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Visual AIDS, Day With(out) Art 25th Anniversary 
ALTERNATE ENDINGS talkback, The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles 
December 4, 2014 
Featuring Alex Juhasz, Jih-Fei Cheng and Lucas Hilderbrand 
 
To view the videos and for further information on Visual AIDS’ ALTERNATE ENDINGS: 
https://www.visualaids.org/projects/detail/day-without-art-2014 
 
Alex Juhasz: People don’t always come out to AIDS events so I am really happy you are here. 
We are going to talk amongst the three of us for 20 minutes, and then we are going to open the 
floor up to a conversation, not a Q&A. Let’s see how that goes. 
 
I have produced a set of key words that I think are helpful for us to frame what we saw and our 
conversation among the three of us a few days ago. And I have a secret one at the end that I 
am going to use to stump the panel. It is surprising to me that it wasn’t there already. 
 
The first is Generation, a word consistently used to frame conversation and thinking and activ-
ism and lack of activism and new activism around AIDS and HIV. But it is clearly structuring the 
work and the panel, which I selected.  
 
Nostalgia, but I am going to think of nostalgia underneath affect, under a range of affects that 
are being deployed. So while some of them are certainly in that affective space, some of them 
are not. We might want to think of that as a generational problem—or a generational solution.  
 
Mourning is always key. And I think it is complicated around the question of generation as I look 
out across this room. This room is really beautiful to me because I can’t decide why you all are 
here, what generation you are from. Some of us, from my generation—I am 50 years old this 
year, I was in ACT UP in New York and lost friends and that moment of activism—we often 
come out and mourn the people we lost. That is part of what we should do at these events. But 
many of you in the room haven’t lost people and didn't’ and don’t experience HIV/AIDS as a 
mourning project. And I know you are respectful of our mourning so I appreciate that but it can’t 
be the only project in the room. And yet it needs to always have space. So we will think about 
mourning. There is a lot of mourning in this work. Many of the pieces are by people in my gen-
eration but many of them not.  
 
We had the word Queer People of Color, but I would like to change it to Disidentification in hon-
or of José Muñoz and the My Barbian piece and also because I think that as he theorizes dis-
identification it is always is a project for people of color.  
 
Then we are going to talk about Video Tape. It was something we all study in relationship to HIV 
and Pop culture. I think a lot of the pieces are working through disidentification and not disidenti-
fication relationships to popular culture. It is interesting to me to see how alive it is in the work.  
 
Jih-Fei would you like to start with Generation?   
 
Jih-Fei Cheng: Sure, I will say a little bit about my background so folks can determine what 
stage / what generation they think I am at. I came to a queer world, a gay world—whatever you 
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want to call it—through HIV/AIDS. Not only was it in the general public conscious by the time I 
was in junior high and a teenager in high school, but the first person I was with in 1995 told me 
he was HIV positive. And when I began undergraduate school, I think it was often times talked 
about but also we were encountering feminist and queer theory together. We watched films in 
class like Silverlake Life. So AIDS was very much part of my coming of age story—if you want to 
call it that—of being gay or queer. 
 
When I finished college, it made sense to work in HIV/AIDS social services. Part of it was be-
cause at the time as a young person of color in a gay community that felt largely affluent and 
white, and male, there were outreach workers that were targeting men of color, and young 
women of color and young trans people of color, with HIV prevention messages, and that was 
how I got brought into the world of HIV/AIDS social service work. 
 
I continue my work from LA and NY and I guess one thing I want to say is that I blur the line for 
me when it comes to “generation”. I was not present during what is considered the crisis, but for 
me it has been a protracted crisis. When people were supposed to be living, my friends were 
dying. A lot of my lovers have been HIV+ or have become sick and I wear that on my sleeve and 
in my heart in all the work I do. To be gay or queer and of color, and to also think about AIDS in 
the moment that I came of age is something I cannot disassemble.  
 
AJ: Lucas, do you want to talk about generation?  
 
