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CLEVE JONES 

CLEVE jONES IS THE FOUNDER OF THE NAMES PROJECT, the organization 
responsible for the creation and exhibition if the AIDS Memorial Quilt. He moved 
from Phoenix, Arizona, to San Francisco in the early 1970s to become part of the 
city's gay community. He was befriended by San Francisco Supervisor Harvey Milk, 
one if the nation's first openly gay elected cifficials, who convinced Jones to give up 
film school to pursue community organizing. 

Jones was shaken by the 197 8 assassination of Harvey Milk and San Francisco 
Mayor George Moscone, and by the subsequent explosion if AIDS-related deaths 
in San Francisco in the early eighties, to which he lost many close friends. When he 
himself was diagnosed as HIV-positive, he conceived if the AIDS quilt as a sym
bol if a compassionate response, one that might illustrate the enormity of the crisis. 
From the beginning, the quilt was aimed "at grandma" to bring awareness if AIDS 
to mainstream America. "Elitism is really destructive," says Jones, who saw the fac
tionalized, "coastal" politics if the gay community as an obstacle to finding a cure 
for the illness. 

Currently based in Palm Springs, California, Jones continues to serve as an 
AIDS activist and spokesperson for the NAMES project. He recently published his 
autobiography, Stitching a Revolution (Harper SF), with Jeff Dawson. In the 
following pages, he tells the story if the AIDS quilt and reflects on the process if 
personal transformation in finding his role as an activist, the danger of cynicism, and 
the potential for art to carry a message to the larger community. 
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Claire Peeps: Can we begin with what you were doing in the period be
fore you started the quilt? I believe you were involved in the political sys
tem in San Francisco at the time, and right out of college. 
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Cleve Jones: I never finished college. I got to San Francisco in 1972 and 
enrolled in the film program at the San Francisco State University. I was 
hired to work in the legislature in late '79. For most of the seventies I was 
involved with street activism. For most of the eighties I was involved with 
more establishment mainstream politics. 

My family's always been political. When I was a child, my parents were 
very strong supporters of the civil rights movement and the protest 
against the war in Vietnam. I've always had a fascination for politics. But 
in the seventies I was very much a part of the fringe, radical edge of San 
Francisco living, and I didn't have much patience for traditional politics. 
I wanted to be an artist, really. I didn't know of what sort. As I kid, I loved 
writing and I thought maybe I could write screenplays. Maybe even di
rect films. Back then I was very shy, so whatever I did, it had to be behind 
the scenes. I didn't enjoy being in front of people at all. I couldn't even 
give an oral book report when I was in high school. I would vomit in the 
bathroom beforehand. So I started to study literature and film, and I used 
to buy my film in Harvey Milk's camera store. I never really got into 
school, though, because I was trying to be part of the gay liberation 
movement that was really exploding here in San Francisco. 

Dancing every night was my top priority then. Between that and at
tending or organizing demonstrations, I just didn't really have time for 
school. And then one day Harvey took me aside and told me that I really 
had no talent in film. 

CP: But you had a knack for organizing. 

CJ: Yeah. I'm happy that I've ended up getting to blend the two as much 
as I have. 

CP: How did you make the transition from shy person to front person? 
Now you're speaking publicly all across the country, often several times a 
week. 

CJ: Well, I really set out to change myself. I was a wimp. I was a very fear
ful child, because I always knew that I was queer. I was ashamed of it, and 
I was quite frightened. I thought that I would be killed. It sounds so silly, 
but when I was 17, I read an article about phobias in some sort of Reader's 
Digest-type magazine. It suggested that you should just make a list of the 
things that frighten you the most, and then do them until you are no 
longer frightened. Well, the three scariest things that I could think of were 
public speaking, hitchhiking, and having sex [laughter]. I'm not afraid of any 
of them anymore! 
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CP: Mter Harvey Milk was assassinated, you organized a candlelight vigil 
to commemorate his death. Could you recount the story of that first march? 

CJ: Yes, you know I tell that story at least once a week, and I have been 
for the past ten years. You see, it was different back then. People died faster. 
You'd see someone, then you wouldn't see them. Maybe you'd see an obit
uary, or maybe you wouldn't. You might get invited to the memorial, but 
usually there wasn't one. The partner was ashamed. The dead weren't 
buried, they were cremated, so there was no grave to visit. People were just 
vanishing. I learned that San Francisco had just passed the mark of 1,000 
dead. I was standing on the corner of Castro and Market and I knew that 
of those 1,000, a vast majority had lived and died within a few blocks of 
there. But there was no evidence. Those nice Victorians and the cafes and 
the restaurants and the sound of music and the smell of coffee ... There 
were always people on the street, and you had no idea you were at ground 
zero of a terrible tragedy. I was standing at that corner, I said to my friend 
Joseph Durant, who has since died, that I wished we could bulldoze the 
neighborhood. I thought, if this were a meadow with a thousand corpses 
rotting in the sun, then people would look at it. They would see it, they 
would understand. And if they were human, they would be compelled to 
respond. But there wasn't any such evidence. So when we organized Har
vey's march, I asked people to carry signs-placards inscribed with the 
names of the dead. I was really looking for visual evidence. 

