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INTRODUCTION



ANOTHER KIND OF PROPAGANDA


THEN


Just before trading began on September 14, 1989, seven AIDS activists snuck into the New York Stock Exchange. They walked in through the Broad Street entrance, having falsified Bear Stearns badges, and filed in with the crush of brokers and traders. Underneath their two-piece suit business drag, they concealed everything needed for the morning’s action: marine airhorns, two cameras loaded with high ASA film, a handwritten banner, metal chains, handcuffs without keys and wads of fake paper cash.


As those seven activists walked into the New York Stock Exchange, the AIDS crisis was entering its ninth year and showed no signs of abating. The United States would soon pass ninety thousand AIDS deaths, and without a single safer-sex initiative from the federal government, infections continued to climb. There was but one approved medication to stem the HIV virus, AZT. Though AZT sometimes provided short-term benefits, its debilitating side effects deterred many from taking it, and the drug had no long-term efficacy. There were no promising treatments on the horizon, much less a cure or a vaccine.


Inside the exchange, two of the seven peeled off and stood on the floor, readying their cameras. The other five ducked underneath a rope and climbed a staircase that led to a balcony, which overlooked the exchange’s storied floor. Then they threaded their metal chains through the balcony’s spindles and locked themselves into place, in the hopes of delaying their inevitable arrests.


Then they lowered their banner, which read “Sell Wellcome,” an imperative to ditch the stocks of Burroughs Wellcome, the pharmaceutical company that manufactured AZT. At the time, AZT was the most expensive pharmaceutical ever brought to market, and it was one of Burroughs Wellcome’s biggest profit makers.


Seconds before the opening bell commenced trading, they pulled out their airhorns.


That day, nobody inside the exchange heard the ringing of the opening bell. If those on the trading floor didn’t immediately understand the demonstration’s purpose, it soon became clear. Fake ten-, twenty- and hundred-dollar bills began raining over the floor. The back of each denomination respectively read,


White Heterosexual Men Can’t Get AIDS…


DON’T BANK ON IT.


WHY ARE WE HERE?


Because your malignant neglect KILLS.


FUCK YOUR PROFITEERING.


People are dying while you play business.


The front of each bill was unaltered, save for the treasury signature, which had been replaced with a cursive script logo, that of the artist collective Gran Fury.


Producing images, branding and rhetoric, Gran Fury’s ten members described themselves as a “band of individuals united in anger and dedicated to exploiting the power of art to end the AIDS crisis.” It was a collective born out of ACT UP (the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power), a grassroots group dedicated to ending AIDS, which had begun in New York City before blossoming into a worldwide movement with almost 150 chapters.


This demonstration at the New York Stock Exchange epitomizes how Gran Fury was integral to ACT UP’s efforts. Though ACT UP identified the pharmaceutical company Burroughs Wellcome as a target, and organized the demonstration itself, Gran Fury supplied much of the action’s messaging, and ACT UP’s successes often relied upon the sloganeering of Gran Fury’s posters, stickers, T-shirts, pins and billboards. The stock exchange demonstration also shows the effectiveness of these combined efforts. Just days later, Burroughs Wellcome reduced AZT’s price by 20 percent.


ACT UP is perhaps the most well-branded protest movement ever, and that’s largely due to Gran Fury, whose members often thought about their work in relation to the field of advertising. To aid ACT UP’s efforts, Gran Fury employed marketing concepts traditionally reserved for selling products, but to much different ends. Gran Fury’s bloody handprint graphic, for example, branded one of ACT UP’s most successful demonstrations, Seize Control of the FDA, which demanded the FDA overhaul its approval process for HIV and AIDS medications. Through posters and T-shirts worn by ACT UP’s members, Gran Fury’s bloody handprint became ubiquitous that day, and through the day’s press coverage, millions of people ultimately saw it.


Though Gran Fury was rarely credited in these sorts of photo ops, the collective’s work constantly appeared in news coverage of the crisis and became a conduit by which ideas germinating in ACT UP permeated the world. Ideas that many of us now take for granted, like nationalized healthcare being a human right, were popularized through the work of Gran Fury before assuming a more widespread acceptance.


Initially, Gran Fury relied upon the press, and particularly photojournalists, to disseminate their work to a wider audience, as they did with the bloody handprint at the FDA action. But after their initial successes, Gran Fury began to place their work in spaces reserved for more traditional advertisements: billboards at Manhattan’s busiest intersections, advertisements in New York City subways, buses in America’s major cities, television commercials and magazines. During its years-long campaign lobbying the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) to recognize HIV in women, ACT UP even purchased a full-page ad in the New York Times, proclaiming one of Gran Fury’s best-known slogans: Women don’t get AIDS, they just die from it.


Advertising was a visual language that Gran Fury could easily mimic, as several of its members worked in advertising or as art directors. Kissing Doesn’t Kill, one of Gran Fury’s signature projects, is perhaps the best example of this, as it was frequently mistaken for an actual Benetton advertisement, the clothing company whose work Gran Fury had purposefully copied.


But Gran Fury also borrowed from advertising’s motives. Rather than making work to sell a product, Gran Fury hawked ideas, swayed minds and shifted perceptions about AIDS. Though Gran Fury officially called itself an art collective, its members more often described their work as propaganda, a form that shares many of advertising’s methods and goals. I suspect that they publicly characterized their work as art, in part, because Gran Fury eventually began to court the financial support of museums and arts institutions, to place their work in these more commercial spaces, and it’s hard to imagine the Whitney Museum funding a group of self-avowed propagandists.


Of course, propaganda has an insidious connotation because of its association with authoritarian regimes, and there is an understandable aversion to making or celebrating it. But the story of Gran Fury invites us to reconsider this, as not all propaganda is alike. In his book How Propaganda Works, the philosopher Jason Stanley argues that there is a kind of propaganda that can even repair democracy, what he calls “civic rhetoric.” When a marginalized or disenfranchised group of citizens does not have an equal say in their government and the creation of its laws, Stanley argues, civic rhetoric is one of the few ways in which they can reclaim power.


I promise you that this is not an academic book on civic rhetoric, and that Stanley is the last philosopher I will quote in these pages. Rather, this book tells a story that elucidates this concept, a story that I think will be more useful (and hopefully more fun) than studying civic rhetoric in the abstract, as Gran Fury is a live example of what civic rhetoric looks like, how it’s made and what it can do. This is also a story of civic rhetoric’s limitations. Gran Fury embodies that too.


Any kind of propaganda requires believers to carry its message, and in the case of Gran Fury, this was often done by ACT UP’s members. Gran Fury often received the information for their posters from other groups within ACT UP, and Gran Fury similarly relied upon thousands of other ACT UP members to disseminate their work. What often made Gran Fury so effective was that scores of people would hold the same sign, wear the same pin or don identical T-shirts. Gran Fury’s Read My Lips, a T-shirt of two kissing sailors produced to combat homophobia, is such an iconic image only because ACT UP’s membership made it so ubiquitous. Shirts like this visually identified ACT UP and gave ACT UP a visual cohesion. What an army gains from its uniform, ACT UP drew from Gran Fury.


But propaganda also assumes that there are people who need to be swayed, whose minds need to be changed, and this was often Gran Fury’s audience. Gran Fury sometimes worked to elicit outrage, or to coerce its viewers into action. But just as often, Gran Fury’s work advocated that you adopt or dismantle a particular mindset, perspective, assumption or worldview. Instead of thinking X, we want you to think Y. Often, Gran Fury tried to dispel notions that were a hindrance to ACT UP’s efforts or bolster ideas that underpinned ACT UP’s demands. An example of this is Gran Fury’s All People with AIDS Are Innocent, which first appeared as a poster and was later repurposed as a banner that was hung in the United States and Europe. At the time, hemophiliacs and children with HIV were often described as the “innocent victims” or “most innocent victims” of AIDS. Those delineations suggest that some people are more deserving of AIDS than others, which was anathema to ACT UP’s notion that people with AIDS deserve healthcare, not blame. The only demand of All People with AIDS Are Innocent is that you think differently about people with AIDS: instead of assuming that there is a hierarchy of guilt predicated on how someone contracted HIV, think of someone’s HIV status without any moral implication, that no one is more deserving of this disease than another.


Both art and propaganda force ideas onto their viewers (or listeners, or readers). But the distinction between art and propaganda, or at least, how I delineate between those terms here, is that propaganda has a more predetermined outcome that it tries to elicit. The overarching goal of Gran Fury’s propaganda was to actualize a better world for queer people and people with AIDS. Often, their work addressed the federal government, but that wasn’t always the case. For example, they produced a fake front page of the New York Times, which they wrapped around actual copies of the Times that had been distributed throughout Manhattan. It showed what more informed and comprehensive news coverage of AIDS would look like, but just as importantly, it imagined a world where the media reflected the lives of queer people and people with AIDS, rather than ignoring them.


