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AIDS Poetry

Background
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The HIV virus has probably been around since at least the beginning of the 20th Century, most likely originating on the African continent. It took until the early 1980s to come to global attention, after the sharp rise in a rare form of cancer, Kaposi's sarcoma, in the cities of New York and San Francisco. This would eventually become one of the hallmarks of a condition later known as Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS).

Initially, AIDS was most prevalent amongst gay men, though they were certainly not the only group affected: Haitians and haemophiliacs were also hard-hit by the growing epidemic. Of course, in Africa, AIDS had long been a problem for everyone, regardless of ethnic, sexual or medical background, but Western newspapers had never bothered to investigate until AIDS came to the US.

The Reagan administration was slow to act, leaving the thousands suffering from AIDS with severely limited medical resources. Affected groups were left to fend for themselves, battling an implacable disease nobody seemed to understand. By the time the government finally took notice and offered meaningful assistance, years later, AIDS had already taken many lives. From this environment emerged a considerable body of varied poetry, some of which we'll be looking at today.

Thom Gunn was a gay English poet who moved to San Francisco to be with his lover. He did not contract the HIV virus himself, but was forced to watch many of his friends succumb to AIDS. Paul Monette was a gay author from New York, who lost friends, his partner and his own life to AIDS. J.D. McClatchy is both a gay poet and a respected academic. Amongst his impressive accomplishments are a PhD from Yale, where he is also an adjunct professor, as well as editor of the Yale Review. 

Tory Dent presents a different perspective, as she was a heterosexual woman who contracted HIV from a haemophiliac boyfriend. During the long hospitalisation leading to her eventual death, she released several collections of poetry detailing her experiences as a patient.
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Quotes

[Gunn's notes to his Collected, 1993] “Some of the poems in the fourth part of The Man With Night Sweats refer to friends who died before their time. For the record – for my record if for no one else's, because they were not famous people – I wish to name them here. [...]”

[Pastore in 1993] “'Who wants to read about such a horrible disease?' 'Doesn’t the media assault us enough every day with worldwide tragedy without your asking us to share the suffering of PWAs and their loved ones?' Many people question whether reading imaginative literature about AIDS will really create more compassion and understanding. And perhaps more crucially, they question whether reading such literature will lead to active attempts to combat the disease.”

[Monette writing in 1993] “I can only imagine what the silver-tongued response will be to the body of New Poems. Too political by a mile, unbearably strident, nothing reflected on, no form. Well, at least they've got all that right. Raw being just how AIDS has left me, flayed of layers of skin I didn't know I had—flayed to the bone—I was screaming as much as composing when I sat to write. Pain was pain, not wisdom, and the idea of waxing metaphorical and philosophical about such horrors seemed at best presumptuous, at worst insulting. So if I have succeeded in convincing the mainstream run of poets—with their Guggenheims and their tenure tacks, with the surefooted march to Selected, Collected, Complete—that I mean to stay an outsider, lobbing my poems like pipe bombs, so be it.” 

[Dent interviewed in 2001] “Poetry for me helps redeem that experience. Being sick is terribly redundant and isolating. I think why writing seems to cheer me up is that it always surprises me in terms of how I'm feeling, what I'm thinking, how I'm able to express with the emotions and the physical discomfort I'm going through. Just articulating it to someone doesn't seem to really hit the spot, but when I try to write about it, I'm always learning something about it, and that makes life so within the element of surprise that normal healthy people seek to experience all the time.” 

Further Reading

Dent, Tory, HIV, Mon Amour (Riverdale-on-Hudson, The Sheep Meadow Press, 1999)

Gunn, Thom, Collected Poems (London: Faber & Faber, 1993)

Garfield, Simon, The End of Innocence: Britain in the Time of AIDS (London: Faber & Faber, 1994)

Klein, Michael, ed., Poets for Life: Seventy Six Poets Respond to AIDS (New York: Persea Books, 1989)

Monette, Paul, West of Yesterday, East of Summer: New and Selected Poems (1973-1993) (New York: St Martin's Press, 1993)
Pastore, Judith Laurence, ed., Confronting AIDS Through Literature: The Responsibilities of Representation (Chicago: University of Illinois, 1993)

Shilts, Randy, And The Band Played On (New York: Penguin Books, 1988)

Sontag, Susan, Illness As Metaphor/AIDS And Its Metaphors (London: Penguin, 1991)

Usdin, Shereen, The No-Nonsense Guide to HIV/AIDS (Oxford: New Internationalist Publications, 2003)

h.c.sonmez@googlemail.com

1