Lucas Hilderbrand: The conversation about generation and AIDS is one that I have had many 
times over the years. I am a year older than Jih-Fei but I came of age when being gay meant 
being HIV+. There was a cultural conflation of the two, so for me growing up in a small town in 
the Midwest, remote from cities, and communities, my understanding of queerness and queer 
life was very much bound up in the AIDS crisis. For me queerness existed in cities and through 
HIV/AIDS. I had this political identification before I had a community or sexual life, around AIDS. 
I have had many positive people in my life in various capacities but I have never lost someone 
to HIV/AIDS. I have a very complicated relationship with it. I have this identification and yet ha-
ven’t felt a deep personal loss the way many other people do. It is curious to be between gener-
ations. My relationship with AIDS is in many ways mediated by representations on TV, film, me-
dia, writing.  
 
AJ: In fact we met when you were reading—in this way that I ultimately sort of called you out on 
as being incorrect—from the ACT UP floor.  
 
LH: It was actually an instructive conversation. I was reading a video by James Wentzy that was 
a 15-year anniversary documentation of ACT UP at that point, and you and I had very different 
perspectives on what that footage meant. I think it was probably helpful for both of us to have a 
lot tension around what that means. 
 
AJ: And the thing that is interesting is that at that time I was calling you on nostalgia for some-
thing you had never experienced, which was the joy, the play, the community… 
 
LH: …the vitality, the activism… 
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AJ: …the desire, the anger which you felt on the floor of ACT UP that you had not experienced 
so your nostalgia, in that sense, was killing me. 
 
I don’t know if you all know about the deployment of the phrase Your Nostalgia Is Killing Me. But 
it has come up recently in the sort of HIV/AIDS community around people like me and people in 
my generation are producing quite noticeable documentaries about AIDS activism in the 80s, 
and younger people in the HIV/AIDS community have said enough, okay. We honor your 
memory, we honor your pain, but there are other conversations to be had.  
 
But your nostalgia around the reading of James’ tape was killing me because I was like, “Dude 
don’t be nostalgic, everyone was dying.” I think this question about placing affect on the video 
tape may be a good place to start, so let’s look at this generationally and the ways in which af-
fect is playing out through the deployment of video tape in the seven very distinct ways. Do we 
want to talk about that? 
 
LH: I just want to say something about what else I have learned now that I am the old person in 
the room sometimes when I teach: My students have no relationship to the AIDS crisis either. 
And so whenever I have taught AIDS it is always an interesting experience. For undergrads 
there is not always a cultural knowledge of the history of AIDS as being a gay disease, as incur-
able or that there is a history of activism. There is a shocking lack of history on one hand that I 
try to tease out and at the same time I am never sure how they are reading these texts either. 
The compounding of generations becomes really complicated. 
 
AJ: I think one of the things that is hard, I myself have made video tapes about AIDS at different 
moments in the crisis, and the question comes up for me and others is, is it okay to be simply 
making tapes for our generation? I watch Ashes, a piece by Tom Kalin—who lived in my apart-
ment, who I was an AIDS activist with—and everyone he names is someone I know. And that is 
a piece of mourning work for us. But that is a piece of art, on a wall that is then received by peo-
ple, even in my generation, in other ways. So I think the project of how we speak across this 
long expanse, this long duree of AIDS, (begs the question): Can we rightfully own our own expe-
rience while being open to others? It is very hard to do.  
 
Do any of the pieces succeed in that project, or is it okay to imagine them as generationally 
specific work? In ALTERNATE ENDINGS we have younger artists with a really different affec-
tive relationship to AIDS. There is a lot of looking back in these works. Only Glen Fogel’s “7 
Years Later” does not look back, right?  
 
LH: But it is after a break up.  
 
AH: It doesn’t look back at that ‘definitive moment”. It places its story in its time. It is definitely 
about time. But again, generationally, Rhys Ernst’, My Barbarian’s and Hi Tiger’s pieces are by 
younger artists that are—nevertheless—reaching back into the archive finding remnants that 
they are chewing on (of that definitive moment). 
 
JFC: This goes back to the generational thing. When I look at your work, Alex, I am reaching 
into that kind of a past—not just the video work but also AIDS TV—and I look to find answers 
about the present from that past, from the moment you were writing within the academy but also 
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your life before. When I met you I realized we have a shared sensibility— an affinity that seems 
to cross a generational divide—that for me is about missing images. It is about the missing im-
ages of people of color in what is now constituted as the gay world, and the oversaturation of 
certain kinds of images of people of color that are seen when it comes to HIV, and HIV preven-
tion. When I see current documentaries that are popular about the AIDS activist past they are 
not jiving with what I have been told and what I experienced. When I met you I felt that what 
brought us into the same room was this question of: What happened to these missing images? 
Some of them were of people who have passed, and are not represented, or their lives are not 
represented in ways that you remember them.  
 