Making this kind of work was not without risk or consequence. At the 1990 Venice Biennale, Gran Fury provoked outrage over their criticism of the pope’s reluctance to admit that condoms and clean needles prevent the spread of HIV. Seven of Gran Fury’s members were almost arrested and charged with “blasphemy,” an actual crime that still carries a hefty prison sentence in Italy.


Aided by Gran Fury, the cumulative efforts of ACT UP brought about one of the most staggering shifts in the history of medicine, in part by lobbying the federal government to expand its budget for AIDS research. At multiple points in the pre–ACT UP years of the crisis, the Reagan administration actually tried to reduce the budget for AIDS research, despite the fact that the number of Americans dying of AIDS was doubling or tripling every year. Those kinds of cuts were unthinkable once ACT UP became a constant presence in American life. In the pre–ACT UP years of the crisis, 1981 through 1986, the federal government cumulatively spent a quarter of a billion dollars on AIDS research, and that was spread over six years. By 1991, at the height of ACT UP’s influence, the federal government was spending almost a billion dollars on AIDS research every single year. The National Institutes of Health (NIH) quadrupled its budget for AIDS research in the first three years of ACT UP’s existence. And those in power understood that there was a direct correlation between ACT UP’s efforts and this increase in spending. “The more you’re demonstrating,” Anthony Fauci once told an ACT UP member, “the more money I’m going to get to work with.”


That kind of shift didn’t come from a single demonstration or group within ACT UP. It came from years of cumulative work, though it wasn’t until the mid-1990s that these efforts fully came to fruition.


That increase in spending helped bring about a new wave of treatments called protease inhibitors, which make it possible to live a full life with HIV. Back in 1987, when ACT UP formed, people who tested HIV-positive were often told that they had two years to live. Because of protease inhibitors, the life expectancy for an HIV-positive American is now just two years short of an HIV-negative counterpart. By the time protease inhibitors came to market, fifty thousand Americans were dying of AIDS every single year, a number that surely would have continued to rise without this intervention. When protease inhibitors came to market, the number of American AIDS deaths decreased for the first time in the history of the epidemic, and it has continued to decrease ever since. Worldwide, over twenty million people now take this lifesaving HIV drug that ACT UP’s efforts helped bring to market.


ACT UP undeniably changed the world. And yet, it was a relatively small group. ACT UP’s largest demonstration fielded around five thousand people, a number that pales in comparison to other movements in American history. Demonstrations for enacting civil rights and ending the Vietnam War drove hundreds of thousands of Americans to Washington, DC. The Climate Strike, March for Our Lives, iterations of the Women’s March and the protests to oust Puerto Rican governor Ricardo Rosselló all had over a million attendees. Up to twenty-six million Americans participated in demonstrations following the murder of George Floyd and the slew of other Black lives lost.


Any book about ACT UP must then try to explain how such a small group of people so drastically shaped the world in which we now live. And one undeniable factor is the work of Gran Fury.
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This book tells a story that has been constructed through archival research, interviews and the writing of others. Of Gran Fury’s ten members, nine outlived the worst years of the AIDS crisis, and all nine agreed to be interviewed for the purposes of this book. Mark Simpson, who died in 1996, was the only core member of Gran Fury who wasn’t interviewed, but in the last years of his life, Simpson began work on a memoir, mostly of his childhood and young adult years in Texas. His memoir was unfinished at the time of his death and has not been published, but his sister, who is the executor of his estate, allowed me to draw from it. Another of Gran Fury’s members, Avram Finkelstein, has also written about his own life and activism, most extensively in his book After Silence. I also interviewed about fifty living ACT UP members and relied upon interviews conducted by other individuals, most notably the ACT UP Oral History Project, organized by Sarah Schulman and Jim Hubbard. Gran Fury’s archive is held by the New York Public Library (NYPL), and both the Lesbian Herstory Archives and the NYPL have archived ACT UP’s materials and ephemera, including transcripts of meetings with government officials, internal memos, financial statements and meeting minutes.


This book’s title actually came out of one of my interviews. One of Gran Fury’s members, Donald Moffett, and I were talking about other depictions of ACT UP—what other books and documentaries had either captured or misrepresented. I had expressed my dissatisfaction with other depictions of ACT UP, that too often we’ve received a PG-13’d version of the actual movement, and suggested that “what made ACT UP so effective was that it was kinda vulgar and raunchy.” Moffett agreed, with one qualification. “I think the only thing that you’re misstating is the ‘kinda,’” he replied. “It was vulgar. It was all those things. It was vulgar and beautiful.”


In these pages, the first member of Gran Fury you will meet is Finkelstein, whose journey toward AIDS activism began after he lost the person who he thought would be his soulmate. Finkelstein’s story, though harrowing, was also common. Half of Gran Fury’s members lost their partners to AIDS, and all of them lost close friends. Seeing all of this, most of Gran Fury’s members lived with the constant dread that they too would die of AIDS. This was felt most acutely by the members who knew or suspected that they were HIV-positive, but much of Gran Fury, regardless of their status, experienced this dread on some level.


Beyond the loss of those individuals, all of them experienced the wider loss of an entire community. Though it was painful to lose a partner or a best friend, it was often just as traumatizing to watch the constant deterioration of colleagues, coworkers, fellow activists, artistic collaborators, friends and people they saw around their neighborhoods but whose names they didn’t know—the guy at the coffee shop or the person at the pharmacy. Like much of their generation, the members of Gran Fury spent their twenties and thirties going to funerals, often weekly but sometimes more.


This is a book about how ten people confronted that reality. The first act chronicles Finkelstein’s attempts at working with a collective predating Gran Fury, the beginnings of ACT UP and the opportunity that launched Gran Fury. Act two, the book’s longest, begins with Gran Fury’s first poster and ends with the last projects to which all of its core members contributed. Their first poster wasn’t very good, and much of their work wasn’t successful. In their oeuvre, there are as many duds as there are smash hits. This is a story about both, about the work that has become iconic and the work that is largely forgotten, because both are integral to understanding how Gran Fury effected change. Gran Fury dissolved before the advent of protease inhibitors, but their work outlived the collective itself, and many of its members continued their AIDS activism. The book’s final act traces Gran Fury’s slow dissolution, how a few of its members completed one final poster and how the advent of protease inhibitors both did and did not change the AIDS crisis and the lives of Gran Fury’s members.
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NOW


During the height of Gran Fury’s output, its members often lamented that they had no way of knowing whether their work was having any effect. Marketers often confront a similar predicament: “Half the money I spend on advertising is wasted,” goes the old marketing maxim. “The trouble is I don’t know which half.”


But from the vantage of today, it’s clear that Gran Fury’s work has had an incredible impact. Underpinning all of ACT UP’s efforts was a belief that public policy and personal health are inextricable, a perspective that’s now largely taken for granted. While this attitude may no longer seem novel, it once was. During the AIDS crisis, politicians like Senator Jesse Helms would vehemently oppose federally funded safe-sex campaigns but claim that people living with AIDS “got sick as a result of deliberate, disgusting, revolting conduct.” This statement not only characterizes the period’s blatant homophobia but also embodies an attitude that divorces government policy from the public’s well-being. Personal health is a matter of political consequence, not just individual habits: that perspective, which was integral to ACT UP’s efforts, filtered into the world, in no small part through the work of Gran Fury.


ACT UP and Gran Fury did not invent the idea that our government plays a significant role in the health of its citizens. While the mantra “healthcare is a human right” originated in ACT UP, and was popularized as a chant at ACT UP’s demonstrations, ACT UP was not the first to argue something in this vein.


But Gran Fury did manage to give these ideas a more public platform in American life, thus encouraging a more widespread acceptance. To accomplish this, Gran Fury afforded no ambivalence in its messaging: “The government has blood on its hands,” reads one of their posters. Another rhetorically asks, “When a government turns its back on its people, is it civil war?” Now thirty years old, these posters could easily be commenting upon one of America’s growing public health crises. Indeed, during the 2018 midterm elections, Gran Fury’s original Welcome to America billboard was resurrected in Norfolk, Virginia, a city straddling two congressional districts, one of which Democrats wrestled from Republican control in that election. When Gran Fury first mounted the billboard in 1989 it read, “Welcome to America, the only industrialized country besides South Africa without national healthcare.” To update the billboard for 2018, Gran Fury only had to omit the qualifier reading “besides South Africa.”
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Welcome to America, Gran Fury, 2018. Photograph courtesy of Gran Fury.








Like Welcome to America, much of Gran Fury’s work would require little alteration to comment on one of our growing health crises, as the collective’s work prefigures many of our current attitudes toward public health. Looking at online versions of Gran Fury’s Kissing Doesn’t Kill, across the bottom of the poster, you’ll see the phrase “Corporate greed, government inaction and public indifference make AIDS a political crisis.” But this was not how it first appeared, as the project’s funder censored this rejoinder text, worried it might upset their corporate sponsors.


