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How does the Wellcome Library’s archive of AIDS posters help or hinder the 
understanding of the multiplicity of discourses through which AIDS posters have 
been seen and discussed? 
 
Danny Birchall 
 

As human beings, all illnesses have meaning for us, and new illnesses create new 

meanings. Susan Sontag considered the emergence of the HIV virus to be ‘a large-scale 

occasion for the metaphorising of illness’,1 and whether or not one agrees with her 

approach of peeling back layers of cultural metaphor to reveal medical truth, it’s 

unarguable that AIDS called into existence a vast new swathe of discourse representing 

the disease and dealing with the epidemic crisis of its transmission. Particularly 

prominent in visual discourse about AIDS has been the public health poster, revitalised as 

an instrument of communicating personal and moral imperatives in relation to the 

epidemic. While AIDS remains a significant health concern today, the formation of 

imagery describing the epidemic largely took place during the 1980s and 1990s; there is 

therefore now a corpus of cultural artefacts to which we can look to understand these 

discourses. 

Decoding them is not necessarily a simple matter. While health poster collector 

William Helfand believes such posters allow us ‘to better understand public health 

concerns in earlier years’,2 theorists such as Sander Gilman reject the idea that historical 

medical images offer an ‘unbroken gaze into the past’,3 arguing that the historical 

reception and use of images must be taken into account when looking at them. And 

should we turn to the archive to discover repressed truths, Carolyn Steedman reminds us 
                                                 
1 Susan Sontag, Illness as Metaphor and AIDS and Its Metaphors (Penguin Classics, 2009), p.102 
2 William H. Helfand, ‘“Some One Sole Unique Advertisement”: Public Health Posters in the Twentieth 
Century’, in Imagining Illness: Public Health and Visual Culture, ed by Liping Bu and David Serlin 
(University of Minnesota Press, 2011), p.141 
3 Sander L. Gilman, Health and Illness: Images of Difference (Reaktion Books, 1995), p.14 
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that, contra Derrida, the archive itself is not a Freudian container from which imprisoned 

memories can be released but a rather quotidian and unremarkable place.4 

It makes sense therefore not to approach the archive of AIDS posters for raw 

evidence on which to base our theories about the ways in which HIV and AIDS have 

been constructed and presented, but rather to examine existing theories and then delve 

into the archive to see how these may be substantiated or contradicted. In this instance I 

have taken the work of two cultural theorists, Roger Cooter and Claudia Stein, whose 

work on AIDS posters dominates the field, and the Wellcome Library’s substantial 

archive of AIDS posters. In between theory and archive I hope to illuminate some of the 

sometimes unexpected ways in which posters have worked to create the visual culture of 

HIV and AIDS. 

In a series of three essays published between 2007 and 2011, Cooter and Stein 

establish a historical and theoretical framework for the emergence of AIDS posters as a 

cultural phenomenon, and for their subsequent theoretical understanding. In the first, 

‘Coming into focus: Posters, power, and visual culture in the history of medicine’, they 

describe how the emergence of AIDS itself prompted an academic turn to Foucauldian 

biopolitics to consider power constituted through the human body. 5 Concurrently, the 

emergence of ‘visual culture’ as a discipline restructured the understanding of images 

such as AIDS posters as constituting the meaning of the epidemic themselves, rather than 

representing a metaphorical shield for its reality.6 This ‘visual turn’ was also a response 

                                                 
4 Carolyn Steedman, Dust (Manchester University Press, 2002), p.9 
5 Roger Cooter and Claudia Stein, ‘Coming into Focus: Posters, Power, and Visual Culture in the History 
of Medicine’, Medizinhistorisches Journal, 42 (2007), 180-209, p.194 
6 Cooter and Stein, ‘Coming into Focus’, p.199 
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to the increasing sophistication of commodity culture, and its domination of the visual 

realm.7  

In ‘Visual Imagery and Epidemics in the Twentieth Century’ Cooter and Stein 

position AIDS posters in a larger history of public health posters. They take Oliviero 

Toscani’s infamous and controversial ‘Dying on AIDS’ advertising campaign for 

Benetton as a starting point to outline the health poster’s historically ambiguous 

relationship with the medical establishment. They argue that AIDS arrived into a world in 

which the ‘humanitarian’ medical establishment worldwide was in the process of 

becoming privatised as part of a ‘dissolution of the old ambiguity between the world of 

advertising and the world of medicine and the body’.8 

Cooter and Stein then turn their eye to the afterlife of AIDS posters in collections 

and on display in museums. ‘Visual objects and universal meanings: AIDS Posters and 

the politics of globalisation and history’ looks at a 2006 exhibition of AIDS posters at the 