That night, we climbed up the walls of the Federal Building and cov
ered it. I looked at it, and it looked like a quilt. And just at that instant, I 
got it. I don't usually tell people this, because it sounds so unreal, but it was 
like a slide fell into place. It's like there was a blank screen that I was look
ing at, and suddenly, I could just see it-an expanse of multicolored plac
ards covering the national mall. It's the perfect symbol of warm, fuzzy, 
middle-class, middle-American traditional family values-female art. 
Which is the perfect symbol to match with this disease that seems to be of 
nontraditional people--drug users, homosexuals, and what was perceived 
as a product of aggressive gay male sexuality. 

CP: How long was it from then until the start of the quilt? 

CJ: It was a year and a halfbefore I made the first panel. I can say this now, 
because it's been true now for a long time: I have what people call visions. 
I get an idea, almost full blown. And then I usually talk about it for a year. 
I make little notes, and I doodle, and I just think about it. And then the 
trick for me is always finding people to do the work, because I'm very lazy, 
and I'm very disorganized. 
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CP: I find that a little hard to believe! 

CJ: No, this is absolutely true. In any event, I thought about it, and dur
ing that year and a half there were three things that happened in my life 
that sort of put it forward. The first was that I tested positive. The antibody 
test finally became available, and I decided that I needed to know. That was 
very scary for me, and very depressing. The second thing was that 60 Min
utes did a piece on me. I was living in Sacramento at the time, I'd actually 
gotten a job in politics working for the Friends Committee. I began to get 
death threats and then was attacked by some Aryan Nation thugs. I was 
badly beaten and stabbed. I thought that I was a fully self-actualized citi
zen of the world, and when that happened I discovered that there was this 
enormous reservoir of hatred within me for straight people, the straight 
world, and straight men. It's not something I wanted to feel, you know. And 
then, third, my best friend Marvin Feldman got sick and died. I wanted to 
say goodbye to him and be with his family. When I got back from that I 
was so paralyzed, my circle was gone. There was no one left in my life who 
knew me when I was in my twenties except my mom and dad. 

So after grieving, and this horrible hatred, I just decided, well, you can 
start this thing as an antidote. I knew it was going to be huge. There was 
no question in my mind. But some things surprised me. I mean, I had it in 
my head that this would be therapy-working with your hands and shar
ing anecdotes among families that had been divided by homophobia. I cer
tainly understood the media value of it. But I don't think anything 
prepared me for what turned out to be the enormous spiritual power of 
it. The quilt is really like a church, you know. It really is. The people who 
are linked by it are very much a family. That took me by surprise. I also 
had the idea that there were enough angry queens with sewing machines 
out there that we would make something that would be visually startling. 
But I don't really think I expected the artistry that came out of it. 

CP: Can you talk a little bit about the scale of the project today? How big 
an organization is the NAMES Project Foundation now? 

CJ: It started in 1987 with $3,000 that I borrowed from friends. We had a 
little workshop on Market Street, and we were all volunteer. Mter about 
six or seven months, when we got back from our first trip to D.C. we 
started getting some money. We had about a dozen people who received 
salaries from $12,000 to $25,000 for the first four years. Today, we have 40-
some full-time employees with benefits with a budget that's close to $4 
million because of the big display we're doing. We have chapters in about 
40 U.S. cities now and about 30 international affiliates. One of the great-
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est moments in my life was in 1995 during the United Nations Fiftieth 
Anniversary. We got some funding and we were able to bring our col
leagues from many different countries. There were representatives from 
eight of our African chapters. Those women were just so cool! They have 
no concept of gay/straight, like we do. AIDS is a heterosexual problem 
there, a problem of families and villages. To meet these women and to have 
them show me their photographs of these women and their villages in 
Central Mrica, to sit in a circle sewing with them ... ! We think of quilt
ing as a particularly American folk art. In fact, there are similar traditions 
on every continent. 

Anyway, I got the ball going in 1987. I got no support from anybody at 
the beginning, which was frustrating because I had been doing political 
organizing for so long. During the seventies, and most of the eighties, any 
time gay and lesbian people were marching in the street, which was fre
quently, I was usually the organizer. If you walked down Castro Street 
looking for staples in the telephone poles, I put them there. So I had as
sumed when I first put out the idea for the NAMES Project that people 
would help me. Nobody did. Everybody thought it was a bad idea. 

CP:Why? 

CJ: They thought it was morbid. The militants felt that it was passive. For 
whatever reason, nobody helped. You know, every time I've done some
thing good, it's been the same way. I've put an idea out there, my friends 
have turned their backs on it, and then strangers have emerged from out 
of nowhere to make it happen. When I called the first meeting of the 
NAMES Project, I rented a hall in San Francisco and put posters up all 
over town. Only two people showed. But their names were Jack Caster 
and Cindy McMullen, and they ended up being two of the most impor
tant people in the history of the quilt. She had been selling cosmetics at 
Macy's. He was an antique collector who had retired to take care of his 
lover as he died. 