If you doubt the consequence of Gran Fury’s work, take the rejoinder text of Kissing Doesn’t Kill and replace the word “AIDS” with one of America’s other public health crises, like the opioid crisis or the COVID-19 pandemic. If that statement sounds obvious or intuitive, it’s in part because of the groundwork laid by Gran Fury. To examine their work is to follow the choices that got us here.
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TOMORROW


The past success of Gran Fury’s work, along with its current influence, inevitably raises a question about how their work might serve as a model in the future. This was something that often arose in my conversations with Gran Fury’s members, the most memorable example being my second interview with Moffett, who brought up the writing of author and activist Naomi Klein. Toward the end of her book On Fire: The (Burning) Case for a Green New Deal, Klein puts forward a seemingly counterintuitive proposition: that art could be integral in bringing about the kind of radical change necessary to avert a climate catastrophe. Ambivalent about the proposition, Moffett gave it a “maybe” but was interested nonetheless. “Art Is Not Enough,” reads one Gran Fury poster, and it’s true: paintings cannot repair the irreparable damage done to the Great Barrier Reef, nor can songs halt rising sea levels.


Climatologists have concluded that we need to embrace “rapid foundational changes to transportation, housing, energy, agriculture, forestry, and more” in order to preserve the planet. What inhibits this from happening, Klein argues, is that too many people doubt that such change is possible or worthwhile. “The biggest obstacle to the kind of transformative change that the Green New Deal envisions is not that people fail to understand what is being proposed,” she writes. “It’s that so many are convinced that humanity could never pull off something at this scale and speed.” The pessimism of some who believe in climate change is just as detrimental as those who deny it outright. A mass shift in public opinion is necessary if we are to avoid a climate catastrophe, and Klein notes that these sorts of changes have often begun in art.


Klein points to the original New Deal to convey how art has previously been used to sway public opinion. The New Deal envisioned well-paying construction jobs that could repair the country’s infrastructure while boosting the economy and ending the Great Depression. These sorts of “hand up, not hand out” programs were coupled with increased banking regulations, in the hopes of avoiding another depression spurred by the financial sector. In retrospect, these sorts of solutions may seem obvious and necessary. But at the time, Republicans dismissed these programs as fascist or tyrannical, and Klein notes that centrists cautioned about moving too quickly. Visual art, literature and music thus became an integral part of convincing the public that these sorts of programs were, in fact, essential and urgent.


In addition to infrastructure jobs, affordable housing and banking regulations, the original New Deal also included public arts programs, such as the Federal Art Project, the Federal Writers’ Project and the Federal Music Project. Not all of the artwork funded by these programs was explicitly political. Some of it simply provided a respite from the dismal realities of the Depression. But much of this publicly funded art demonstrated the need for the kinds of government relief programs envisioned in the New Deal, and that this kind of relief was necessary and urgent, possible and humane. As Klein notes, “The power of art to inspire transformation is one of the original New Deal’s most lasting legacies,” and she concludes that, in the same way, art could now be used to convince the public that avoiding a climate catastrophe is both necessary and possible.


Part of the problem, as Klein sees it, is that this kind of shift, precipitated by art, “is not something for which most of us have any living reference,” and that we have to look back to the New Deal for precedent. But I don’t think we need to look so far back. What I hope this book demonstrates is that Gran Fury could serve as a model for the kind of change that Klein is describing, one in which art (or propaganda) made by ordinary citizens precipitates a mass shift in public opinion.


Maybe the most important lessons from Gran Fury aren’t about AIDS explicitly, or even about pandemics, but rather about the ability for this kind of work to sway public opinion, to shape our attitudes and to change our worldviews. The need for this kind of work has only become more apparent with the crisis of COVID-19 and the failure of the public health campaigns surrounding it. As I write this, the United States currently has a surplus of COVID vaccine doses, and yet the pandemic is not over, largely because so many people refuse to get vaccinated. For all the scientific ingenuity that went into producing and distributing a vaccine, science alone is not going to end this pandemic.


I think what’s now needed, more than science, is work like that of Gran Fury, work that changes minds and shapes people’s attitudes. We need more than just campaigns to encourage vaccination. We need work that addresses the underlying reasons for why so many people continue to refuse a public health measure that is proven to be effective and safe. We need images that better people’s relationship to science, that mold their sense of civic responsibility, that better shape their ideas of freedom and choice. It’s harder work, but necessary. Gran Fury isn’t just an example of how ordinary citizens have done this in the past. It’s also a reminder of how badly this kind of work is needed now.



A ROSTER OF GRAN FURY’S MEMBERS, IN THE ORDER THAT THEY APPEAR


Avram Finkelstein: Self-described Machiavellian propagandist. Hairdresser and art director.


Mark Simpson: A Texan and the consummate southerner. Painter and construction worker.


Michael Nesline: A cab driver who became a nurse in an AIDS ward. Has a reputation for being vicious with his words.


Donald Moffett: Gran Fury’s other Texan. Was once described as “the nice one in Gran Fury.” Graphic designer and artist.


Tom Kalin: Chicagoan and Gran Fury’s youngest member. Ambitious video artist and self-described motormouth.


John Lindell: The only Gran Fury member who has ever been described as quiet or reserved. Architect and artist.


Marlene McCarty: Kentucky born and Swiss educated. Showed the Gran Fury guys how to design graphics on a computer. Graphic designer and artist.


Loring McAlpin: Gran Fury’s resident WASP. Photographer and artist.


Robert Vazquez-Pacheco: Manages the local buyers club. Initiates and welcomes new ACT UP members. Is often the public face of Gran Fury.


Richard Elovich: A playwright who became a scientist. One of Gran Fury’s native New Yorkers.















ACT I
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Photograph by T. L. Litt.





















CHAPTER 1



OUT OF SILENCE


The closet is turning into a coffin.


—Avram Finkelstein’s journal, 1986


The first time that he met his in-laws, Don Paul Yowell struck a high fever. Yowell and his boyfriend, Avram Finkelstein, had been spending the weekend with Finkelstein’s parents out on Long Island. As they slept on the living room floor, Finkelstein woke to this familiar sight. It wasn’t the first time that Yowell’s temperature had spiked in the middle of the night. And like all the others that had preceded it, Yowell’s fever came in the night and broke before morning.


The next day, as Finkelstein washed the breakfast dishes with his mother, he broached the subject of Yowell’s health. “He has these fevers,” he told her. “They come and go.” But the night fevers were just one symptom in a constellation of maladies. “He has sinusitis,” he added. “No one can tell what it’s from—they treat him, it comes back.” There were skin issues too. For the past two years, all of Yowell’s ailments had followed this pattern: a doctor would treat him and the ailment would subside, but inevitably it returned.


Finkelstein’s mother, a biomedical research scientist, thought that it might all be related. “There’s something wrong with his immune system,” she hypothesized.


This was the moment that Finkelstein started to worry seriously about Yowell’s health. It was 1982, and for years now, they had been hearing about a puzzling disease spreading throughout New York City. “Everyone in New York knew about it,” recalled Finkelstein, though Yowell worried about it much more than Finkelstein had. It had been dubbed the “gay cancer” by the New York Native, the nation’s largest gay newspaper. Even the New York Times had run an article the previous year describing a “Rare Cancer Seen in 41 Homosexuals.” The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) first called it GRID (gay-related immune deficiency or deficiencies), which they described as a network of health problems stemming from “the gay lifestyle.” It was also briefly referred to as the 4-H virus, propelling a myth that only four “H groups” could contract the disease: hemophiliacs, homosexuals, heroin users and Haitians. Its name seemed to always be changing. People didn’t even know what to call it, let alone how to talk about it.


Soon after the visit to Finkelstein’s parents, another fever struck Yowell, this time with shortness of breath. Yowell was a cabaret singer and songwriter and had neither health insurance nor a regular doctor. So Finkelstein called an ambulance, which took him and Yowell to Bellevue Hospital. They soon learned why Bellevue had a reputation for being a snake pit. First, they were told that Yowell could see a doctor in the morning, but then one never came. Yowell finally secured a room, but the orderlies refused to enter it and opted to leave his food in the hallway. An earlier patient’s blood had pooled underneath Yowell’s bed, and the nursing staff left Finkelstein and Yowell’s sister to clean it up themselves. “I literally went into the nurses’ station and started screaming at them,” recalled Finkelstein. In retrospect, it seems as if the hospital staff had recognized Yowell’s symptoms before any of the doctors officially diagnosed him.


After days of waiting for a doctor, one finally visited Yowell. He diagnosed Yowell with having pneumocystis pneumonia, a life-threatening lung infection; this confirmed that Yowell’s immune system was indeed compromised, as Finkelstein’s mother had speculated. The attending doctor then diagnosed Yowell with a disease that had only recently been named AIDS (acquired immunodeficiency syndrome). It was the first time Yowell had ever heard it by that name.


Only a few hundred AIDS cases had been reported nationwide when Yowell received this diagnosis. A test for the virus was still years away, so no one could be sure if Yowell had it, but it seemed certain, given that Yowell’s symptoms matched a growing number of cases in the New York City area. Without any medications available, being diagnosed with AIDS was an almost certain death sentence.


