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“I had applied to be in the music section of the WPA 
[in 1940], but they refused to admit me because they 
said that I was not a musician. I said, ‘Well, what am 
I? I work with sounds and percussion instruments and 
so forth.’ And they said, ‘You could be a recreation 
leader.’ So I was employed in the recreation depart-
ment, and that may have been the birth of the silent 
piece [4’33”], because my first assignment in the 
recreation department was to go to a hospital in San 
Francisco and entertain the children of the visitors. 
But I was not allowed to make any sound while I was 
doing it, for fear that it would disturb the patients. So 
I thought up games involving movement around the 
rooms and counting, etc., dealing with some kind of 
rhythm in space.”

John Cage in conversation with Peter Gena, “After Antiquity,” in A John 
Cage Reader, ed. Peter Gena and Jonathan Brent (New York: Peters, 
1982), 169-70.

Ultra-red has developed a methodology: a fixation 
on recordings. There is only a record. If our political 
actions are the result of reflecting on the record, can 
politics be possible where no record exists?

This is the dilemma: at this precise time in our AIDS 
activism, there are only surrogate recordings. What 
audio records that do exist are either embedded in the 
image-as-evidence of video or, records of someone 
else’s pain or pleasure. This is the archive from which 
we begin to build the record.

An Archive Of Feelings, 1987 to 1992. Testing the Limits (87), Seize Con-

trol of the FDA (88), Target City Hall (89), Stop the Church (90), and Voices 

from the Front (92). Extracting audio from the archive of AIDS activist and ACT 

UP New York videos, Ultra-red contemplates to what extent those sounds can 

stand-in for missing recordings of our own contemporaneous experiences in 

AIDS activism? Attending the videotaped sounds, we note that some of the 

chants were the same (replace “Reagan” for “Bush”), some of the affinity group 

actions were the same and some of the demands were the same. Of course, 

there’s no way to verify that an appropriation of video from other actions would 

accurately render unrecorded events. All Ultra-red can do is to suture the video 

into our own memories of demonstration, arrest, and release. Sonically, the 

trouble is that audio on activist video suffers from monaural recording equip-

ment. Without the stereophonic registration of spatial phenomenon, the record-

ings lacks orientation, positionality or movement. Acoustic space is signified at 

its most rudimentary level: volume and density as indexes of affect. 

Annotations on the archive.

“... AIDS ... has offered the country an opportunity to 
forge a new American language to engage in a fresh 
conversation on race that has the potential to close 
the [racial] chasm. For much of the past twenty years, 
however, the epidemic has had the opposite effect.... 
In the absence of a new language, the much richer, 
more vital, and continuing story of race in the post-
civil rights era has been obscured. That perhaps, 
more than any callous disregard for human life, has 
kept the contours of this very public disease secret.”

Jacob Levenson, The Secret Epidemic: The Story of AIDS and Black 
America (New York: Anchor Books, 2004), 275 -76. 

“AIDS does not exist apart from the practices that 
conceptualize it, represent it, and respond to it. We 
know AIDS only in and through those practices”

Douglas Crimp, “AIDS: Cultural Analysis/Cultural Activism,”  in AIDS: 
Cultural Analysis/Cultural Activism, ed. Douglas Crimp (Cambridge, MA: 
The MIT Press, 1988), 3. 
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