So early on, I sat down with my friend Joseph and we made a list of 40 
of our friends who had died. Over one marathon weekend, we just 
cranked the panels out. They're ugly now. Most of them are just spray paint 
with stencil. But we got 40 and I sewed them into the first five 12' x 12' 
sections. I went to Dianne Feinstein,who was mayor at the time, and got 
permission to hang those from the mayor's balcony at City Hall during the 
Gay Pride parade. There were close to 300,000 people there, and I got in
vited to speak. We set up a booth. It was slow going. That whole summer 
I kept thinking, God damn it, this is such a good idea, I wish people would 
do it! We went to Washingtqn on October 11, 1987, a year and a day after 
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Marvin had died, my birthday. We had 1, 920 panels. It went out on the 
wire services and we were on the front page of most of the big daily pa
pers. Money started coming in. Now the funding--! think it's an impor
tant part of the NAMES Project. I am not an "A-Gay." I don't hang with 
society people. I own three pairs of jeans and now I do have a tuxedo. But 
I had only one business suit for a long time. I was a hippie and a queen. I 
am not a cocktail party kind of guy. So from the beginning we have sup
ported ourselves almost entirely through merchandise. We've involved 
artists to create really high quality T-shirts, buttons, videotapes, books. That 
was and still is the bulk of our financing. 

The way it works is we design and market merchandise that is sold at 
these displays. We get all of that money. It comes back to the foundation. 
But the local communities are encouraged to have fundraisers around the 
quilt. They also have donation bins at the quilt. So if you go to see a quilt 
and you're moved to put five dollars in the jar, that will stay in that town 
and go to support people with AIDS in that town. So we have made our 
alignment with the service providers because we knew in each one of 
these cities that we were going to have enormous volunteer needs. If we 
draw on them, then we have to leave them something in exchange. 

We have had almost no corporate support until recently, since Anthony 
Turner has taken over. He comes from a more traditional arts background, 
and he has definitely expanded the base. And now that we've been nomi
nated for a Nobel Peace Prize and have been the subject of award winning 
documentaries, it has become much easier. Wealthy gay people are much 
more supportive now than when I started. But really it's been very grass
roots funding that has kept us together. 

CP: Has your involvement in politics over the years been a good tool for 
your activism? 

CJ: Well, I guess I see everything from the perspective of a gay man, and I 
think for gay and lesbian people political activism is very important. Our 
political movement has been simultaneously an internal and external 
process, and the quilt reflects this very much. Gay liberation was about 
healing from the scars of terrible abuse and giving people some dignity, 
giving them a sense of pride, a sense of worth. All of this is an internal 
thing. But at the same time, we were also outwardly directed to trying to 
get people to stop hating. To stop killing us, stop firing us, stop taking our 
children. The feminist movement was very similar-it involved conscious
ness-raising and changing the way women felt about themselves and their 
bodies, and giving them the strength to be outwardly directed. So I think 
for gay people, for women, and for racial minorities, there has been an in-
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ternal! external duality of people involving themselves in politics for often 
intensely personal reasons. I think I involved myself in politics to get over 
having the shit kicked out of me all through grade school, junior high, and 
high school. I didn't want to be a weakling anymore. I didn't want to be a 
victim. I wanted power. So I think, yeah, the political process is important 
for people both on a personal level and on an outward plane of social 
change. I don't think we always do it very well, and I think a lot of times 
we squander opportunities. I am bored with the politics of just winning 
elections and that sort of thing. But I'm fascinated by politics that really 
changes people, by political activism that tries to alter the way people look 
at a situation. That's what I've tried very hard to do with the quilt. I think 
we've been very, very successful. Not just in terms of dollars raised, or peo
ple who've come to see it, but I think we have been one of the main fac
tors in changing the way this country looks at the disease. 

CP: In one of your op-ed pieces, you wrote a really eloquent statement: 
"We have sheltered the homeless, and fed the hungry. We've cared for the 
sick, comforted the dying, built hospices, joined speaker's bureaus, written 
checks, signed petitions, demonstrated, testified, been arrested, worn red 
ribbons, sewn quilts for our dead, and raised our candles against an ever 
darkening sky. And yet none of these actions will save my life or the life of 
any other person already infected with HIV The plain truth is only one 
thing can, research and more of it." I'd like to ask you about momentum. 
When you know that you're not going to see the change you're striving 
for in your lifetime, what keeps you going? 

CJ: I have seen the change in my lifetime. I was born in 1954, the year that 
Senator McCarthy was repudiated. There were no gay bars in Phoenix, 
Arizona, in 1954. There were very few here in San Francisco. Three days 
ago, I was in Farmington, New Mexico, for an HIV symposium. There was 
a dance in the Farmington Holiday Inn at the end of the conference. Out 
on the dance floor were about 400 people! There were young Anglo les
bians dancing together. There were 45-year-old gay men dancing together. 
There were Navajo Indians, Nez Pierce Indians. There were straight cou
ples, gay couples. I looked at this, and I thought, well, I have lived long 
enough to see the future and I'm seeing it here in Farmington, New Mex
ico! Where men and women of different ages and races and sexual orien
tations are dancing together to the same cool music. I see incredible 
change, incredible progress. I see it every day. 