Yowell stayed in the hospital until his congestion cleared and the fever subsided. On their way out, Finkelstein and Yowell rode in an elevator with an orderly. When the doors opened and someone else tried to enter the elevator, the orderly raised his hand, gesturing for them to take the next one.


These were the earliest days of the epidemic, and without any clear information about its transmission, many worried about the possibility HIV was airborne. What little information did exist was often contradictory. When Yowell received his diagnosis in 1982, the CDC denied that the virus could be transmitted sexually while also maintaining that homosexuals had a greater chance of contracting the disease. Rumors about the virus’s origins and modes of transmission supplanted real facts. Some scientists blamed poppers, an inhalant drug popular at gay nightclubs, as being the source. No one was sure if it came from a single exposure or repeated ones. Only Yowell was leaving the hospital with a diagnosis, but Finkelstein felt as if he had received one too.


Yowell was intensely secretive about having AIDS. He made Finkelstein swear to not tell anyone, reasoning that he wouldn’t be invited on tours if other musicians knew. Nonetheless, this diagnosis effectively ended what had once been a promising songwriting career for Yowell. In 1981, just as he had begun to show signs of immunosuppression, Yowell had cowritten a song for Aretha Franklin, “There’s a Star for Everyone.” Thereafter he had begun finding steady work as a songwriter, with musicians like Luther Vandross. All of that came to an end with his AIDS diagnosis. One of his former collaborators recalled that Yowell “just disappeared.”


Besides his family and Finkelstein, Yowell only let two people know about his condition: Peter and Chris Lione, an eccentric pair of gay brothers who had once lived in the same building as Yowell. Before introducing Finkelstein to the Lione brothers, Yowell described them as being “like lunatic nuns, only hilarious, and they fight bitterly, like spouses.” The Lione brothers shared an apartment, in what would now be called TriBeCa. Peter said their rent was $240 a month, with utilities. Chris insists that it was $260. What’s even more indicative of the era is that their building was subsidized, because nobody wanted to live in TriBeCa back then. Their living situation exacerbated their polarities. “I would come home at eight o’clock in the morning from some disgusting after-hours bar,” Chris recalled. “And find Peter, in his robe, vacuuming.” Though Yowell told only Peter that he had AIDS, there was an implicit understanding that Peter would tell his brother, and no one else.


For Chris Lione, Yowell encapsulated the late seventies in New York: the half decade that was post-Stonewall and post-Vietnam, but pre-AIDS. Yowell didn’t seem to have any inhibition about being openly gay, something Chris Lione found fitting for the times. “Donnie was a popular boy,” Chris recalled. “He was cute, he was springy, and he was totally free. If he found someone attractive in a restaurant, he’d just walk up to them and say, ‘You’re really darling. Can I give you my number?’” After Yowell learned that he had AIDS, it seemed to Chris that the late seventies had come to an end. “Everything changed,” he recalled: everything in Yowell’s life had changed, and the world in which they had lived now seemed to be disappearing.


Soon after Yowell was discharged from Bellevue, his pneumonia returned. Instead of returning to Bellevue, Yowell asked Finkelstein to take him to a hospital in New Jersey, wanting to be closer to his family and hoping that another hospital might offer more humane treatment. Yowell then moved out of the apartment he shared with Finkelstein and into his parents’ house in New Jersey, where he shuttled in and out of the hospital for the rest of his life.


The Yowells had always been accepting of their son’s sexuality. In high school, he had openly dated a football player, daring for someone in his suburban New Jersey town. Chris had had the opposite, and more typical, experience for their generation. He had to leave high school after his freshman year because he had been bullied so terribly for being gay.


When the Yowells first met Finkelstein, they greeted him warmly. “They seemed to clamor for me,” Finkelstein recalled. “As if they’d been waiting for me their entire lives.” The Lione brothers and Finkelstein had always been welcome at the Yowell household, even for family dinners, where they might have somewhere between three and six different pasta shapes cooking on the stove.


But after Yowell learned that he had AIDS, his family began to treat Finkelstein and the Lione brothers alike with suspicion, and even outright hostility. The Yowells were especially cold to Finkelstein, Chris Lione recalled, and if Finkelstein spoke, the Yowells would often ignore whatever he had said. “Within months,” Finkelstein noted, “I went from the inner circle to being the sole focus of waiting room screaming matches.”


During one of these screaming matches, Yowell’s mother revealed why the family had begun to treat Finkelstein with such hostility. She accused Finkelstein of infecting her son with the virus that had now consumed his life. A test for HIV wouldn’t be available for years, and when Finkelstein finally did get tested, his results came back negative. But by then, Yowell had been dead for years and Finkelstein hadn’t spoken to the Yowell family in just as long.


Finkelstein and the Yowell family had very different ideas about how Yowell should be treated. The Yowells had a family friend who was a natural healer and began giving him herbal remedies. After this healer prescribed him a garlic and olive oil mixture, Yowell took to chewing whole garlic cloves, and Chris Lione recalled that, during the last years of his life, Yowell’s breath always reeked of garlic. “We all were in denial,” he said. “We all believed in any hocus pocus that anyone came up with.” Yowell began to restrict his diet and stopped eating meat. Chris often sensed that he was hungry but really did want to believe that these treatments would work. “It was just a great hook for all of us because we could imagine that Donnie was going to make it,” he said. “I fell into that trap. I couldn’t imagine that Donnie was going to die.”


Finkelstein was not content with these natural remedies. He knew that nothing could treat the underlying virus, but it was possible, though difficult, to secure medications that could treat individual infections. To treat Yowell’s pneumonia, Finkelstein had to requisition pentamidine from the CDC’s headquarters in Atlanta, as the drug had stalled in the FDA’s approval process and wasn’t fully available. By 1983, most of the CDC’s pentamidine supply had been sent to New York City and San Francisco, while pharmaceutical companies had declined to produce more of a drug still considered to be niche.


None of this necessarily surprised Finkelstein, as it confirmed some of his long-held skepticism about the confluence of medicine and business. As a child, Finkelstein had once asked his mother, then a lab technician, if there could ever be a cure for cancer. “Never,” she said. “It’s too big a business.”


The seriousness of Yowell’s illness became clearer when he began exhibiting symptoms of dementia. Once, while visiting Yowell in New Jersey, in late 1983 or early 1984, Chris Lione took off a pair of cheap gloves and Yowell accused him of having stolen his own pair: “You took my gloves!” he shouted at Chris. “Those are my gloves!”


Even toward the end of his life, Yowell couldn’t admit to his friends that he was actually sick, despite his illness being so visible. Days before he died, Yowell and Finkelstein went to the ballet and bumped into one of their friends, Vincent Gagliostro, who also lived in the same building as the Lione brothers but who had been kept in the dark about Yowell’s worsening condition. Gagliostro was shocked by how awful Yowell looked.


“You wanna go eat?” Gagliostro asked Finkelstein and Yowell.


They declined. Yowell said that he had to get up early the next day and fly to London for a record that he was working on, even though he was clearly in no shape to fly.


You’re fucking lying, Gagliostro thought.


Days later, Yowell was admitted to the hospital for the final time. One night, he began a death rattle, but rallied the next morning and was conscious. Hanging on seemed to drain him. After his family left the room, Yowell said to Finkelstein, “It’s too much pressure.” Later that day, Yowell was admitted to the intensive care unit (ICU), and it really did seem to be the end. Finkelstein called the Lione brothers, who then caught a bus out to New Jersey. The hospital staff wouldn’t allow the three of them to see Yowell, but the Lione brothers managed to sneak into the ICU, where they found Yowell, lying on his back, heaving from the force of the ventilator. Chris took Yowell’s hand, and felt that it was cold. “He’s dead,” Chris said to his brother.


That night, Gagliostro came home to a message on his answering machine. Peter Lione had called and told him to come up to their apartment, 33B. When Peter opened the door, Gagliostro said to him, “Yeah, I know.”


“Who told you?” Peter asked him.


“Believe me,” Gagliostro said. “I know.”


Nobody took this harder than Finkelstein, who recalled that he was inconsolable after Yowell’s death. Not yet forty, he was already a widower, and imagined that he was destined for a similar fate.


Finkelstein still lived in the apartment he had once shared with Yowell, and he was too shell-shocked to return to a place that was so full of memories of their life together. The Lione brothers offered to take him in, and Finkelstein accepted, even though he only knew the Lione brothers as Yowell’s eccentric friends.


When it came time for the funeral, Finkelstein wasn’t invited by Yowell’s family. But he showed up anyway and was treated, in Chris Lione’s recollection, as “a nonperson.” Besides the Lione brothers and a few of Yowell’s friends, nobody spoke to Finkelstein. “They just froze him out,” recalled Chris Lione. “He wasn’t the widow or the widower of the person who died. He wasn’t treated with any respect whatsoever.”