Museum für Kunst und Gewerbe in Hamburg. They argue that the museum’s presentation 

of the posters as a homogeneous global discourse, structured through striking visual 

juxtapositions, effaces individual struggles that were part of the AIDS epidemic, such as 

the gay community’s battle for recognition and representation.9 This assertion of the 

undifferentiated ‘global’ nature of the AIDS epidemic was made tangible by the 

exhibition’s presentation of the posters as purely aesthetic objects.10 They conclude by 

issuing a warning that the meaning of posters does not remain stable once they have 

                                                 
7 Cooter and Stein, ‘Coming into Focus’, p.202 
8 Roger Cooter and Claudia Stein, ‘Visual Imagery and Epidemics in the Twentieth Century’, in Imagining 
Illness: Public Health and Visual Culture, 2011, p.187 
9 Roger Cooter and Claudia Stein, ‘Visual Objects and Universal Meanings: AIDS Posters and the Politics 
of Globalisation and History’, Medical History, 55 (2011), p.98 
10 Cooter and Stein, ‘Visual Objects’, p.104 
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fulfilled their primary purpose. ‘No less political’ when part of a personal or institutional 

collection, they become ‘epistemologically loaded through the very process of 

objectification’.11 

Cooter and Stein’s work manifestly does not try to explain the content of AIDS 

posters; rather it positions their production and reception in the context of cultural 

history. To use their analysis to examine the Wellcome Library’s collection of AIDS 

posters itself would risk turning their work back upon itself in an unproductive manner. 

Rather, what I shall attempt to do here is to look at three key assertions that Cooter and 

Stein make about AIDS posters, taking in the work of other theorists in turn. I will then 

examine the Wellcome Library collection itself to see how both individual posters and 

the collection as a whole further illuminate or contradict these theoretical understandings 

of AIDS posters. 

The Wellcome Library is one of the world’s leading libraries of the history of 

medicine and contemporary biomedicine.12 It is part of the Wellcome Trust, a major 

international medical research charity.13 The Wellcome Library’s collection of AIDS 

posters contains just over 3,100 catalogued posters as of March 2011, and is the fourth 

largest collection of AIDS posters in the world.14 Most of the collection has been 

digitised, and around 2,000 images of the posters are accessible through Wellcome 

Images, the Wellcome Trust’s image library.15 The posters do not form a distinct 

                                                 
11 Cooter and Stein, ‘Visual Objects, p.105 
12 ‘About Us’, Wellcome Library <http://library.wellcome.ac.uk/about.html> [accessed 2 April 2011]. 
13 ‘About Us’, Wellcome Trust <http://www.wellcome.ac.uk/About-us/index.htm> [accessed 2 April 2011]. 
14 ‘AIDS Posters’, Wellcome Library <http://library.wellcome.ac.uk/doc_WTX057521.html> [accessed 6 
March 2011]. 
15 ‘Terms of Use’, Wellcome Images <http://images.wellcome.ac.uk/indexplus/page/Terms+of+Use.html?> 
[accessed 2 April 2011]. 
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collection: they are part of the library’s iconographic collections, but they form the lion’s 

share of just over 4,100 posters in the library’s catalogue. 

Most of the collection was acquired from Thomas Hill in 1999.16 German-born Hill 

is a commercial collector of and dealer in posters; material from his AIDS posters 

collection in particular forms the core of other institutional collections, such as the 

Widener Library collection at Harvard.17 Hill’s poster collection started growing as a 

documentation of the post-1960s counterculture, embracing ecology, human rights, the 

peace and anti-nuclear movements, anarchism, feminism and more. Hill does not 

distinguish AIDS posters as materially different from his countercultural collection; he 

thinks of ‘AIDS and the state of the environment being just two big symptoms of this 

crisis in consciousness’. He did, however, devote significant effort specifically to the 

collection of AIDS posters, sending individual requests to over 10,000 AIDS-related 

organisations requesting posters and physically visiting many to personally demand 

copies.18 

The Wellcome Library acquired the collection in an effort to fill a gap in its 

extensive healthcare-related collections.19 In an internal document launching the 

digitisation project, the library makes clear that the Wellcome Trust feels a ‘special 

appropriateness’ in devoting resources to the history of HIV/AIDS, as ‘it was Burroughs 