AJ: So how does Lyle Ashton Harris’s piece function for you in regard to your search for missing 
images because here are these private images from that exact moment. He is showing us a 
very private yet very public archive of the missing images of people of color. How does that res-
onate for you? 
 
JFC: Some of those people I had seen in images so I wasn’t connecting all the people with their 
work that I have read. I had to go back and look. In a way it felt like something was really vibrant 
that is still here. I saw the generational divide in the aesthetics of the image. But I also saw how 
in the contemporary moment people are wanting to look like that again, to dress like that again. I 
felt like there was something not so distant about that. I see people engaging as queer people of 
color work that resonates with that (past) moment. 
 
AJ: The costumes irked me; it's not because I remember wearing those clothes and thinking 
they look cool, but there is a register in the playing with the costume. Thinking about people 
wanting to look like what we looked like then, or some version of it. I wonder again if we can 
think about that in relationship to the affect of that piece, which I don't think we can describe as 
nostalgic at all. 
 
LH: One of the things that struck me, particularly watching the program again today, is that time 
in each of them is non-linear and seems very personal. I am struck by how Tom Kalin’s piece is 
very personal to his own experience of the people he lost. Some of the names and dates I rec-
ognize and some I do not. His mourning becomes very personal—a personal experience of a 
crisis and a timeline. But then the other piece by Hi Tiger, a New Order song that I think they are 
performing, sort of speak to the ways in which there are idiosyncratic texts that people seek out 
or resonate that are also personal. I am sure I have heard the song before but it is not a song 
that I know very well and that I would have intuitively thought of as part of this narrative.  
 
I am really struck by the ways in which the experience of the AIDS crisis—whether it is mourn-
ing, or looking at traces of the past— and the use of time as very personal and idiosyncratic. I 
think it speaks to growing up queer and searching for things that resonate or the act of looking 
back for traces of things; finding ways to make popular culture texts like New Order or The Real 
World resonate. 
 
AJ: Let me end this conversation with my secret word: Activism. It is so interesting for two rea-
sons. The large group of very visible and very beautiful and important documentaries that have 
been made in the last four or five years some of which have even been nominated for Academy 
Awards (How to Survive A Plague), are about activism; that core moment that many of these 
videos point at as being about our activism fueled from our anger and our mourning. There is no 
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activism in any of these tapes, not just a personal sense of time, but a personal sense of 
HIV/AIDS. There is history but deplete of activism. It is quiet stunning, actually. I wonder if you 
noticed, and if you guys want to talk about how that makes you feel, thinking about the twenty-
five years not being remembering as that, not seeing that, not showing that.  
 
LH: My gut instinct is that—at least the work I largely know—AIDS has been defined by activ-
ism, in a lot of video work. Maybe there is an activism exhaustion, trying to do something differ-
ent.  
 
AJ: There is the generation problem. “It’s 2014 and there is no activism…”  
 
LH: I am not saying that there is no activism.  
 
AJ: No, I know, I am saying that is how this thing gets played out in these rooms. We lament our 
losses, we lament the loss of activism. We lament not just the next generations are not activists, 
but that we are not activists.  
 
JFC: But there are at least 2 instances I can think of. In Tom Kalin’s piece, the titles of particular 
actions, moments, and then in Rhys’s piece you have—you can barely see Wikipedia from there 
but if you stop it, if you were watching by yourself and paused it, or you went to the Wikipedia 
page you would get to read about Lou Sullivan’s life and you start to realize, for folks like myself 
who did not know—if I am remembering correctly from what I read—Lou Sullivan was really piv-
otal in a distinction between gender identity and sexual orientation. And I think that there is not a 
clear discussion of what constitutes activism, but for me that is a highly political… 
 
AJ: But even so, you are scrapping the barrel here.  
 
JFC: You think so?  
 
AJ: Yeah.  
 
JFC: Oh, you want to see direct action, on the floor.  
 