Soon after the funeral, the Yowell family asked Finkelstein if they could collect Yowell’s possessions from the apartment that Finkelstein had once shared with their son. Chris Lione joined Finkelstein for emotional support, but the Yowell family essentially took everything. “They took all his music cassettes and his demo tapes, every picture of him and all of his clothes,” recalled Finkelstein. “They took things I had made for him, things he had given to me, and clothes that were mine but he loved to wear. They removed all evidence of him, without asking what was his or mine, without offering to leave a single keepsake of our lives together.”


The Lione brothers encouraged Finkelstein to continue staying with them, so he crashed on their couch for the interim month between Thanksgiving and Christmas of 1984. The Lione brothers loved collecting antiques, particularly holiday decor. For much of the time that Finkelstein stayed with the Liones, they sat around restringing antique Christmas beads. “It was just something to do between crying,” Chris Lione recalled.


What compounded this sense of loss for Finkelstein was a concern about his own health. Without any way to know for sure, Finkelstein assumed that he too was HIV-positive. He began eating six meals a day, wanting to avoid questions about looking skinny, which he described as innuendo for “Are you sick?”
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As the news began to spread through New York City’s music scene, Jorge Socarrás caught wind of Yowell’s death. Socarrás and Yowell had once been collaborators and found that they had worked well together. They had composed a ballet score for Peter Reed, a dancer who was often memorialized in the photographs of Robert Mapplethorpe. Of course, once Yowell had learned that he had AIDS, he stopped pursuing those sorts of opportunities, and Socarrás was one of those left in the dark.


For Socarrás, the AIDS crisis had begun with the death of one of his best friends and musical collaborators, the producer Patrick Cowley, whose music provided much of the soundtrack for the half decade of gay life that preceded the AIDS crisis. He produced two of the period’s most well-known disco songs, Sylvester’s “You Make Me Feel (Mighty Real)” and “Do You Wanna Funk.” While Cowley produced music for bigger acts that would get played on the dance floor, his own records were an unabashed celebration of what he called the “Mechanical Fantasy Box,” the back rooms of these bars and clubs where gay men would rendezvous for public sex. In other words, if you were a socially active gay man during these years, you had to go out of your way to not hear Cowley’s music.


In 1980, Cowley was hospitalized. Doctors alternately diagnosed him with a parasite or food poisoning, but couldn’t explain why his symptoms persisted. Socarrás got a call from a mutual friend in 1981, still a year before AIDS even had a name, that he should get to San Francisco if he wanted to see Cowley, whose health was spiraling. Cowley died in November 1982, just weeks after the CDC officially began using the term AIDS.


As a native New Yorker who had begun his music career in San Francisco, Socarrás was rooted in the two epicenters of the AIDS crisis. By 1983, New York City was handling 42 percent of the nation’s AIDS cases. San Francisco reported a third as many cases, despite having only a tenth of New York’s population. In the years after Cowley’s death, the crisis began to explode. In 1982, the number of AIDS deaths in America increased fivefold. That number then tripled over the course of 1983 and tripled again in 1984. “When people are dying in those kinds of numbers, you can’t stop and grieve every time,” reasoned Socarrás. “So you switch into other modes of coping.”


Socarrás began to keep a list of friends, lovers and collaborators who had died of AIDS. His list quickly surpassed a dozen names, then twenty-five, then fifty and then seventy-five. “I didn’t want to go past a hundred,” recalled Socarrás. “It was when I got to a hundred names that I realized that the list wasn’t going to do it for me anymore.”


One night in 1985, as Socarrás walked down Broadway toward Astor Place, he became overwhelmed by grief. “I wanted to hurl myself onto the sidewalk and pound my fists and wail to heaven,” he recalled. “I just couldn’t take it anymore, the weight of so much death, having reached that number a hundred.” Socarrás then thought, Okay, you could do that, and you will be seen as a madman. Or, you can channel that energy in a different way. So he decided to reach out to Finkelstein instead.


“I had no idea what we were going to do,” recalled Socarrás, who suggested that he and Finkelstein get together, commiserate and share their grief. The two first met at a diner in 1985, then began having dinner regularly. One night, Socarrás brought a friend named Oliver Johnston, a southern dandy working in graphic design. Unable to square their differences, Finkelstein was baffled that these two men could be friends. Johnston wore pastels and red statement glasses, while Finkelstein described Socarrás as looking like a vampire.


But these minor incongruences didn’t hobble their conversation. They talked about AIDS in an uninhibited way that Finkelstein had never done with anyone else. “They both seemed so utterly free from any conflict about speaking about AIDS,” Finkelstein recalled. “Which I found exhilarating after so many years of secrecy.” All of them agreed that their straight friends had no frame of reference for what they were experiencing, and that many of their gay friends preferred to ignore what was happening.


Over the course of the evening, the three of them decided to form a consciousness-raising group of gay men, a forum for discussing what it meant to be gay in the age of AIDS. They each decided to invite one other person, bringing the total to six. Johnston invited an art director named Charles Kreloff, and Socarrás invited a photographer friend, Brian Howard. Finkelstein instinctively invited Chris Lione, who immediately said yes.


All of them happened to share a background in visual art or graphics. Finkelstein was a hairstylist and art director for Vidal Sassoon, and Lione likewise did art direction for magazines. Johnston and Kreloff both worked in graphic design, and Howard was a photographer. As the group’s only musician, Socarrás might have seemed like the odd man out. He was then the lead singer of Indoor Life, a band with a small but devout following. Andy Warhol loved their music and once described them as “one of the few modern practitioners of beautiful music.” But he had studied visual art in college, and all of them were immersed in the same downtown melting pot of music, art and culture. “We all thought in images,” Socarrás recalled.


They quickly gelled, and there were quite a few mutual connections among the six. Chris Lione soon realized that he and Johnston had gone to art school together and fondly recalled how Johnston would Rollerblade through the Parsons cafeteria wearing hot pants and a shirt cropped just above his belly button. Coincidentally, Kreloff’s older brother had been one of their professors.


Finkelstein liked Howard and found him affable, but he was particularly impressed by Kreloff and his background in political organizing. Kreloff was the son of Bea Kreloff, an out lesbian and veteran activist who had been part of the anti-war movement, second-wave feminism and the emerging gay rights movement. If his mother was dating someone new, she’d invite her son over for dinner to meet them. Once, Kreloff went over to his mother’s place to meet her newest fling and found himself sitting across from Audre Lorde.


For their first few meetings, they chose quiet restaurants, but Kreloff recalled that they quickly found it difficult to talk about AIDS in such a public space. Not wanting to feel hushed, they soon began hosting each other for potluck dinners in their apartments. Initially, this was not a group dedicated to talking about anything beyond the realm of the personal. “It wasn’t quite a therapy group,” Kreloff recalled. “But it sort of was.” All of them were at risk, and so talking about sex felt unavoidable. Chris Lione recalled that they would often talk about “the fact that none of us had boyfriends, how unhappy we were, how lonely we were, how horny we were.” Presiding over this was a sense of their own mortality. At one meeting, Chris blurted out, “Which of us will be first?”


In these early months, this cohort found it difficult to maintain the kind of openness on which their group was predicated. Johnston first told Kreloff, his oldest friend in the group, that he had tested HIV-positive but insisted that Kreloff not tell the other four. Kreloff felt that this put him in a very difficult position, as the entire purpose of this group was to have open and honest discussions about AIDS. Johnston’s keeping a secret like this, and asking Kreloff to keep it too, contradicted everything that the group was supposed to be.


Kreloff also felt that Johnston had to disclose his HIV status because he knew that Johnston and Socarrás were sleeping together, on and off, and had been for years. Kreloff assumed that the rest of the group had intuited as much, but actually this was hidden too.


For Kreloff, Johnston’s HIV status became the elephant in the room at their weekly meetings, and after a few weeks, Kreloff essentially forced Johnston to reveal his status. “I am so sorry,” Kreloff said to Johnston at one of their meetings. “But I cannot hold onto this any longer. If you don’t tell them what’s going on with you, I’m going to have to tell them.”


Finkelstein handled it poorly. “I was furious that he didn’t feel safe enough to tell us earlier,” Finkelstein recalled. “Which was not the appropriate response, but that is how it went down.” Johnston’s disclosure had called the group’s original purpose into question. This was, after all, supposed to be a consciousness-raising group about what it meant to be a gay man in the age of AIDS, and yet one of its members hadn’t felt comfortable enough to share that he had tested HIV-positive.


“Avram is somewhat Biblical in his moral standings,” Kreloff said. “Sometimes, I think he sees the world in a more black-and-white way than I do.” Kreloff understood that there was moral ambiguity around Johnston’s decision to hide this, and he was comfortable with it being a gray area. “I didn’t see it as this grand betrayal, in the way that Avram did,” Kreloff said. “I saw it as Oliver and Jorge not being very honest with themselves.”


