most renowned and one of the most important figures in the Mexican mural
movement. He won international acclaim for his vast public mural paintings, in which he created a new iconography
based on socialist ideas and exalted the indigenous and popular heritage in Mexican culture. He also executed large
quantities of easel paintings and graphic work.

30rozco, José, 1883-1949, was one of the most important Mexican mural painters and his expressionist style has been
particularly influential among younger generations of international mural artists. He also produced political cartoons and
caricatures. He was obsessed with the ironies of that human comedy the events of the revolution had spread before
him, and himself handicapped, he personally identified with the victim; the radical realism of his work dramatises only the

details of atrocity and triumph while avoiding grandiose, abstract commentaries on human destiny.

‘Griinewald, Matthias, 1480-1528, a contemporary of Diirer and the most expressive of the 16th Century German
artists, completed the Crucifixion from The Isenheim Altarpiece in 1515; originally situated at the church of Antonite

Monastery, Isenheim (Alsace), it is now at Colmar Museum.

fig. 2.6






fig. 2.7

features a Christ who is
showing all of the
symptoms of suffering
from bubonic plague, so
all of the horrors of that
illness are presented
within the cadre of the
standard crucifixion
composition (fig. 2.7); and
as we continue to look at
standard crucifixions,
annunciations and piétas

it becomes evident that

perhaps art is long in use by the church and nobility to proselytise. This kind of

work has a strong message or slogan; is it so far from the sloganeering work seen

today? Has it not been more influential than any of the activist art produced

about AIDS? So art for art’s sake is really an invention of the twentieth century,

seen alongside or central to the philosophies of the various art movements

starting from the Impressionists, who scandalised by choosing to paint just for

fun, through to conceptualism.

As we look back through the annals of time we must also consider how selective

this history has been, Louise Walsh says:

“‘History’ is very relative and | think just because work isn’t deemed by

certain people to be of value doesn’t mean it’s valueless. | think we’ve got

lots of different agendas when people start collecting work as ‘important

work of our time’. You've got corporate issues, you've got political issues

and | actually think history is so selective that when you’re talking

historically you have to realise ‘whose history are you speaking about’,






‘who’s making the history’, ‘who’s recording the history?” That’s something
that’s going on a lot at the moment around people looking at artists who
have been forgotten because they weren’t deemed important, especially
women artists, or people of working class origins. Their work wasn’t seen
as real, because the people who were collecting it and buying it and
documenting it were male middle class establishment, patriarchal. So that
whole notion of history is problematic in the first degree as to who

remembers what by what names.”
So perhaps we cannot entirely trust history nor history in the making. It is
difficult to predict what will be remembered, what will be considered as
important in future times. Often recent history is written and then rewritten as
different analyses are made, and this is reflected in contemporary museology
where curators choose to illuminate certain works and not others in order to
illustrate an exhibition’s theme or thesis: and social issues in historical works are

generally ignored. Nayland Blake says:

“Museums as institutions, one of the things they teach you is about class. |
mean in a certain sense museums are all about continually decontextualising
and denaturing objects of power, whether they are objects that wealthy
Italians purchased for their homes or whether they are objects that villagers
in Mali built to protect their village. But at this point in contemporary
museology both of those objects are brought into the supposedly neutral
but actually very class coded space and made into curiosities...... The
National Museum of Women in Art in Washington DC is treated with
contempt by many women who claim that they don’t want to be ghettoised

within it or that its context doesn’t speak for them.”

How important is the museum context to the contemporary artist and is this

changing?

Many gay artists have produced AIDS art or AIDS activist art, but little has been

produced by important or established artists. In some cases artists such as






Robert Mapplethorpe’® were seen
to tame down their work as a
result of AIDS hysteria. Known
artists who have produced work
which could be classed as AIDS
art include Keith Haring® and
Gilbert and George’ who have-
been directly touched by the AIDS
crisis and who identify entirely

with the AIDS subculture (fig. 2.8

& 2.9). Keith Haring was an
already established artist who upon discovering his own hiv+ status began to
produce art dealing with this subject matter, sloganeering art. Other now famous

artists are David Wojnarowicz® and Andres Serrano’, both of whom came into the

SMapplethorpe was a sympathetic participant of the group which identified themselves with sadomasochism in the post
sexual revolution 1970s. He felt it was worthy, legitimate, previously unexplored, and an almost obligatory subject for
him to treat. He approached it not as voyeur but as an advocate, wanting to instil through his photographs dignity and
beauty to a subject that was outside the accepted norms of behaviour. In his later work it is flowers and phalluses that
abound. Mapplethorpe continued to use male bodies, genitals and torsos as part of his vocabulary, but in the 1980s’
climate of homophobia, AIDS hysteria and reactionary sexual politics he chose to tame down his act, concentrating on
aesthetic nude studies, flowers and society portraits.