                                                 
16 ‘AIDS Posters: A Public Health Campaign Which Made Itself Felt in Print’, Wellcome Collection 
<http://www.wellcomecollection.org/explore/sickness--health/topics/aids-posters/aids-posters.aspx> 
[accessed 3 April 2011]. 
17 ‘Digital Collections Projects in Progress’, Harvard College Library 
<http://hcl.harvard.edu/collections/digital_collections/projects_in_progress.cfm#poster_collections> 
[accessed 2 April 2011]. 
18 Thomas Hill, ‘A Collector’s View’, Friends of the Wellcome Institute Newsletter, 1999, p.9 
19 Personal interview with William Schupbach, Curator of the Iconographic Collections of the Wellcome 
Library, 21 February 2011 
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Wellcome Co. that introduced the first effective anti-AIDS drug’.20 The project 

documentation makes clear that the aim of making the posters available is primarily for 

the benefit of academic research.21 

The Wellcome Library’s collection of AIDS posters therefore differs in both 

content and range from purely medically-oriented collections such as the US National 

Library of Medicine’s collection. A small supplementary collection was acquired from 

the Victoria and Albert museum which ‘retains some of particular artistic interest’,22 

implying that the library specifically collects posters which are not aesthetically worthy. 

Its complex personal and institutional affiliations are worth bearing in mind in light of the 

‘epistemological loading’ that Cooter and Stein discuss. Nevertheless, in the diversity 

evidenced through its scale we might reasonably expect it to provide a resource with 

which to examine some of Cooter and Stein’s approaches. 

Central to ‘Coming into focus’ is the idea of ‘visual culture’ as a discipline which 

emerged at the same time as AIDS posters, and was theoretically wedded to their 

academic understanding. Cooter and Stein historicise the moment of visual culture, and 

suggest that the urgency of its anxiety over representations of the body has now passed, 

and that we have ‘moved on to other pressing matters’.23 In ‘Visual imagery’ they 

reiterate their contention that the importance of AIDS posters is that they force us to 

contemplate the relationships between Western medicine and visual culture.24 In ‘Visual 

objects’ they take the ‘pictorial turn’ towards the primacy of vision, and a corresponding 

                                                 
20 ‘The AIDS Posters project: Project initiation document’, Wellcome Library internal document, undated, 
p.1 
21 ‘The AIDS Posters project: Project initiation document’, p.2 
22 ‘The AIDS Posters project: Project initiation document’, p.1 
23 Cooter and Stein, ‘Coming into Focus’, p.205 
24 Cooter and Stein, ‘Visual Imagery’, p.172 



The Wellcome Library and AIDS posters Danny Birchall Page 7 of 29 

broadening of the field of academic attention, as the underlying environment for their 

examination of the global visual object of the AIDS poster.25 It’s not without some irony 

that Cooter and Stein position visual culture itself – a discipline which recognises the 

relativity of culture and history through such ideas as the ‘period eye’26 – in relation to 

AIDS posters as a periodised theory. 

Sander Gilman has worked broadly within the discipline of visual culture, 

examining images as constituting discourse around their subject rather than as 

metaphorical concealments of underlying truths. In two essays on AIDS posters he adopts 

the tactic of ‘close reading’ to look at images of persons with AIDS (PWAs) in the 

construction of AIDS as a disease. In the first, ‘AIDS and Syphilis: The Iconography of 

Disease’27 he compares historical representations of syphilis to representations of AIDS 

and finds similarities both in the representation of the ill as ‘outside’ society and, as each 

disease develops, a shift in visual focus from the exemplary male victim to a female 

source of pollution.28 Gilman asserts that this doesn’t merely represent an underlying 

ideology, but that the visual is an active realm, and that ‘it is in the world of 

representations that we manage our fear of disease’.29 

In ‘The Body Beautiful and AIDS’, Gilman goes further to analyse the AIDS 

posters collection of the US National Library of Medicine. Beginning with an 

understanding of the posters as products of a knowing and sophisticated advertising 

                                                 
25 Cooter and Stein, ‘Visual Objects’, p.87 
26 Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Century Italy: A Primer in the Social History of 
Pictorial Style. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972), p.40, quoted in Margaret Dikovitskaya, Visual Culture: 
The Study of the Visual After the Cultural Turn (MIT Press, 2005) p.9 
27 Sander L. Gilman, ‘AIDS and Syphilis: The Iconography of Disease’, in AIDS: Cultural Analysis / 
Cultural Activism, ed by Douglas Crimp, 1st edn (The MIT Press, 1988). 
28 Gilman, ‘AIDS and Syphilis’, p.98 
29 Gilman, ‘AIDS and Syphilis’, p.107 
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culture rather than naïve ‘folk art’,30 he locates a key dynamic in the visual language of 