I construct little rituals in my life to remind me. Sim:e I spend most 
of my life on airplanes now, I've decided that everybody who sits next to 
me is going to know that I am gay and that I have HIV That's one of my 
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rituals. No one has responded badly. I tell everybody-mechanics, nuns, 
high school kids, whoever's sitting next to me. You know, it's natural, we 
always talk. "Hi, where are you going? Is this for pleasure or business? 
What do you do?" I say, "Well, have you ever heard of the AIDS Memo
rial Quilt?" They say, "Yeah." I say, "Well, when my best friend died and 
I found I was HIV-positive, I decided to start something. And that's what 
I do." No one has ever responded with hostility or even indifference. 
They pause sometimes, or are taken aback by my candor, maybe, but they 
pause and then they tell me about their son, their brother, the girl across 
the street. 

CP: Do you feel that government and industry are sufficiendy engaged in 
AIDS research now? Are there big breakthroughs on the horizon? 

CJ: This is not Pollyanna stuff. I almost died in 1994. I had pneumocysti
tis for nine months, and I was very, very ill. I was allergic to all the treat
ments for it. So it was a very frightening time for me, and I've also lost a 
great many friends just in the last six months. So the horror of it is ongo
ing and nobody can relax. But in the last two years we have seen such 
progress that I believe that there's enormous hope, and that it's very, very 
important for everyone right now to be very tough-very strong, very fo
cused. I have no time for cynicism, I have no time for despair, I have no 
time for laziness. I only have time for: let's kick butt, because we'll save our 
lives if we do! If we stall right now, if we allow the momentum to wind 
down, then we'll die. But I don't think that's going to happen. I'm going 
to be a very old, blue-haired queen [laughter}. 

CP: How do you build consensus in such a complex environment? You 
navigate among several factions, among militant perspectives and more 
moderate ones. You've obviously been very good at that. 

CJ: I don't know if it's this bad in the rest of the world, but in the gay com
munity we are terribly factionalized. I believe much of the political and 
cultural leadership of the gay community is very removed from the reality 
of day-to-day life for ordinary gay and lesbian people. The leaders in D.C. 
and New York City are very clever and very articulate, but I think they're 
totally irrelevant to the lives of most gay and lesbian people. I came from 
this fringe, from a tiny minority within a minority. I don't have any col
lege degrees but I consider myself an educated person because I come 
from a family of educated people-educated, politically progressive, intel
lectually inclined, artistically inclined. I'm from the extreme left. I'm from 
the counterculture. That's where I'm from. It's a pretty small circle of peo-
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ple. But I want what I do to be real to real people. And that has been an 
ongoing source of anxiety and frustration. There are still people who hate 
the quilt, who see it as passive or something. I think they're just absolutely 
wrong. I think they're stupid and blind and unwilling to see the power this 
thing has to move people to action. I've never said, "Make a quilt and 
you'll feel better and it'll all go away." I've said, "Make a quilt and let us 
take it to Washington and drape it on the Mall, so these politicians will 
know the consequence of their stupidity." People want to be politically 
correct, they want to be more avant-garde. I think that is an elitism that is 
really destructive. You see people with really good ideas expending enor
mous energy, but they never reach the people who need the message. 

From the beginning of the quilt, I wanted nothing to do with the gay 
establishment. In fact, I was adamant that we were not going to be affili
ated with anybody, that we were going to be independent. I had huge 
struggles with people about the political/nonpolitical nature of the quilt. 
People can be so obtuse. I would say, "We are going to be as political as 
possible, by being nonpolitical." And they would go, "Huh?" I said, "Come 
on, it's really not that hard." It was things like vocabulary and the words we 
used. I would go through with a red pen and say "No, that's too Califor
nia, no, that's too left wing." I had a list of words that I banned from our 
literature. You will not use empower. You will not use any of the words that 
feminists and politically progressive gay people use all the time. I wish I still 
had the list; it's funny. Empower was at the top, share, centered, grounded. No 
coastal words! [laughter]. I did not want us to be seen via vocabulary. We 
were not a Buddhist group or a feminist group or whatever. It had to be 
Middle America. Sears shoppers. That meant not aligning us with any 
other groups. 

As time passed, I became frustrated because I don't think people quite 
understood my saying over and over, "We are not political, we are not po
litical, we are not political." Really what I was saying was, "Keep your 
mouth shut and be as subversive as possible." I would actually talk to the 
staff and the board about the subversive quality of the quilt. I said, "We are 
going in under the radar here. We're endorsed by the Pope and the PTA 
and the president. We're going to go to every fucking high school in this 
country, and going in with this powerful symbol of gay love." It's full of gay 
love. It's about the love gay people have for each other, the love our straight 
families and friends have for us. And now it is changing and there are more 
people in there who are not gay, but the message isn't really that different. 
The message is, all these lives are valued. We hold all these lives to be sa
cred. We cherish these people, we will defend them. Imagine getting into 
a high school with these panels filled up with gay male lovers. There's one 
panel that is a letter from a lesbian woman to her gay brother who has 
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died. At the end there is a letter from her mother saying, "How very sad it 
was indeed that our family couldn't learn love to love you until you had 
died. Please, wherever you are, forgive your father and forgive me for our 
stupidity." There are a lot of people who didn't get the subtlety of that. 