éKeith Haring (1958-1990) first achieved notoriety in the early 1980s when he appropriated the slate-like panels used for
advertising posters in the New York City subway for rapidly executed chalk drawings. By 1984 he had brought his
underground art up to street level and into the world’s most prestigious museums and galleries. With the spread of
drug abuse and AIDS in urban areas Haring’s work became increasingly agitated, sounding an earnest note of alarm while
retaining its intrinsic childlike aura. He died of AIDS-related causes in 1990.

’Gilbert and George, British sculptors, have worked together since the late 1960s, when their strategy was to make
themselves into sculpture, so sacrificing their separate identities to art and turning the notion of creativity on its head.

In the 1980s, although continuing to feature themselves, they gradually shifted the emphasis of their subject matter from
their own experiences towards inner city realities and structures which inform life such as religion, class, sex, identity
and politics. In 1989 they produced an exhibition entitled ‘Art for AIDS’. Their work in the nineties continues to aim for
an ‘Art for Life's Sake’ and ‘Art for All', underlining their belief that art can still positively break down barriers between
people and open up society to new ways of thinking about the world.

8David Wojnarowicz, born 1954 in New York, supported himself by hustling until his health collapsed. He then worked in
bars and clubs in Manhattan’s East Village and joined a postpunk band. In 1980 he met photographer Peter Hujar who
became his mentor. In addition to Wojnarowicz's visual work, he attained national prominence as a writer, a passionate
and angry advocate for AIDS awareness, and for his unyielding stance against censorship. He died of AIDS in 1992.

Andres Serrano was born in New York City in 1950. His name became a household word on May 18th, 1989, when
Sen. Alphonse D'Amato tore up a picture of the artist's Piss Christ on the floor of the U.S. Senate. The act launched the
so-called Culture Wars, a national debate over free expression and federal funding of the arts.






light of the public eye as a
result of controversy with
the NEA'0 (fig. 2.10 & 2.11).
Many gay artists have avoided
this area of AIDS art for fear
of producing non-enduring
work. Is it this or is it just
that they are influenced by
the hegemony of the late
3 mo;jernist or the minimal
“and conceptual tradition?
Are we not foolish to try and

judge what may or may not

in fact endure? Blake says:

“l think that the objects that endure are the objects that continue to draw a
strong response after their initial context has péssed away. Many Botticelli
paintings are filled with disputations about Christian theology, that don’t
make much sense to us, issues that don’t necessarily seem engaging to us,
but those paintings continue to draw a strong response. And it’s not
because they were just more general paintings, it’s because of the power of
their specificity.....if the idea is to say once the AIDS crisis is over then all
this art that proports to be related to AIDS is no longer going to make any
sense, that may be true, but some of that art is going to be useful thought

material for other things, and that art will continue.”
So what is different about AIDS activist art from other historical forms of
proselytising or propaganda art! One major difference is it is informed by

modernism and the conceptualist tradition. In many cases it uses the mediascape

and can thus appeal to a larger and often more informed group. Also at this time

1%ln 1990 the National Endowment for the Arts in America was attacked by Senator Jesse Helms for funding the
controversial photographs by Andres Serrano to the tune of $15,000. The NEA subsequently withdrew funding for

Serrano and other ‘controversial’ artists.






we see AIDS Activist

Art as perhaps part

@A
g

of a wave of issue- LSl

based art or
community-based
art. We are in what
could be called the
second phase of
conceptualist art
which is one where
work is not based

merely on an

abstract idea but

more and more it is
an art that is based on some kind of community involvement, response, or
commentary. Aligned with this but also in
opposition to conceptualist tradition we see in
the late eighties and early nineties the
reintroduction of the image or narrative into art.
AIDS activist art fits into this categoryb of
narrative art: an art where the narrative is
dominant and where there is an indiffereﬁce to
form and strategy. This narrative art poses a
threat to the more philosophically based ‘minimal
and conceptual’ art, the active statement versus
the philosophical statement, issue-based art

versus art for art’s sake, activism versus

fig.2.11
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Chapter 3 ‘Contemporary Art Practice’

One of the first areas of art practice to be significantly affected by the AIDS
epidemic was the area of gay art. Gay art hitherto had dealt with issues of
sexuality and otherness but as a direct result of the AIDS epidemic, the concept

of what was gay art greatly broadened. Nayland Blake says:

“l think one of the things that definitely happened in the mid-eighties is that
the epidemic opened people’s minds to an understanding that gay art....could
be engaged with something other than that sort of mechanism of desire,
that representation of gay male desire...., because of people’s reaction to
mortality suddenly the subject matter, the possible field of what could be
understood as a gay concern, expanded enormously in the culture. And |
think people, myself included, took advantage of that expanded field to begin
to point out to people all of this other range of things. It was like ‘if you're
going to listen to us about AIDS, then you should listen to us about this, and
this, and this, and this’. | think in that sense it definitely changed, in western
art the possibilities for what gay male subjectivity could be about.”