For Socarrás, this was the moment he learned that Johnston was HIV-positive. However, the revelation didn’t really faze him. “It sounds selfish,” Socarrás recalled, “but I had only topped him, so I really wasn’t worried about it.” And by that point, Socarrás had lost so many former boyfriends and lovers to AIDS that he assumed that he too was probably living with the virus.


Johnston’s concealing his HIV status caused a rift, but one that proved to be momentary. Though Finkelstein and Socarrás both assumed they were positive, Johnston was the first in the group to know for sure. Now they all had to consider Johnston’s silence and the roots of it, why even in a group like this, someone wouldn’t feel comfortable talking about their HIV status.


These dinners, which had begun as a forum to talk about their own experiences as gay men, were growing increasingly political. Over the course of an evening, it was natural for the conversation to evolve from a discussion of their own lives to a discussion about their community. Questions about meeting someone would lead to a discussion of safe sex, which might yield questions about safe-sex programs and why it was so hard to find definitive safe-sex information, which might lead to questions about what the government was doing to curb the AIDS crisis.


Against the backdrop of these discussions, AIDS was quickly becoming a national news story, in a way that it hadn’t been before. On July 25, 1985, the actor Rock Hudson publicly announced that he was living with AIDS, after traveling to France for an experimental treatment and collapsing in his hotel room. Hudson’s announcement prompted a new wave of journalism covering the HIV/AIDS epidemic. It infuriated Finkelstein that a single closeted celebrity had managed to turn AIDS into a news story when thousands of Americans had already lost their lives. Hudson’s announcement didn’t compel them into discussing these dimensions of the crisis, but the abundance of news stories did provide fodder, and Finkelstein and his cohorts started to bring press clippings, in addition to their appetizers.


What they found in these clipped news stories was bleak. Because the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) had failed to approve any drugs that curbed the virus, community advocates had begun illegally importing medications approved in other countries. But even these medications failed to halt or deter the virus. Federal, state and local governments refused to fund safe-sex programs, and so the gay community resorted to publishing and distributing its own safe-sex manuals.


What came into focus, for Finkelstein and his cohorts, was the extent to which AIDS was being depicted as an exclusively gay virus. Rooted in the earliest reports about AIDS, the idea of a “gay cancer” only solidified as the crisis grew. At the 1984 Republican National Convention breakfast, the president of American Airlines opened his speech by joking that “gay” was an acronym for “got AIDS yet?” Hudson’s announcement that he was dying of AIDS, and his subsequent outing, reinforced this budding perception. Weeks after Hudson’s death in 1985, Houston’s former mayor outlined his own plan for ending the crisis during a reelection bid: if you want to stop AIDS, he said, “shoot the queers.”


For Finkelstein and his cohorts, it was becoming clearer that the government’s lax response and the blatant homophobia were inextricable, and that the perception of AIDS as an exclusively gay virus permitted such an apathetic response. “I began to sense there was an enemy out there,” recalled Finkelstein, “and it wasn’t simply the disease.”
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What seemed to epitomize the government’s inadequate response to AIDS was the near total silence from President Ronald Reagan. Up until Hudson’s announcement, Reagan had not even commented upon the growing crisis. But Reagan’s longtime friendship with Hudson necessitated some kind of response. Hudson had actually visited the White House, and was photographed with Ronald and Nancy Reagan, just weeks before his HIV test results came back positive. In the interim months between Hudson’s announcement and his death, Reagan made his first public response to the AIDS crisis. He described AIDS as one of his administration’s “top priorities.” It was a confounding statement, as Reagan had never publicly addressed AIDS before, wouldn’t publicly address AIDS again in 1985, and publicly mentioned the disease only once the following year.


The president’s few public remarks about the AIDS crisis often questioned established scientists and their findings. When confronted with claims from scientists at the National Institutes of Health that the current levels of AIDS funding were totally insufficient to combat the growing epidemic, Reagan dismissed these concerns. “I think with our budgetary constraints and all,” he said, “it seems to me that $126 million in a single year for research has got to be something of a vital contribution.”


Reagan also doubted the science surrounding HIV transmission, describing it as inconclusive, even though there was already a scientific consensus. The week before Reagan’s first public remarks about AIDS, eleven thousand New York City schoolchildren had been kept home by their parents, in protest of the school board’s decision to allow an HIV-positive second grader to attend class. By then, scientists had well established that casual contact could not possibly transmit the HIV virus, and Reagan’s first briefing on AIDS was originally supposed to quell the fears of these parents. His notes for this briefing initially read, “As far as our best scientists have been able to determine, AIDS virus is not transmitted through casual or routine contact.”


But five days before Reagan first addressed the crisis publicly, his assistant counsel, John G. Roberts Jr., suggested that this sentence—drawing on science to call for calm—be deleted. Instead, Roberts reasoned that it be changed to, “There is much to commend the view that we should assume AIDS can be transmitted through casual or routine contact.” In his memo to the president, Roberts claimed that the science surrounding HIV transmission had “been attacked by numerous commentators,” though he failed to say who, exactly, had doubted these conclusions. Reagan ultimately sided with Roberts and publicly sympathized with the parents who kept their children home in protest.


Twenty years later, Roberts was confronted about this decision when sitting before the Senate Judiciary Committee as George Bush Jr.’s nominee for chief justice of the Supreme Court. Asked about this memo, Roberts said that “it could have been disastrous” had they been wrong about HIV transmission. But Roberts failed to note that the decision to doubt established science, without any basis, had been disastrous as well. In the years after Reagan cast doubt upon the science of HIV transmission, children with the HIV virus were routinely denied access to public schools, and the cost of fighting this in the court system often had violent repercussions. One family’s home was firebombed by an arsonist a week after a judge ruled that their three children, who had all contracted HIV through a blood transfusion, could attend their local public schools. The home of a middle schooler who was fighting a similar court battle was hit by gunfire. The misinformation and silence propagated by the Reagan administration had deadly consequences for people with AIDS.


While Reagan spoke sparsely about the AIDS crisis, he signaled a very clear stance on the epidemic through his cabinet positions, specifically those with the most public-facing roles. The White House press secretary, Larry Speakes, was known to crack jokes about AIDS in his press briefings. When a reporter asked if the president had heard about a recent announcement from the Centers for Disease Control, Speakes quipped, “I don’t have it. Do you?” Other officials in the Reagan administration didn’t bother couching their phobias in the form of jokes. Two years before he was hired as Reagan’s communications director, Pat Buchanan wrote, “The poor homosexuals—they have declared war upon nature, and now nature is extracting an awful retribution.”


By no means was there a consensus within the Reagan administration about AIDS. But the administration dealt with this by effectively silencing proponents of safer-sex initiatives. Reagan’s surgeon general, C. Everett Koop, was one of the few cabinet members who advocated for safer-sex education. “If ever there was a disease made for a Surgeon General,” reasoned Koop, “it was AIDS.” Though he was openly homophobic, Koop had a relatively progressive view on sex education: that it should be taught, from a young age, as a scientific matter and that sex education should not put a value judgment on heterosexual or homosexual sex acts. Koop recalled that in his first years as surgeon general, from 1981 to 1985, he was “cut off from AIDS discussions and statements” taking place within the Reagan administration. He chalked this up to “intra-department politics that I can still not understand fully,” but had no doubt that “my exclusion from AIDS was just another facet of Washington politics, especially the disturbing interplay between politics and health.” During press conferences with Koop, Reagan’s assistant secretary for health would instruct journalists that they were not to ask him questions about AIDS, and that Koop would not be speaking about the virus either.


The internal memos circulated by the Reagan administration and the intradepartmental politics wouldn’t have been known to Finkelstein and his cohorts. As with Roberts’s memo, much of this only became public information in later years. But it was becoming clearer that silence was pervasive, and that overcoming it would be a prerequisite for change.
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A year after Finkelstein and co. had begun meeting, they reevaluated their charter of solely being a forum for discussion. “Something physical has to come from this,” Finkelstein told them. He suggested making a poster, urging the gay community into action. With their shared background in graphic design, it seemed like an obvious thing to do. “Five of us came out of art school, four were graphic designers and two were art directors,” reasoned Finkelstein. “No one was remotely perplexed by the suggestion.… It was instantly and unanimously agreed on.”


Kreloff had a slightly different take on the group’s decision to pivot away from solely being a support group. He had started to tire of constantly having to share their fears and anxieties, what he described as a weekly “emotional striptease.” And he also felt that making a poster was a way of ignoring the personal dynamics between the six of them. For Kreloff, Johnston’s handling of his HIV status still stung, and if they were going to continue as a support group, then they would have had to deal with their interpersonal dynamics. The poster gave them a distraction from all this.


New York City had always had a vibrant poster culture. The apex of this had been during the anti-war movement, which Finkelstein had seen, and noted. As a teenager, Finkelstein could always find out about upcoming demonstrations just by walking down Eighth Street or down Manhattan’s other thoroughfares.