We are not a political organization. Our goal is to illustrate the enor
mity of the crisis, to provide people with a positive and creative means of 
expression, to give the world a clear and powerful symbol of a compas
sionate and loving response. We do not endorse candidates or legislation, 
but we have always intended to have an impact on the political process. We 
see ourselves as being part of creating a political will. We are in the richest 
and most powerful nation on earth, we possess everything we need to stop 
this epidemic; all we lack is the will. Why do we lack the will? Well, let's 
get into that. Let's talk about homophobia and racism. 

From the beginning, the quilt's audience was grandma. Your grandma, 
my grandma. They vote, they've got money. I didn't feel like I needed to 
preach to men on Castro Street about it. They knew what was happening. 
Whether it's art or politics, I think that's the real challenge. I'm not an 
artist, but if I were I would want my work to be understood and be rele
vant to ordinary people. I would be very frustrated ifl made art and it were 
only appreciated by the art critic for the Village Voice. For me, real art is art 
that you don't have to go to school to be moved by. You don't have to have 
a political opinion to appreciate it. It's something that touches, speaks to 
the commonalty, to the humanness of us in some way. A great many of my 
friends would disagree with me. 

CP: What do you make of the demise of the National Endowment for the 
Arts and the general attack on the arts in America? 

CJ: Well, I don't think you're going to like what I'm going to say. I have 
many artist friends whose work I find not only disturbing but incompre
hensible to most people. And I think that artists have to understand that 
when they allow themselves to go down certain paths, they will find them
selves alone. It may be important for them, for their process and their 
growth to go down that path, but do not be surprised if at the end of that 
path you find yourself alone. Because most people will not go there. I be
lieve that political activists and artists who share my values and my view of 
the world have not been terribly effective in the eighties. We still live in a 
country that was always conservative, that has always been backwards, that 
has always celebrated ignorance and embraced ugliness. Look around you; 
this is America. I think a lot of us lost our way in the eighties and nineties. 
In the political arena, what you see is this mindless PC vocabulary. This 
endless mouthing of slogans that mean absolutely nothing to people who 
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are struggling to support their kids. In the art world we've seen some of 
our best and brightest people walk down that road, and no one can follow. 
I'm not saying that everybody needs to mass-market their stuff. That's not 
what I'm about at all. But I've always been very clear that I wanted a 
broader audience. I did not want to limit myself to people who live in 
Greenwich Village, or Castro, people who all wear the same clothes, speak 
the same vocabulary, have the same education. That's boring to me. 

CP: Do you think this crisis in the arts could have been averted somehow? 

CJ: If people had more of a sense of responsibility to the larger community. 

CP: By making different art? Are you saying that it's not so much a ques
tion of organizing, but essentially it's what they're creating to begin with? 

CJ: Their vision is lacking. Look at economic issues. The left in this coun
try has gone down the tubes. There are millions of people facing poverty, 
workers trapped in dead-end jobs with no hope for advancement. But the 
rhetoric of the left does not speak to these people. The women's move
ment is having the same problem. The women who most need the power 
of feminism are not being included. 

CP: How would you approach this issue in the arts? Your mother was a 
choreographer, you grew up with the arts in your household. You under
stand the balance between collective process and individual vision. Are 
there artworks that you think have been successful in reaching a broader 
audience? 

CJ: First I'd point to the Vietnam Wall. When I first went to see it, I was 
very suspicious. I'm a Quaker. We tend to be suspicious about war memo
rials. I didn't lose anyone. I was born in '54. I was among the last men who 
had to register for the Vietnam draft, but I didn't get a lottery number. So 
I went there not expecting to be moved by the wall. I think it's a beauti
ful example of how one artist's vision and the collaboration that goes into 
making something like that happen really work. I spent a lot of time stand
ing in front of that wall, and watching the way people approached it, their 
ability to touch it. It cuts through the ground and it also cuts right across 
all the things that most horribly divided us. 

When I talk about my inspiration for the quilt, I usually tell people that 
I would like to give credit to three artists who encouraged me without 
meaning to. First would be Maya Lin, who created the wall. Another is 
Christo, whose Running Fence was up here. It was gorgeous. It shimmered. 
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And it required the involvement of thousands and thousands of people. 
Christo had to get permission from everybody. He has said that battling 
bureaucracy is part of the artistic process. I don't think he really said that 
correctly. I think marshalling the forces is part of the artistic process. It 
doesn't necessarily have to be butting heads with the enemies. 