Was this the start of a cultural renaissance, a renaissance in art generated by
AIDS?' AIDS has entered into the psyche of the public, the result of which must
resound through the art world. Michael Wilson says “...AIDS has so deeply

marked the fabric of our social experience in the late twentieth century it

inevitably marks things like art practice.” Likewise Don Bachardy says:

“l do think that AIDS has come into the forefront of our view of life and
that we can’t get around it. We have to deal with it in some way or other
and since we do live in a period in which most forms of art do seem to be
political, politically inspired, conceptual, intellectualised, something like AIDS
which is a very real concern of so many people must influence whatever art

is turned out.”

'When Simon Watney posed this question to members of Gran Fury in 1991 the response of one member was one of
horror: “..frequently we're invited to speak at artist spaces precisely to discuss that and | find myself having to reject
that idea. Not because | think that it may or may not be untrue...but because I'm much more concerned about the lives
that are slipping through my fingers.” Where as another member was not upset by the position of AIDS as a “leading
avant-garde thing” because it does provide an audience for what they have to say and thus should be exploited. He goes
on to say:‘“as an artist, if it opens up the art world to ideas rather than just forms and aesthetics, that’s fine with me. But
it doesn’t have anything to do with Gran Fury.” (Watney, 1991, p65)
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The effect of AIDS culturally is
obviously greater in North America
than it is in Europe, but as American
society is a world leader, particularly
in the area of contemporary art, the
effect of the AIDS epidemic on that

society must affect us all. .

One area where we see the effect of
AIDS is in Abject art. “Despair about
the persistent AIDS crisis, invasive
disease and death, systemic poverty

and crime, the destroyed welfare

state, indeed the broken social p—

fig. 3.1
contract” are all cited by Hal Foster in ‘Return of the Real’ as reasons for the
“fascination with trauma, this envy of abjection, today” (Foster 1996, pl66).
Abject art rejects illusionism, indeed any sublimation of the object - gaze, in an

attempt to evoke the real as such. Foster says,

“If some high modernists sought to transcend the referential figure and
some early post-modernists to delight in the sheer image, some later
postmodernists want to possess the real thing.”(Foster 1996, p165)

The abject is attractive to artists who wish to disturb orderings of subject and

society alike. One significant event which influenced a move into the area of

abject art for some artists including Cindy Sherman? (fig. 3.1) was the now

2Sherman, Cindy, born New Jersey, 1954, appears as one of the most important artists working today. Her work is
considered to embody the impact of postmodernist thinking in the art world. Despite Sherman’s unwillingness to enter
into theoretical or political debate, her ‘Sex Pictures’ were seen by most as a direct response to the censorship debate.
The ‘Sex Pictures’ produced by Sherman in 1992 were photographs of genitally correct dummies who engage in very
incorrect activities and show unabashedly their proclivity for the perverse. Dismembered but still coitally coupled;
frozen in masturbatory gestures; practiced at S/M play, but in each instance so utterly without emotional dimension, they

menace the viewer as they hammer at conventional codes of decency.
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infamous NEA controversy,
following a number of
incidents including the
withdrawal of funding for a
Robert Mapplethorpe
exhibition3. Mapplethorpe
was an acknowledged
homosexual who had died of
AIDS. Also involved in this
controversy, Andres Serrano
has produced abject work
referring directly to AIDS in
his ‘Semen and Blood’ series,

. 1990 (fig. 3.2), and more

fig. 3.2

recently work about
mortality in ‘The
Morgue’ series, 1992
(fig. 3.3). In this country
we could look at work
such as Billy Quinn’s
‘Castration Piece’

(fig.3.4). Quinn is one

fig. 3.3

?In 1990 Dennis Barrie of the Cincinatti Contemporary Art Centre was prosecuted in connection with a show of
Mapplethorpe’s work deemed pornographic.
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of the few Irish artists whose work deals
in a very direct manner with the
epidemic. His 1995 show ‘Traditional
Family Values’ centred on the relationship

of issues of child abuse and AIDS.

Brandon Taylor in ‘The Art of Today’ while
discussing narrative art in the early
nineties and the reintroduction of the

image in art states:

“A further consequence of the AIDS
crisis in America - it has not
devastated the European art
community in anything like the same
degree - was a desire, for the most
part unstated, to put the
prescriptions of left wing and
Conceptualist theory, identified as
male, aclademic, white, and
heterosexual, to one side. The
experiences and images of the body,

as opp