AJ: Yup, ALTERNATE ENDINGS is 35 minutes. It is quite interesting. I am not calling anyone 
out. I am saying, ‘Wow, lets make sense of that.” There is also not a lot of sex—although there 
is more sex than activism. Instead there is a churning through history, churning through 
memory, and popular culture and queer culture—as video taped. But sex and activism were re-
ally what we were doing. That was why Lucas was nostalgic. And they are not there. Its interest-
ing.  
 
Let’s open the floor up. I hope we can have a conversation. What do you think about what we 
are saying? About what you saw? 
 
AUDIENCE: Activism is always a personal thing. Do you see activism as being about action? 
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AJ: My definition of activism is action-oriented. Period. End stop. That is not to say I don’t value 
things that people do at home, but I would not call it activism I would call it something else: read-
ing, typing, meeting, liking, sharing, posting. That is not activism.  
 
Audience: Are these valid things?  
 
AJ: They are valid things, but not activism. Validly productive. But yes, my definition is action 
orientated. I like, I post, I text, I do those things, I live now. I don’t call that activism. I sometimes 
call it protoactivism.  
 
Audience: I am glad you brought up the word valid because one of your other conversations 
around Nostalgia is Killing Me also brings in the academic prism of invalidation. And as soon as 
we start invalidating genuine feelings we get into questions of legitimization and territory and 
territorializing the experience. Like, “I was there at the forming of queer nation”, “I was diag-
nosed in 1995”—mine not yours, this seems dangerous, and counter-productive to community 
making.  
 
AJ: Excellent point. Other responses…  
 
AUDIENCE: I think there is something interesting about the lack of activism in the work in that 
there was a special moment that there is not something relevant about activism today, or it is 
different now than it was in the 80s. Maybe the absence is about the questions of relevance in 
relation to the work.  
 
AUDIENCE: I caution us in how we are talking about activism. There are people who are in NY 
that are blocking bridges and acting up, and the ever present OCCUPY movement. People are 
not dying and the motivation is different but it is dangerous for us to throw the idea of activism 
under the bus. It is not to say that I don’t dislike slacktivism.  
 
AUDIENCE: There is a difference. I worked at an AIDS organization. I watched 50 friends die. 
Part of what is different now is that our fight, our activism back then was focused on the gay and 
lesbian community, we did not have the time or space to focus beyond that. We talked about 
race, gender, during the AIDS crisis, we were so plugged in. And now there are so many 
things—I was talking to my gay white friends—they are shooting black men right now but what 
are you going to do when they come for you? AIDS was our plague, and now we are looking at 
a class war that the younger generation are dealing with that I don’t have the energy to do. Part 
of the online world we are living in is distracting us.  
 
JFC: When I showed the Testing the Limits Collective’s 1992 Voices from the Front to my stu-
dents, they were really taken aback that the AIDS movement even happened, that there was 
AIDS activism. There was a lot of direct action. One student piped up and she said, “it is so in-
teresting to watch them be so angry.” Another student said, “yeah, they are so violent.” And then 
it was my turn to be taken aback. I was thinking, “they are literally showing you how they trained 
in non-violent action and you are calling them violent.” I think what they are missing is how pub-
lic space has radically changed because of increased police tactics and a change in mainstream 
media that is so starkly different now than the moment of the AIDS crisis, and that AIDS media 
was attempting to correct. 
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In 2004 when I was in New York and we were protesting the war, the streets were filled, and 
there were lots of police. It was a global action but it barely got any mainstream media. I think 
we are in a moment where one of the reason we see a lot of AIDS activism videos resurface 
and be repurposed—and I learned this from your work Alex—is, the AIDS activism movement 
was the first movement to adopt handheld video cameras to use during direct protest. Now we 
are seeing students, and young people (and not just young people) in protest, on bridges, in 
Ferguson, videoing things and sending them to each other. And you have people in Palestine 
sharing things with people in Ferguson.  
 
I think there is something about activism is changing because of the change in public space but 
there is not a loss of possibility. The images are doing a different sort of work. People are finding 
possibility to assemble when public space is being clamped down on. It is not in place of it, but 
to lead people in different ways to public space.  
 
AJ: I really like that: the images are doing different kinds of work. I would like that to hold there, 
and for people to think about how images are doing work there, and here and different kind of 
work, the overproduction of images, over glut of images.  
 