The third artist I point to is Judy Chicago, for her Dinner Party. I was in
trigued by it. I liked the idea of one artist corning up with a theme, a format, 
a frame, and then being free and confident enough to say to other artists, 
"Okay, there's room for you in this too; let's see what this collaboration does." 
I loved that. Later I found out that she really auditioned these women and put 
them through all sorts of paces, that they had to give money to purchase the 
food, but I didn't know that at the time. I don't like the work now, but I was 
initially inspired by the Dinner Party. The quilt, I think, has a lot of the spirit 
of collaboration in it. We came up with a framework-3' x 6' panels, sewn 
together into 12' x 12', and then 24' x 24' sections-but within that frame
work, we will not censor you, you can do whatever you want. 

CP: Where does someone who wants to have this kind of public reach go 
for training? Do you go it alone? Do you find mentors? Do you align 
yourselves with institutions? Do you go to school? What do you tell young 
people who say, "I want to be like you, I want to create something that's 
going to have an impact on the world." 

CJ: I think there's a sort of magical quality about throwing an idea out 
there and waiting to see who picks up the ball. Everything I've ever done, 
whether it's organizing demonstrations or doing the quilt or whatever, 
there's always been a kind of waiting period where I've just had to pause 
and see who steps forward. I think it might not have happened if I had 
been affiliated with an institution. I think if you're trying to change the 
way people think, you need to be kind ofpure.You need to be able to say, 
"I will starve to death if I have to." If I had had corporate sponsors at the 
beginning, if the quilt had been commissioned or I had gotten some artist
in-residency thing, I don't think this would have happened. The struggle 
was part of it. I think your motives have to be really clear to yourself and 
to the people around you. Whether it's art or politics, your motivation is 
really central to what the outcome's going to be. I was motivated just out 
of horrendous grief and an urgency that made me want to take people by 
the throat and scream at them. So I guess I'm in favor of people going on 
their own and struggling with it. 

CP: There are long-term goals and short-term goals. How do you pace 
yourself? How much do you keep the long view in front of you, and how 
much of it's the shorter view? 
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CJ: I guess I'm changing. I'd say that when I was younger, it was very 
much one project at a time. I was trying to keep in mind the long view, 
but I just loved it when things came to a head! One of the greatest times 
I ever had with the quilt was in '88 when all of our permits were denied 
by the park service. They were not going to let us display the quilt on the 
Mall. I just laughed and I said, "Oh, we're going to have a party now, we're 
going to make the park service wish they had never been. born!" [laughter]. 
We organized, and it was a lot of fun. Those immediate battles are nice be
cause they start and then they end. But I think as I've gotten older and I 
face illness, it really is the long-term perspective that gives me the most 
comfort. I think to be an effective activist, one really has to not be oper
ating from a place of sacrifice. I have made no sacrifices in my life. Look
ing at the circumstances of my life, someone might say, "Well, this is a man 
who has suffered a great deal and has given up a great deal." I do not view 
it that way. I miss my friends. I'm frightened sometimes that I'm going to 
get sick and die, but I've found my role. I found what I'm supposed to do 
in this life. That is the greatest blessing in the world. When I meet young 
people who don't know what they're supposed to do, I feel bad for them. 
I didn't quite always know how I was supposed to go about it, or I almost 
never knew how I was going to pay the rent, but if nothing else, I always 
knew what I was supposed to be doing. 

CP: How does that balance with what you just said about being willing 
to starve to death? 

CJ: Well, yes, you must be willing to starve to death, but you must know 
that you are not making a sacrifice. You must not feel oppressed by it.You 
must not feel, "I am a martyr, I am giving up all these fine things so I can 
save the world and help my people." Paying the rent probably shouldn't 
even be on your list of things to think about, because you'll be thinking 
about the demonstration you're going to organize. 

CP: What helps somebody determine what they're supposed to do in the 
world? Is it happenstance, is it design, is it intelligence, is it luck? 

CJ: I think it's all of those things. There are a lot of young people in my 
life. I say to them, "Just look at yourself as clearly as possible, watch your
self as you go through your days and look for the clues. When do you 
really feel happy? When are you really just feeling the best, the most awake, 
most connected, most confident? When do you really feel like, goddamn, 
this life is good!" For me, it's when I've just come from one meeting and 
I'm racing to the next, and I've got a great idea, and the people I just told 
it to dug it, and the people I'm gonna go see are probably gonna pay for 



264 D ACTIVISTS SPEAK OUT 

it [laughter]. Well, when that's happening I believe in God, I believe in my 
place in the universe. I know that I'm doing what I'm supposed to do. Why 
do I know it? Because I feel so good. I just feel great! I haven't taken any 
drugs, I haven't eaten a big meal. It's just me and these other people and 
the connection we made. I know that I'm supposed to feel that good as 
much as possible. That's when I feel rich. 

CP: Is it all public and personal at the same time? Do you have to reserve 
room for your private life, for your health, for your energy, for things that 
aren't in the public domain? 