AIDS. Images of death and mourning are repressed in favour of eroticised images of 

desire and risk. The associations of homosexuality with deviance and pollution are 

forestalled by imagery in which ‘the erotic and AIDS are linked in the sphere of the 

beautiful’31 and images of death itself are relegated to the iconic: the skeleton as 

memento mori.32 He posits a distinction between AIDS posters and ‘AIDS art’ where 

death and mourning, in particular the bodies of the sick, are very much present.33 

Searching the Wellcome Library’s collection for images of death and the erotic 

initially provides further evidence for Gilman’s suggestion that sickness is repressed 

through eroticism. Catalogue searches return 190 results for ‘naked’ to 78 for ‘death’, and 

10 results for ‘erect’ to 8 for ‘tears’.34 The collection teems with same images of naked 

torsos, both homosexual and heterosexual (Figures 1 and 3)35 that Gilman describes as 

representations of the ‘idealised self, eternally healthy, youthful and safe’.36 In one 

improbable German poster, even a hospital bed replete with drip stand becomes the site 

of erotic play (Figure 2).37 Images of death frequently appear in totemic or iconic forms: 

Death distributes unwashed syringes38 and cartoon skeletons abound.39 

Images of those dying from AIDS, however, are far from absent. They appear in 

several posters aimed at audiences in the developing world. A poster from the 

                                                 
30 Sander L. Gilman, ‘The Beautiful Body and AIDS: The Image of the Body at Risk at the Close of The 
Twentieth Century’, in Health and Illness: Images of Difference (Reaktion Books, 1995), p.116 
31 Gilman, ‘The Beautiful Body’, p.160 
32 Gilman, ‘The Beautiful Body’, p.120 
33 Gilman, ‘The Beautiful Body’, p.116 
34 See ‘Appendix: Wellcome Library catalogue searches and references.’ 
35 Wellcome Images refs L0052675, L0053940 (See also Appendix for more on image referencing) 
36 Gilman, ‘The Beautiful Body’, p.145 
37 Wellcome Images ref L0053468 
38 Wellcome Images ref L0052583 
39 Wellcome Images refs L0053626, L0052222, L0054325 
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Zimbabwean health ministry shows a sick man being cared for by his family (Figure 5);40 

a poster by the Danish Volunteer Service in Nairobi features a painting of a sick man 

surrounded by his family (Figure 4)41; a Guyanese poster shows the result of 

irresponsible sexual behaviour as a skeletal girl in a hospital bed (Figure 6).42 Several 

others illustrate similar scenes. 

This raises problems for Gilman’s diagnosis of the way in which AIDS posters do 

their work. These (mostly African) posters carry the same messages as Western AIDS 

posters (behave safely, seek medical help, do not shun PWAs) but transmit their message 

using precisely that imagery which Gilman rules as necessarily out of bounds in a 

libidinally-charged advertising economy. Why African AIDS posters should express this 

difference is unclear. We might suspect the ‘passive’ representation of Africans in 

European AIDS discourse that Paula Treichler discusses43, but enough of the posters are 

locally produced to debar automatic suspicions of neo-colonialism. The reality of death 

may be more familiar in Africa, as a Ugandan poster which equates AIDS with diseases 

such as measles suggests.44 But if the globalised culture of images which Cooter and 

Stein consider to be visual culture’s complement does not also operate in the African 

environment, then the status of the AIDS poster as a ‘global’ visual object may also be at 

risk.  

Moving from the tools of analysis to the conditions of production, Cooter and 

Stein’s second major assertion is that by the time of the AIDS epidemic the moral and 

                                                 
40 Wellcome Images ref L0054722 
41 Wellcome Images ref L0054695 
42 Wellcome Images ref L0054940 
43 Paula A. Treichler, How to Have Theory in an Epidemic: Cultural Chronicles of AIDS (Duke University 
Press, 1999), p.209 
44 Wellcome Images ref L0055028 
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humanitarian space traditionally occupied by the health poster had been colonised by 

market-oriented advertising companies whose ‘visual marketing skills’45 had come to 

dominate ‘an intensely competitive visual marketplace’.46 They return more than once to 

Oliviero Toscani’s Benetton advertisement, which caused outrage for commercially co-

opting what many understood to be a medical and moral imperative, but which Cooter 

and Stein argue was emblematic of the market’s visual dominance of even the space of 