Still, despite seeing these anti-war efforts, Finkelstein didn’t think that something similar could happen with AIDS. It seemed infeasible in part because there had never been a coalition of activists organizing around a disease. But it also seemed unlikely to Finkelstein because there wasn’t a long history of organizing in the gay community. “Gay history was recent,” he recalled. This was only seventeen years after the Stonewall Riots; in their aftermath many groups had formed, but most petered out by the mid-1970s. There had been small pieces of resistance since then—for example, many gays had boycotted Coors beer because the company refused to hire homosexuals—but it seemed far-fetched, to Finkelstein, that gays could organize en masse around a single political issue.


Instead, Finkelstein hoped that they could inspire small cells of individuals, like themselves, to intervene in the AIDS crisis. For this, there was precedent. At the dawn of the crisis, for example, a trio of gay men had cowritten and distributed How to Have Sex in An Epidemic, the handbook that invented the idea of safer sex. In 1985, a lone protester had chained himself to a federal building in San Francisco, in protest of the government’s lackluster efforts in the AIDS crisis. This was the sort of scale that Finkelstein and his cohorts could imagine for their group’s poster, though they did hope it would inspire more confrontational action. “What we were imagining was much closer to what seemed possible,” Finkelstein recalled. It seemed impossible, to them, that hundreds, let alone thousands, might band together as a unified organization.


Of all the posters Finkelstein saw during the anti-war movement, one remained lodged in his mind: the Art Workers Coalition’s And Babies (1969). It was an infamous photo of the My Lai massacre, in which US soldiers had killed hundreds of unarmed Vietnamese. The poster’s text came from an exchange between Mike Wallace from 60 Minutes and Paul Meadlo, a US soldier who had participated in the massacre. This exchange was printed by the New York Times as follows:


Q. So you fired something like sixty-seven shots?


A. Right.


Q. And you killed how many? At that time?


A. Well, I fired them on automatic, so you can’t—you just spray the area on them and so you can’t know how many you killed ’cause they were going fast. So I might have killed ten or fifteen of them.


Q. Men, women and children?


A. Men, women and children.


Q. And babies?


A. And babies.


This 1969 poster often arose in discussions among Finkelstein and his cohorts. It was compelling: an easily recognizable image with a minimal amount of text, calibrated to provoke outrage. In many ways, the poster they produced would follow a similar formula.


As Finkelstein and his cohorts began to work on their poster, the Supreme Court delivered one of the most significant blows to gay rights in American history. In 1986, the court upheld a Georgia law criminalizing sodomy. Michael Hardwick had been arrested for having consensual oral sex with another man in his own bedroom. The case, which became known as Bowers v. Hardwick, ascended through the court system before the Supreme Court upheld the original law, 5–4. In the majority opinion, penned by Justice Byron White, the court declared that the Constitution did not confer “a fundamental right upon homosexuals to engage in sodomy.” Chief Justice Burger cited “millennia of moral teaching” in his concurring opinion, noting that during the sixteenth-century English Reformation, Sir William Blackstone had described sodomy as “the infamous crime against nature,” an act of “deeper malignity” than rape, its mention “a disgrace to human nature,” and a crime “not fit to be named.” It’s noteworthy that, of all the laws historically condemning sodomy, Chief Justice Burger relied upon Blackwell’s characterization, which admonishes talking about sodomy as much as it does the act itself. Perhaps it’s unsurprising then that the poster made by Finkelstein and his cohorts would be about silence and its consequences, and that their poster came to define the period of activism that followed this ruling.
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And Babies, The Art Workers Coalition, 1969.








For their poster, Finkelstein and his cohorts wanted an image that could serve a dual purpose: They wanted to urge the gay and lesbian communities of New York into action, to encourage their peers to organize politically and demand that the government do something, or anything, about the growing crisis. But they also wanted this poster to speak to those outside of their community, to suggest that this organizing within the community had already taken place.


Finkelstein described this as their “marketing problem,” a term unabashedly borrowed from the lexicon of advertising. Though partially inspired by anti-war posters, Finkelstein and his cohorts also drew upon the strategies of commercial advertising, something they felt was fitting to their particular moment. In the 1960s, they reasoned, people would stop and read a full manifesto plastered on a wall. Now, however, the group had no illusions that anyone would take this time. Their poster had to instantly grab and arrest the viewer. There was no room for wordiness.


For both audiences, they wanted their poster to demonstrate the degree to which homophobia so clearly shaped the dialogue surrounding AIDS. They seized upon one particularly egregious example of this. In March 1986, the conservative columnist William F. Buckley wrote an op-ed in the New York Times proposing that “everyone detected with AIDS should be tattooed in the upper forearm, to protect common needle users, and on the buttocks to prevent the victimization of other homosexuals.”


Though he is most often remembered as a television commentator, Buckley was a trusted, albeit informal, advisor to President Reagan, who bragged about reading every issue of Buckley’s National Review from cover to cover. The two maintained a close friendship throughout Reagan’s presidency, and in one correspondence following this New York Times op-ed, Buckley joked to Reagan that his proposed tattoos should read, “Abandon hope, all ye who enter here,” over the buttocks.


For Chris Lione, Buckley’s proposal to tattoo those who tested HIV-positive recalled an emblem with a long history in the gay and lesbian communities. Lione had recently visited Dachau, the first concentration camp constructed by the Nazis. It was here that he reencountered the pink triangle, a symbol that the Nazis had used to brand homosexuals. The pink triangle had long been co-opted by gays and lesbians, first reclaimed by German gay liberation groups in the early 1970s, as both a memorial to those who were lost and as a reminder of ongoing oppression. Seeing the pink triangle at Dachau, while mired in the AIDS crisis, made it all the more resonant for Lione.


Finkelstein and his cohorts didn’t immediately agree upon the pink triangle. It prevailed by process of elimination rather than being something universally loved by the collective. Other symbols could have spoken to the gay and lesbian communities of New York, but all of them had drawbacks. The lambda, in their estimation, had classist undertones from its association with higher education. The rainbow recalled the hippy movement and didn’t seem apropos for such dire circumstances. With the pink triangle, the group had reservations about using such a charged symbol. Half of their group was Jewish, and as Finkelstein put it, “Jews don’t take Holocaust analogies very lightly.” The group’s gentiles were even more averse to using the pink triangle, as they worried that it might come across as flippant. At the time Buckley proposed tattooing anyone who tested HIV-positive, around eighteen thousand Americans had died of AIDS. This was a horrifying number but didn’t approach the magnitude of the Holocaust.


Still, Finkelstein foresaw this image as being recognizable, and this trumped any reservations about the aptness of a Holocaust analogy. “Before anything else, I am a propagandist,” he reasoned. “I have a very elastic sense of ethics. I will do anything if it gets the point across.”


That choice to use the pink triangle was ultimately prophetic. As the crisis grew, so did the triangle’s resonance. And it was a growing crisis: by the time their poster reached the printer around the end of 1986, twenty-five thousand Americans had died of AIDS.


For their poster, they considered posing a tattooed body, but Chris Lione warned against this, as rendering one person might potentially exclude others. “What gender would the arm be?” they asked themselves. “What color would the butt be?” They considered using a black-and-white image, to camouflage the subject’s race, and wondered if a close-up shot could obfuscate gender. They eventually settled on a stand-alone shape: a pink triangle against a black backdrop.


The pink triangle, both in its original usage and in its first reclamations, pointed down. But Chris Lione, misremembering the triangle’s direction, told the group that it pointed upward, like a pyramid. He chided the group for doubting him. “Boys, I just came from that concentration camp,” he told them. “I know what I’m talking about.” Johnston was supposed to research the direction of the triangle but failed to do so. And so it went to the printer upside down. This inversion of the triangle came to be read as a gesture of empowerment, and Finkelstein would later hawk it as such. But in actuality, the pink triangle facing upward was essentially a printing error.


While the poster’s image came after much hemming and hawing, the text came rather quickly. Finkelstein suggested an entry from his journal that read, “Gay silence is deafening.” Johnston suggested “Silence is death,” which could double as a critique of President Reagan’s reluctance to speak about AIDS. Another suggested changing the is to equals. “Someone else said, ‘It should be an equal sign,’” recalled Finkelstein. “And literally everyone screamed.”


This was a political poster, but one with an intensely personal significance, particularly for Finkelstein. Consider the role that silence played in Yowell’s death. After the Bellevue hospital staff avoided Yowell’s room for days, Finkelstein had to yell at the nurses to receive attention. Later, by asserting himself as Yowell’s rightful caretaker, Finkelstein provoked screaming matches with Yowell’s family. And though nothing could have stopped his partner’s death, Yowell’s refusal to speak about his own diagnosis eroded much of his would-be support network. For Finkelstein, Silence=Death signaled a next step in grieving Yowell’s death. As he put it, “Fear and grief faded away when I discovered action.”


While Silence=Death is most often remembered for its pink triangle and uncompromising slogan, what dominates the poster, in terms of pure space, is the surrounding blackness. Many of the design choices made by Finkelstein and his cohorts emphasized this negative space rather than the poster’s slogan and symbol. They paid extra to have the poster printed on a larger-than-usual sheet, just to add more negative space, leaving the poster’s top quarter entirely black. Its pink triangle is comparatively small: it could have been triple the size and still fit comfortably within the frame.