CJ: I spend a lot of time alone, but not too much. The worst thing about 
1994 was that I was too sick to go out, and I thought I was dying. I just 
had an awful hard time accepting that I was through, that I wasn't going 
to make anything else happen. For me, I need to constantly be connected 
to other people. I don't have much of a dividing line between public and 
private. I talk about everything. I've revealed most personal details of my 
life to strangers and to television cameras. Which may be part of why I'm 
single {laughter]. But it's worth it. There's a trade-off. I'm adored by hun
dreds of thousands of strangers. I can go into a city, people meet me at the 
airport, they take me to a civic auditorium, and there may be 7,000 
strangers dressed in white, waiting to unfold the quilt. They stand in line 
for hours to shake my hand and get my autograph. I feel they know 
enough about me that I can accept this love. I have no complaints. Ifi ever 
whine, slap me, because I'm living a privileged life. I am amazed and grate
ful for every day. I'm not a very religious person, but I thank God every 
day. At some point during the day, I will just say, thank you-however, 
whoever, whatever made this happen like this. 

CP: Could you talk more about ritual in terms of the quilt? 

CJ: It's the most exciting part of the quilt. In the last few weeks I've been 
to quilt displays in Oxford, Ohio, up in Burke, Texas, at Four Corners, and 
in Palm Springs. Whenever I go to a quilt display, I always try to go to the 
volunteer training so I can thank the volunteers for the work that they're 
doing. I tell them that when they are unfolding the quilts during the open
ing ceremonies they are participating in a ritual that is being repeated in 
small towns and big cities across the country, and all around the world. It's 
like the Vietnam Memorial. It has simplicity. That's another ritual for 
American people-they get on a plane or a train, they go to the capital, 
they take pieces of paper, and they do a rubbing of the name they've come 
to find. They stand and see their reflection in the wall. I think these kinds 
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of rituals, particularly memorial rituals, have no connection to the ordinary 
aspects of our lives. We create them solely to bring us closer to God, or to 
help us see our position in the universe. I think those are really the most 
important evidence of our humanity. The whole process of the quilt is an 
ongoing ritual that continues to bring people in. I've seen it happen in 
Sweden. I've seen it happen in Mexico. It just has a unifYing effect. While 
the ritual of the quilt is specific to these pieces of fabric, to certain people, 
and to this particular virus, ultimately it has nothing to do with homosex
uals, with the virus, or with America. It has to do with this sanctity of 
human life and human love, and this is a message anybody on the planet 
can understand, can be a part of. 

CP: The quilt is a living monument because it continues to grow and 
change. Will it continue as long as people are dying? Will there be a mo
ment when it becomes finite? 

CJ: That's the dream. I assume that the quilt will continue to grow for the 
duration of the epidemic. As long as people are dying of HIV, their loved 
ones will make quilts and send them to us. My hope is that I will be here 
when we declare it over. I don't think that's likely. I'll be very curious to 
see how it changes over the next few years. Here's my little prediction: I 
think that in April of 1999, we're going to be calling this a manageable 
chronic condition in North America. What remains to be seen is whether 
the technological, medical advances are shared with the rest of the world. 
I will be very curious to see then what happens to the quilt. Right now 
in my speeches I say to people, "I know you think an HIV diagnosis is a 
death sentence. I'm here to tell you it's not anymore.You need to plan on 
living." One of the things we're trying to shift with the quilt is to trans
form it from a powerful symbol of death, loss, and grief to a symbol of 
hope. People have to know that if we fight hard, we can save the lives of 
millions of people. I'm one of them and I don't want to die. I don't accept 
it and I don't surrender and don't you dare give up on me! 

CP: How do you prioritize where your energies need to be now?You're 
one person, and there are a lot of little fires raging all the time. 

CJ: I'm not interested in most of them. I used to be when I was younger 
and had more energy and was healthier. But now I don't have any trouble 
prioritizing. My first priority is the quilt and the NAMES Project. What
ever that organization wants me to do, I will do. To the best of my ability. 
I intend to be out there for the rest of my life, helping them and raising 
money and staying out of their way. My second priority right now is to 
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finish my book because I almost died last year. And I was really upset that 
I was going to croak without having told all these really cool stories that 
I love to tell. I think that losing focus, getting spread too thin is a real risk 
for artists and for activists. 

CP: Can you talk more about not having time for cynicism or despair? 

CJ: The old slogan was "Silence = Death." My slogan for the last half of this 
decade is "Cynicism = Death." It's hard to face this kind of a struggle that 
seems endless and where you keep losing. It's really hard to explain to peo
ple what it's like to lose somebody you care about every week. I pick up 
the Bay Area Reporter, our local gay paper in San Francisco, and there's al
ways two or three pages of obituary notices. I don't think there's ever been 
a week when I haven't known one of those people. There's just this great 
weight of grief and fear. So it's understandable that some people would 
despair and would give in. My lover didn't die of a disease; he killed him
self. He hadn't even been sick. His T-cells dropped down to 100. His doc
tor was a jerk and told him that he should get his affairs in order. He went 
home and he paid off all of our credit card bills and he killed himself. So I 
know that ifl despair I will die. I've watched my friends give up, and as soon 
as they give up, they're dead. You can almost predict how long my friends 
are gonna live. Because so much of it is attitude. You can understand why 
people would despair. And then the cynicism. Well, yeah, people are real 
cynical about this government where three presidents in a row have failed 
to move the nation forward. The first two wouldn't even say the word. Clin
ton is the first president in history who said the word gay out loud. We've 
got these pharmaceutical companies, governors, and state legislatures who 
are continuing a decade and a halflater to deny children benefits. 