AIDS. Toscani’s poster ‘confused the conventional distinction between commercial 

marketing and medical humanitarianism’.47 

Though its activists were among those outraged by Benetton’s poster, ACT UP 

(AIDS Coalition To Unleash Power) are often seen as occupying precisely this blurred 

territory between humanitarian impulse and visual saturation. ACT UP was formed in 

1987 by gay activists in New York in response to a lack of action from governmental 

agencies to the AIDS crisis.48 The organisation’s primary tactic was direct action aimed 

at raising awareness and changing health policy, and from the very start striking visual 

propaganda was one of their key methods. In late 1987, ACT UP activists created a 

display for the windows of New York’s New Museum called ‘Let the Record Show’49 

which included the image most associated with ACT UP, a pink triangle pointing 

upwards with the words SILENCE=DEATH beneath it. The pink triangle itself had 

become a symbol of gay liberation in the 1970s, an inverted reappropriation of a Nazi 

                                                 
45 Cooter and Stein, ‘Coming into Focus’, p.202 
46 Cooter and Stein, ‘Visual Imagery’, p.186 
47 Cooter and Stein, ‘Visual Imagery’, p.170 
48 Raymond A. Smith, Encyclopedia of AIDS: A Social, Political, Cultural and Scientific Record of the HIV 
Epidemic, New edition (Penguin Books Ltd, 2002), p.36 
49 Douglas Crimp, ‘AIDS: Cultural Analysis / Cultural Activism’, in AIDS: Cultural Analysis / Cultural 
Activism, p.7 
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concentration camp badge for gay prisoners.50 The group that created ‘Let the Record 

Show’ evolved into Gran Fury,51 an artists’ collective whose graphics became strongly 

identified with ACT UP.52 

ACT UP’s success in galvanising the gay community and raising awareness of the 

AIDS crisis is widely attributed not only to the quality of their graphics, but to their 

engagement with the techniques and methods of the mass media. In their account of the 

early actions of ACT UP, Douglas Crimp and Adam Rolston, both personally involved in 

ACT UP declare the activists ‘media-savvy’53 and demonstrate through the language of 

fonts, design and reprographics54 a deep familiarity with professional media production. 

ACT UP’s interventions in the realm of visual media are understood to be important 

because visual media itself is important. Gabriele Griffin echoes the attribution of media 

savviness but also asserts that ACT UP’s ‘effective engagement with the mass media’ 

was ‘critical to the success’ of ACT UP precisely because of the ‘significance of the 

visual domain’ itself.55  

In retrospect, ACT UP’s visual techniques belong to their era of visual culture as 

much as they intervene in it. Reviewing a recent exhibition of ACT UP material, Eileen 

Myles talks of ‘pop splash’ and ‘comic book chromatics’.56 In a catalogue essay for an 

exhibition covering 25 years of AIDS posters at Massachusetts College of Art and 

Design, Stephen Heller recalls his first encounter with Gran Fury’s ‘Kissing Doesn’t Kill’ 

                                                 
50 Smith, Encyclopedia of AIDS, p.476 
51 Douglas Crimp, ‘Gran Fury Talks to Douglas Crimp’, Artforum International, 41 (2003), p.232 
52 Graphics associated with ACT UP were created by many artists, groups and collectives. In what follows I 
will refer to images associated with ACT UP campaigns loosely as ‘ACT UP graphics’. 
53 Douglas Crimp and Adam Rolston, AIDSdemographics (Bay Press,U.S., 1990), p.31 
54 Crimp and Rolston, AIDSdemographics, p.14 
55 Gabriele Griffin, ‘AIDSdemographics: ACT UP and the Art of Intervention’, in Representations of HIV 
and AIDS: Visibility Blue/s (Manchester University Press, 2001), p.33 
56 Eileen Myles, ‘Lest We Forget’, Artforum International, 48 (2010), p.89 
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campaign, ‘in a style reminiscent of Benetton advertisements’.57 ACT UP graphics used 

‘postmodern’ techniques of quotation, parody and reference that were common in both 

high art and popular culture during the 1980s. Like the pink triangle, Robert Indiana’s 

‘LOVE’ graphic, transformed by General Idea into ‘AIDS’, then mutated by Gran Fury 

into ‘RIOT’, suggested a common storehouse of visual reference whose meaning could 

be continually reconfigured.58 

The Wellcome Library Collection does not contain any material produced by ACT 

UP New York. Gran Fury’s collection resides with the New York Public Library59 and 

Gran Fury themselves, according to Crimp, may be ‘remembered less among activists 

than within the art world’.60 The library does, however, contain a series of eight posters 

produced by an ACT UP group in Manchester, and these are worth examining for what 

they reveal about the assumptions made about ACT UP and its methods. 