Choosing a solid black background was first done out of necessity. Finkelstein and his collaborators wanted the poster to appear in the same thoroughfares where anti-war posters once had. In its concision, Silence=Death was unprecedented for these sorts of spaces. Walking along the fenced-off construction sites where this poster would soon appear, one expected to see flyers for club nights and bills for punk bands cluttering these walls. A black background distanced their message from this competing visual noise. But this solid black background also spoke to the complete void of political discussion surrounding the AIDS crisis. The government’s silence on AIDS was frustrating, but so was the gay community’s inability to talk about this as a political issue. By this point, Finkelstein had realized that “we were in the midst of a political crisis, and outside of our group, hardly anyone seemed to be talking about it.”
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Silence=Death, the Silence=Death collective, 1987.








The power of Silence=Death was that it didn’t limit itself to one kind of silence, and that it fought against silence at virtually every level of society: Johnston’s silence about his HIV status, Reagan’s silence about HIV transmission, the lack of media coverage in the pre–Rock Hudson days of the epidemic, and the sense that the gay community wasn’t addressing the politics that enabled the AIDS crisis. In the worldview offered by this poster, all of that was deadly.


To distribute the Silence=Death poster, Finkelstein contacted a “snipping” company, a semilegal operation, rumored to be controlled by the mafia, that was used by the advertising industry as a cheaper alternative to billboards. A New York Times article that appeared later in 1987 described the operation of James Rogers Jr., the snipper whom Finkelstein contacted to paste the Silence=Death poster around Manhattan. Armed with glue buckets and eight-inch brushes, Rogers would load a night’s worth of posters into his blue El Camino and head into New York City well after midnight, working until just before dawn. “We drive around the city looking for new construction sites,” Rogers told the Times. “And when they put up the sidewalk bridges, I’m there.” Finkelstein wasn’t sure that Rogers would agree to take on an AIDS-related project that wasn’t strictly an advertisement, but Rogers turned out to be indifferent to the poster’s message. Rogers charged them $1.50 a poster and Finkelstein footed the bill, paying for nine hundred posters to appear on walls in the East Village, Lower Broadway, SoHo, the West Village, Chelsea, Hell’s Kitchen and parts of the Upper West Side.


One of the peculiarities of New York, and particularly Manhattan, is that there is no other place where a poster like this could have such an effect. If you carpet the right ten neighborhoods in New York, you can reach a sizable majority of the people who work in publishing, broadcasting and print news—either where they live, work or socialize. (It would be a different ten neighborhoods today, but the same is still true.) Los Angeles, the nation’s other major media market, is too large and sprawling for this kind of tactic, as one hundred posters saturate a neighborhood in New York, in a way that can’t be done in Los Angeles. Silence=Death wasn’t going to reach most of the country by being wheat-pasted around Manhattan. But it was going to reach a lot of the people who decide what the rest of the country reads, hears and sees.






[image: image]

Credit: Archive of Avram Finkelstein.








Snipping had flourished in part because of the proliferation of construction sites around New York City. Spurred by city-sponsored redevelopment that had begun in Times Square and then radiated throughout Manhattan, the city was now lined with construction walls. Finkelstein and his cohorts saw these walls as an opportunity—not a barrier, but a canvas.
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Unbeknownst to Finkelstein, and almost concurrently, another small group of AIDS activists had co-opted the pink triangle too. Just after the Bowers v. Hardwick ruling, a group formed, calling themselves the Lavender Hill Mob. In February 1987, a few members of the Lavender Hill Mob flew to Atlanta, hoping to disrupt a CDC meeting and demand that the government distribute safer-sex materials to help combat the growing epidemic, in addition to more funding for AIDS research. In advance of this trip, they had fashioned costumes for themselves, dying white dress shirts purchased from the Salvation Army gray and affixing pink triangles, to make themselves look like inmates in a concentration camp. It would seem to be a pure coincidence that both the Silence=Death collective and the Lavender Hill Mob adopted the pink triangle concurrently, as the Silence=Death poster debuted in New York City while the Lavender Hill Mob was in Atlanta.


That weekend in Atlanta, the Lavender Hill Mob dogged researchers, beginning with the conference’s opening cocktail reception. Striding in with their uniforms that first night, “the cocktail chatter died down,” recalled Michael Petrelis, one of the mobsters in attendance. He looked across the room and saw Mathilde Krim, the founder of amfAR (the Foundation for AIDS Research) and a well-known AIDS researcher, who had a rather bemused look on her face.


The Lavender Hill Mob continued these sorts of theatrics throughout the conference, convened to discuss whether HIV testing should be mandatory for anyone admitted to a hospital. Threats of an HIV quarantine were very real during this period of the AIDS crisis, and so in one flyer, the Lavender Hill Mob reimagined the CDC’s acronym to read, “The Center for Detention Camps.”


Throughout the weekend, the Mob managed to gain significant media attention, despite the fact that only a few of them had flown to Atlanta. The New York Times, the Washington Post, the Boston Globe, USA Today and a smattering of smaller local papers all covered the Mob’s disruption. The group even got a call from CNN, who wanted one of their members to appear on Crossfire. The Mob elected one of their members, Bill Bahlman, to represent them.


Bahlman was well-known in the New York community. When not disrupting CDC conferences in Atlanta, he was a DJ at Danceteria, a downtown nightclub where Socarrás’s band Indoor Life often played. During these years, Danceteria was the epicenter of downtown New York nightlife, and the club is noteworthy for having had a string of employees who became famous later in the 1980s. LL Cool J operated the club’s elevators. Madonna would take your cocktail order, Sade would make it and Keith Haring would collect your empty glass. The Beastie Boys were either the porters or the main act, depending on the night.


Bahlman also had a long history of organizing within the gay community, having joined the Gay Activists Alliance (GAA) just after it formed in the wake of Stonewall. In 1972, Bahlman organized a demonstration protesting the American Psychiatric Association’s classification of homosexuality as a mental disorder, a demonstration that launched a yearlong campaign and that ultimately proved to be successful. But when it came to the AIDS crisis, Bahlman found that mainstream gay rights groups were reluctant to take on AIDS seriously, as these groups were reluctant to stage protests and demonstrations—the kind of action that ultimately proved to be necessary. It was out of this frustration that Bahlman joined the budding Lavender Hill Mob.


Bahlman appeared on CNN’s Crossfire program, which pitted two interlocutors against each other, and sat opposite Congressman William Dannemeyer, a well-known homophobe and representative of Orange County, California. Bahlman recalled that, after he debated Dannemeyer briefly, the commentator turned and said to the camera, “When we get back, we’ll ask Mr. Bahlman about an AIDS activist plot to pollute the water supply with HIV in Texas.”


Though Bahlman was shocked to hear something this outlandish, these sorts of sensationalized news stories aired frequently, even in mainstream outlets. When they came back from a commercial break, Bahlman explained that such a contamination was scientifically impossible, and that there were much more pressing issues to be discussed. Still, the whole experience was vexing. “Doing this was not easy,” Bahlman recalled. “It was second nature to us, but it’s hard work and very emotionally draining.” He had agreed to the interview wanting to talk about the Mob’s demands—mainly more money for AIDS research and safer-sex programs. He hadn’t agreed to debunk some ridiculous conspiracy theory.


Bahlman and some of the mobsters flew back to New York shortly after the CNN interview and took a bus back from the airport. It was on this bus ride that they first saw the Silence=Death poster, which had debuted while they were away and was now pasted on construction sites all over Manhattan. Finkelstein and his cohorts had designed the Silence=Death poster to be readable from a moving vehicle. Bahlman and his fellow mobsters had no trouble reading it from the bus, and they immediately understood what the poster meant. “We were thrilled,” Bahlman recalled. “We knew exactly what the message was.”


Coming back to New York and finding these posters was immensely encouraging to their efforts. “Because mainstream gay organizations weren’t supportive of us, we had to know, from within ourselves, that what we were doing was right,” Bahlman recalled. “So coming back home, and seeing these Silence=Death posters everywhere, was incredibly heartwarming.” The six designers of Silence=Death hadn’t provided any contact information or a way of getting in touch, but the Lavender Hill Mob and those responsible for Silence=Death would be serendipitously meeting soon enough.


After its debut, Silence=Death began raising awareness and getting attention. “It woke people up,” Bahlman said. Others who rallied around this cause had a similar recollection. “It was like the Bat Signal,” recalled one person who became an AIDS activist soon after seeing Silence=Death around Manhattan. Silence=Death on its own was not going to accomplish what the Lavender Hill Mob had set out to do, but the appearance of Silence=Death still marked an important step. The silence was about to be broken.
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ACT UP’s concentration camp float for the 1987 Pride Parade. Credit: Archive of Avram Finkelstein.
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