You wanted to say something.  
 
AUDIENCE: Are you insisting that activism has to be out on the street?  
 
AJ: I am not insisting on anything. I know it is being taken as that.  
 
AUDIENCE: Are you saying it has to be out in public?  
 
AJ: I was interested in the word “ action”. We could have a long debate, and I hope we don’t 
right now, about what kind of actions count. Of course it is action.  
 
The other thing that is important is the word “movements”, right? What does it mean to share 
material now that it is so easy to share, there is so much? When we were making video in an 
earlier moment and images was doing different things, we had to share them with a much more 
coherent movement. There was the gay and lesbian coherence, a kind of finite quality of the cir-
culation of material that allowed it to grow and build with coherence and complexity. It is much 
harder for us to gain now, to make movements, to make arguments because there is so much 
imagery (and a lot marching too).  
 
Coherence matters so much. So I really appreciate your point around clarity. Coherence is much 
harder in this post-modern moment where there are too many images and multiplicity. I think it is 
hard to lock down, and make movement with our actions. How are they consolidating is a ques-
tion to me.  
 
But we have got away from the tapes. I hope we can move back to what you saw, moved you? 
 
AUDIENCE: What we have seen in documentary form talks to activism. The videos we have 
seen in the larger scale than tonight have been about activism and looking back. So essentially 
and so part of that time. Now activism in the art context.  
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AJ: Right, so we are here at MOCA.  
 
AUDIENCE: Tom’s Kalin’s work was about nostalgia about activism, right, know your scum-
bags.  
 
AUDIENCE : What I felt was that while it felt first wave, there was stuff like truvada whore. I had 
a Felix Gonzales Torres moment along with some dissociation where some of the names I 
knew, some of them I did not. When I was moved by that piece he married the present and the 
past.  
 
AJ: That was Lucas’s point and we can say that about many of the pieces. Rhys’ piece also did 
that as well, where although it is situated in this long stretches of footage that—I am not sure 
others have seen before because I know I hadn’t and others hadn’t—is linked to the Grindr im-
ages as well. It is trying to sit in multiple times at once, which to me is really important anti-
nostalgia work which forces those who have lived through these times to not live in the 80s. I 
think we can think of all of them. They extend out the crisis that continues, including Tom’s work 
that includes the famous action words, “The AIDS crisis is not over.” 
 
AUDIENCE: Kalin’s list reminded me of what it was at the time to appreciate the sophistication 
of the movement and reminds me about race and class. A lot of the movement was a lot of mid-
dle-aged white men who knew how to disrupt the system and frame things and talk to one an-
other. I remember thinking of how that was so good, so nuanced, and actions were so specific. 
This is a kind of nostalgia about the multiple generations about the movement then, and how, to 
some extend it is reflected in the intergenerational chaos. 
 
AJ: To remember that Tom’s piece and Julie’s piece include a litany. She also names people 
and Lyle names people too. Three of the seven do this. And we could say that Rhys’s piece as 
well. That one act of naming, that litany work, it calls out different communities.  
 
LH: As does My Barbarian with Pedro and Jose.  
 
AJ: That proves your point that there are multiple genealogies and we all have our own litany.  
And that is partly what we are seeing here.  
 
AUDIENCE: Activism is shutting down bridges but also it is making other performances.  
 
AJ: Agreed. 
 
AUDIENCE: I am trying to search in these films for other detectable alternative endings, ap-
proaches to activism, which is not just putting on stiletto heels and putting on a very heteron-
oamative song by New Order. Isn’t allowing us to watch through from multiple perspectives the 
two men sitting at a kitchen table a kind of queering activism? It is not just action, text or words. 
There are many different ways of activism. 
 
JFC: I don’t think that your concern that these images are not doing anything. I think it is that 
people are invested only in the image. 
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AJ: Being in this room together watching these art videos is a form of activism. Cause we had 
the action of getting here, we are having this conversation. This is activism. It would be more 
exciting for me if we named something that we were going to change and work together to do it 
but we probably can’t do that in this space. Yeah those are all forms of activism. So let’s not just 
stuck there. What I was saying is what is interesting to me is that videotape register has been 
pretty much been fixated on my generation on the street performing the first acts of post-modern 
activism. Producing signs, producing spectacle, figuring out how to manage the news. And 
those videotape images are not here. That is what I am saying. Yea, we could name the perfor-
mance as activism, it is trope-y and are not being used. Maybe they are dead, tired, used up. 
We need new images. We have chewed them up. 
 