Seven of the eight posters document actions by the group. The activist tactics of 

ACT UP Manchester are familiar: small, highly-visible instances of direct action against 

particular targets aimed at attracting media coverage. In the first poster, an action on 

which condoms were thrown into Strangeways prison is represented.61 A large image of 

the action is accompanied by two press clippings reporting the action (which failed to get 

any condoms to inmates), images of condoms and a list of ACT UP Manchester’s 

demands. The second shows the fight for an AIDS hospice62 and the third pickets of local 

                                                 
57 Stephen Heller, ‘Tough, Durable and Informative: Posters in the Age of HIV/AIDS’, The Graphic 
Intervention: 25 Years of Aids Awareness Posters 
<http://www.graphicintervention.org/pages/getEssay.php?essay=3> [accessed 3 April 2011]. 
58 Crimp and Rolston, AIDSdemographics, p.99 
59 ‘Gran Fury Collection 1987-1995’, New York Public Library 
<http://legacy.www.nypl.org/research/chss/spe/rbk/faids/granfury.pdf> [accessed 3 April 2011]. 
60 Douglas Crimp, ‘Gran Fury Talks to Douglas Crimp’, p.234 
61 Wellcome Images ref L0052097 
62 Wellcome Images ref L0052098 
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MPs’ offices in a similar fashion: a large image of the demonstration accompanied by 

press clippings and demands. 63 The fourth, detailing an action against Manchester City 

Council includes a reproduction of the SILENCE=DEATH image alongside a picture of 

demonstrators holding placards with handwritten slogans (Figure 7).64 The fifth poster 

documents an action directed at the Wellcome drug company for profiteering from the 

sale and marketing of the drug AZT, casting an ironic light on the Wellcome Trust’s own 

perception of its role in the struggle against AIDS (Figure 8).65 The seventh provides text 

with a rationale for ACT UP Manchester’s existence,66 and the eighth and ninth show 

protests against the UK Government,67 and the Texaco oil company.68 

The style of these posters is a world away from the slick graphics of the New York 

group. The collage method is much less ‘expert’-looking; black and white cut-outs, cut-

and-paste company logos and hand-drawn placards suggest a lower level of access to the 

tools of media production. ACT UP Manchester’s consistent use of local press cuttings 

suggests concern with immediate and proximate effects rather than ‘mass media’ 

ambitions. Images and words are both in play, but where in ACT UP NY’s polished 

images, Griffin sees ‘the verbal supersed[ing] the visual to specify the meaning of the 

image’69 almost the opposite dynamic seems to be at play in these posters: the texts, 

sometimes hostile or dismissive, are dominated by larger images demonstrating the 

actuality of the actions. The manner of their slightly haphazard collage conveys an 

                                                 
63 Wellcome Images ref L0052099 
64 Wellcome Images ref L0052100 
65 Wellcome Images ref L0052101 
66 Wellcome Images ref L0052152 
67 Wellcome Images ref L0052152 
68 Wellcome Images ref L0052154 
69 Griffin, ‘AIDSdemographics’, p.42-3 
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ongoing struggle between image, text and action, rather than a visually dominant tactical 

intervention: in short, these posters do not work in the manner of ‘advertisements’. 

Looking at these posters also suggests a weakness in Cooter and Stein’s approach. 

If we conceive of the ‘visual marketplace’ as a single environment, we may only see its 

most successful products. When we concentrate on aesthetic definitions of the struggle 

against AIDS, posters such as ACT UP Manchester’s become invisible through their lack 

of obvious aesthetic appeal. If the methodologies of advertising colonise the previously 

‘humanitarian’ space of medicine and rights, those with humanitarian impulses may be 

forced to work through a different set of visual codes. 