People have every reason to be cynical about the politicians and the 
AIDS industry. But you can't allow yourself to become so cynical that you 
no longer feel hope. 

I am loved. I know there are people with AIDS whose parents have 
abandoned them. Mine did not. I know there are people out there who 
have no one to care for them. But I am not one of them and I am grate
ful for that. In my little town when I got sick and I was new in town, my 
neighbors came over every day. The teenage boys brought me wood, the 
old ladies planted flowers outside my bedroom window. You can be cyni
cal, but if you lose sight of the goodness that's out there, you are denying 
it to yourself and you'll die. 

The other thing that's dangerous is mysticism. When my friend 
Jonathan told me he was sick, he said he was going to paint his room blue 
and that was all he was going to do. It's very easy to understand how peo-
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ple would retreat into spirituality and mysticism. It's a way to try to accept 
that they're going to die by saying, "Well, I'm going to go to a better place" 
or ''I'm going to come back." I say, "No, you don't get to make that deci
sion, that's part of the real mystery. But what you do have is all your in
stincts that tell you to fight for your life." That's another thing about the 
quilt. It's simply, "You're cold, you're sick, here's a quilt. Wrap it around 
your shoulders, you'll feel better." It's a practical kind of thing. 

I have felt so much comfort and love from family and from strangers 
and I want other people to feel that too. I have very few friends who enjoy 
the kind of relationship that I enjoy with my family. I get very angry with 
the intelligentsia who say, "This has no value." So many of the queers I en
counter today experience a sense of rejection, usually by their families. 
What's wrong with creating something that allows queers to feel that they 
are a part of the larger community? I've had people try to murder me be
cause I'm gay. But I refuse to allow that hatred that I felt that summer after 
I got stabbed to be in my life. 

CP: What explains that? That you were the object of brutality and hatred 
in high school, but that you feel such comfort and love from friends and 
strangers now? 

CJ: There was something broken in me and I fixed it. Don't hang onto the 
injury. Scars are ugly. 

CP: But what you're saying is you changed your outlook on the world, 
and consequently people behave differently to you? That's why they 
stopped beating you up? 

CJ: I guess so, yeah. I changed myself. 

CP: But you were gay then and you are gay now, so ... 

CJ: Yes, but I was weak then and now I'm strong. I was ashamed then and 
now I'm proud! [laughter]. It was deliberate, systematic. I absolutely believe 
that every single person has the ability to change his or her life. So I get 
impatient with whiners. I don't consider myself a victim. When I die you 
can call me a victim of AIDS if I die of AIDS. But I don't think of myself 
as a powerless person anymore. 

CP: So now you're working on the NAMES Project and on your book. 
Any other big projects on the horizon? Do you think you might reenter 
the political arena? 
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CJ: My last foray into politics was when I lost the election for San Fran
cisco city supervisor in '92. In retrospect, I'm relieved that I lost. I think I 
ran for office primarily because I wanted to give myself that test. It's not 
so much about the number of votes you get. Running for supervisor 
means putting yourself up on every stage in town. You've got every neigh
borhood group, every block association, every business group, every De
mocratic club. For six months, you talk to six groups of people a day and 
you stand and talk for two minutes, then you say any questions and you 
have to handle everything from "A" to "Z," from asbestos to Alzheimer's 
to the zoo. I wanted to do that and I also wanted to make a statement 
about people with AIDS. 

CP: How does dealing with asbestos and the zoo fit into your life goal of 
promoting AIDS awareness? 

CJ: Well, I thought it was important for people with HIV to show that 
they were involved with other issues and all of the other quality-of-life is
sues that affect normal citizens. "Yes, I have HIV, but I'm going to care 
about you." Issues that affect senior citizens or truck drivers or firefighters. 

CP: Would that have finished your role in the AIDS battle? 

CJ: I can't imagine that it would have. It might have distracted me. The 
part of it that I found really ugly had nothing to do with the campaign or 
the issues or the deal-making or any of that. I just hate raising money. And 
I found that I really had trouble raising money for myself. It was one thing 
to go to corporations and say, "I need money for AIDS, I need money for 
a hospice, I need money for the quilt or I need money for this education 
program." But to go back to the same people and say, "I need money for 
me so I can get this office" comes from a different motivation. I'm not try
ing to sound like I'm some extremely moral person; I just hate the asking. 

CP: So you're not going to pursue any more campaigns? 

CJ: I didn't say that [laughter). If there was a cure for AIDS tomorrow and 
if I sold my book for a million bucks, sure, I might buy myself a seat in 
Congress! {laughter). 
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