AUDIENCE: Mass media is over. The grinder chats are activism. They are interaction, getting to 
see person to person what the other says. 
 
LH: If we look at the My Barbarian piece which is drawing from Jose’s work reading Pedro Za-
mora in The Real World it is activist intervention with counterpublicity creating a queer of color 
spaces to counter the dominate media. The piece they are citing is a piece of Jose doing a dif-
ferent model of activism. Some of these pieces, which are by younger generations are rehears-
ing different things, whether it is re-performing The Real World, or revisiting or rediscovering Lou 
Sullivan on YouTube, or Hi Tiger’s re-staging with difference is doing something to rework the 
history, which I think is activist.  
 
AUDIENCE: The younger generations are not looking at ACT UP and I wonder if that is the 
weight of those narratives. I guess also the tightness of those narratives feels too heavy. I guess 
that gets back to the question, where are the queer people of color?  
 
AUDIENCE: We are in the lifestyle as work of art, as a practice, a lot of these contemporary art-
ist is success, influence.  
 
AUDIENCE: I think along with that is the same way that people of color don’t grow up with histo-
ry. Not everyone at the time was participating in ACT UP for various reasons. Many truths are  
missing. 
 
AJ: Interesting to me, sitting at MOCA, we all came here to this space, it is an art space, a high 
art space. The artists invited to participate are all successful in the United States of America. 
When we, the older generation, fought, we broke down that art activism divide in the art world as 
the first movement, the first part of our project, we in the art world, were a lot of us are situated. 
Not just as activists, also as activists. The power of ACT UP was that a lot of the people were 
already situated in fancy spaces (like The Whitney) That was one of the most exciting things 
about that moment. You can go back and read it. We were theorizing that our art was activism, 
our activism art, and it was happening in these multiple spaces at once, in and out of the art 
world, in and out of the street, in and out of the AIDS service organization and hospital, the root 
was very mobile and that binary did not serve us. We are playing out that binary in the conver-
sation—rebinarying art and activism. We don’t have the terms yet. We need new terms that I am 
not going to produce.  
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LH: So in a way your initial question about where is the activism is a curatorial question. You 
had a conversation with one of the curators of the show and his response was very much was 
that it was the personal vision of Tom Kalin, Ted Kerr, and Nelson Santos. 
 
Do you know what Alternate Endings means or where they are going with that?  
 
AJ: No but one of the crazy endings is that people lived and they are making art. Who knew that 
that was the alternate ending. Activism out of people living is different than activism out of peo-
ple dying.  
 
AUDIENCE: That is something I think we are all negotiating. One of the first questions my par-
ents asked was, are you safe…. I think what we are doing in this cultural moment is unpacking 
these intertwining issues, these generational experiences that are so unique.  
 
AUDIENCE: There seems to be an intervening rod called commerce. The artists are working 
within institutions. The activists are initially creating work working against them. Then they gen-
erate sex positive imagery around HIV and the positive experiences. They are first about artists 
and rendered into imagery, and then borrowed and sold back to the community as a kind of life-
style so they can live. And this distances us from those images. It is hard to get back to us from 
the God of commerce.  
 
AUDIENCE: To be an activist now is to also create images. It is to generate content. So much 
visual production. The museum is a platform for producing that. We are not dependent on that. 
This conversation can be had by anyone.  
 
AJ: That was exciting idea when Gran Fury figured that out that you can generate images. Now 
every single human being is generating images and I think the question is when is that genera-
tion activism or we can’t even think of it as activism any more because the function has been 
performed. 
 
AUDIENCE: The role of art is to make a conversation and the form.  
 
Audience: Activist produces, queer nation, ACT UP, Gran Fury created an arsenal. It is such a 
good primer. How do we take those tactics? That is the value of How to Survive  Plague?  
 
AH: I think we have to close down. We have gone way over. You know what, this is exactly what 
I wanted. Thank you all for your incredible comments.   
 
JFC: Thank you to the organizers. 
 
 