Though the archive may be a place from which we can retrieve counter-examples 

such as this, it should not go without saying that the Wellcome Library is not a neutral 

space from which we can recover historically pure documents. Indeed, such objects were 

never pure in the first place. Against Sontag, who considers metaphor in medicine an 

imposition inserted into a space of insufficient scientific understanding70 Cooter and 

Stein see health posters themselves as constituting an important part of medical 

discourse. Heavily reliant on images rather than text, a posters does its work through the 

‘mediations and mystifications of its imagery’ which in turn require ‘an enormous 

amount of knowledge to understand and decode’:71 that is, in the context of AIDS 

posters, the meaning of AIDS was at least in part encoded through the posters 

themselves. This process does not stop, however, when they end their active life. AIDS 

posters in collections are used to construct post-hoc narratives about the AIDS epidemic 

                                                 
70 Sontag, p.87 
71 Cooter and Stein, ‘Visual Imagery’, p.180 
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and in the collection or exhibition of an institution, they necessarily serve an ‘institutional 

agenda’.72 

In this latter essay, Cooter and Stein are referring specifically to an exhibition 

display, in which the physical arrangement of objects can be used to encode meanings 

much more immediately than in an archive or catalogue. Nevertheless, we need to take 

seriously their assertion that institutions possess agendas which frame their collections. 

We have already seen how the Wellcome Trust conceives its role in the preservation of 

these posters as part of a continuum in which the Trust has consistently fought ‘against’ 

the HIV virus; and how one of the posters in its collection reveals a different perspective 

that positions the Wellcome Foundation (the Trust’s predecessor) as ‘against’ PWAs.  

We might wonder how posters make the transition from ‘active’ objects engaged in 

an immanent discourse about medicine, to ‘archival’ objects, used to structure particular 

views of history. Thomas Hill’s collecting was comprehensive but his framing was 

heterodox: he saw AIDS as one of many ‘smouldering and burning issues of humanity at 

the crossroads and at the millennium’,73 in sharp contrast to the march of medical 

progress implied by the Wellcome Trust’s approach to the posters. 

Historically, the makers of some radical posters have resisted their collection. The 

French print collective Atelier Populaire refused to allow their posters to become 

commodities. ‘Even to keep them as historical evidence of a certain stage in the struggle 

is a betrayal’ declared an Atelier statement.74 A similar attitude might have prevailed 

among activists producing materials for protest not preservation. Eileen Myles remarks in 

                                                 
72 Cooter and Stein, ‘Visual Objects’, p.105 
73 Hill, ‘A Collector’s View’, p.9 
74 ‘Paris 1968 Posters - Introduction’, Recollection Books 
<http://recollectionbooks.com/bleed/images/France68/paris.htm> [accessed 3 April 2011]  
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relation to the ACT UP exhibition that much of the work produced by ACT UP-affiliated 

groups ‘virtually disappeared into the very environment that spawned it’ and declares that 

‘in terms of radical distribution, that’s an utter coup’.75  

One poster in the Wellcome Library perhaps uniquely allows us to think about 

Cooter and Stein’s understanding of encoding in its active life and framing in its archival 

life. Issued by the Seattle Indian Health Board in 1994, the poster’s central image is of an 

abandoned child lying on its side in a box full of discarded alcohol bottles surrounded by 

weeds. The text above the image reads ‘500 Years Native Americans and Alaska Natives 

have been battling… Smallpox, Measles, Influenza, Diabetes, Tuberculosis, Sexually 

Transmitted Diseases’. Below the image are the words ‘Now we must fight alcoholism 

and AIDS’ (Figure 9).76 

Combining AIDS with other issues (most commonly other STDs and pregnancy) is 

not uncommon in AIDS posters in general. The words ‘500 Years’, however, carry an 

entirely different meaning, not necessarily accessible to any but a Native American 

audience. 1992 marked the 500th anniversary of the ‘discovery’ of the Americas by 

Christopher Columbus, which was marked by official celebrations, but also by protests 

and publications celebrating ‘500 years of resistance’ to European colonial oppression.77 

Understood this way, the poster also belongs to a different discourse, one that posits 

disease as an unjust alien imposition on the native population of the Americas, subsuming 

the struggle against AIDS into the struggle against colonialism. Unlike ACT UP posters 

shaming those in power this is a message not for the colonisers but for the colonised; only 

                                                 
75 Myles, ‘Lest We Forget’, p.90 
76 Wellcome Images ref L0052860 
77 See eg, Gord Hill, 500 Years of Indigenous Resistance, 2nd edn (PM Press, 2009). 
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those already familiar with the anti-celebration of the Columbian quincentennial 

understand the implicit message. 

Positioned in an archive of AIDS posters, however, this encoding is reversed, and 

the anti-colonial message is absorbed into a collection that is ‘about’ AIDS. No 

corresponding major archive of posters or objects documenting ‘500 years of resistance’ 

exists, and so the default meaning of this poster becomes an ‘AIDS poster’. It’s not a 

depoliticised aesthetics that does the work here, as in an exhibition, but the deployment of 

cataloguing and subject indexing that effaces one half of the meaning in a poster that 

exists at the conjunction of two radically different discourses about disease and health.  

Understanding these effacements and invisibilities confirms that looking at 

Wellcome Library’s archive through the medium of academic theory about discourse 

surrounding the AIDS epidemic is a valid and immediate way of approaching the 

material. We neither have to imagine that they offer us an unmediated means of seeing 

how AIDS was ‘understood’ in the 1980s and 1990s, nor are we called upon to strip back 

layers of ‘false’ metaphor to see the ‘reality’ of the epidemic beneath. Instead, we can see 

how ideas about progress, desire, humanity, activism and even colonialism flow through, 

and are manifested in, AIDS posters. 

Looking at theory in the context of the archive, however, throws up surprises and 

contradictions. We find that there may be a weakness in visual studies’ view of continuity 

between images: Gilman’s ‘close reading’ turns out to be a little too close and widening 

the field beyond Europe and North America offers an acceptable view of illness and 

death in different cultural contexts. Likewise, the assumed intimate relationship between 
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activists and media becomes less intimate and more problematic when social movements 

are considered beyond the metropolitan centre of New York.  

Cooter and Stein’s suggestion that collections and exhibitions of AIDS posters are 

‘loaded’ is in fact doubly true of the Wellcome Library’s collection. Acquired by Thomas 

Hill in the context of activism and social change, it has been catalogued and digitised by 

the Wellcome Library in the context of health and medical progress. However, if we 

regard these two axes less as a double-barrelled blast of over-determination and more as 

two intersecting beams of illumination, we can begin to discern within the archive the 

three dimensional subtleties that give shape to our theories of how AIDS posters 

constitute discourses of the epidemic. 

 

5,160 words 
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Illustrations 

 

 
 
Figure 1. ‘Sodomize Safely’, poster issued by AIDS 
Action Council, Australia, 1994 
 

 
Figure 2. ‘Fair, safe, care’, poster issued by Deutsche 
AIDS-Hilfe e.V., Germany, 1992 
 

 
 

Figure 3. ‘Protection from love’, poster issued by Österreichische AIDS-Hilfe,  Austria, 1990s 
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Figure 4. ‘AIDS is an unseen danger’, poster issued by Danish Volunteer Service,  Kenya, c.1995 
 

 

 

 
Figure 5. ‘Share the challenge of AIDS’, poster issued by 
Ministry of Health, Zimbabwe, c.1995 

 
Figure 6. ‘Today’s behaviour, tomorrow’s results’, poster 
issued by Guyana Responsible Parenthood, Guyana, 
c.1997 



The Wellcome Library and AIDS posters Danny Birchall Page 21 of 29 

 
 

Figure 7. Poster against Manchester City Council, issued by ACT UP, early 1990s 
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Figure 8. Poster against Wellcome drug company issued by ACT UP, early 1990s  
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Figure 9. ‘500 years’, poster issued by the Seattle Indian Health Board, 1994 
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Appendix: Wellcome Library catalogue searches and image references 
 
 

As mentioned in the text, the Wellcome Library’s collection of AIDS posters does not 

constitute a separate collection; searching within AIDS posters, which constituted some 

of the research for this essay, is possible but cumbersome. Searches can be carried out 

using the following method.  

 

1. Begin with the Wellcome Library catalogue of the Iconographic Collections: 

 http://catalogue.wellcome.ac.uk/search~S5/X 

2. Click on the ‘Genre/medium’ tab 

3. Type ‘posters’ into the search box, select ‘pictures’ from the drop down box and  

click on ‘Submit’. 

4. Click on the ‘Limit / Sort Search’ button 

5. Scroll down till you see the ‘Words in the subject’ box. Enter ‘AIDS disease’ 

(without the quotes) 

6. To add any other search terms, scroll down to the ‘Words throughout the record’ 

box. Enter any additional words you want to search for in the records. Click on 

‘Submit’. 

7. This should bring up a number in excess of 3,100 items if you don't add any 

additional terms, or some smaller number if you do. 

 

I am indebted to William Schupbach, Curator of the Iconographic Collections of the 

Wellcome Library for providing these instructions. 
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References to individual posters are given as Wellcome Images rather than Wellcome 

Library catalogue references: this is in order to provide easy access to the images 

themselves. Any given Wellcome Images reference can be directly accessed online by 

appending it to the following URL: 

 

http://images.wellcome.ac.uk/ixbin/hixclient.exe?MIROPAC= 

 

Most Wellcome Images records provide links to the library catalogue, which contains 

more, and more structured, information about each object. 

 


