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In his piece Giving HIV/AIDS A Face, Duke junior Matthew Brague reinterprets a page from the 
document Policies to Influence the Portrayal and Image of HIV/AIDS and/or People With 
HIV/AIDS, to represent the shifting images of HIV/AIDS overtime as well as a reflection of the 
international narrative. The document was distributed at the 8th International Conference on 
AIDS and the 3rd World STD Conference in Amsterdam in 1992, and the section that Matthew 
based his artwork off of was a specific section of page four, which advises journalists and media 
professionals on how people living with HIV/AIDS should be portrayed in the media. 
Juxtaposing positive and negative ways in which people with HIV/AIDS have been and can be 
portrayed, this document from a quarter century ago highlights the ongoing battle to reverse the 
negative effects of HIV/AIDS stigma from the top down, by changing the way in which 
HIV/AIDS is portrayed in the media. 
 
The shadow silhouette represents a variety of ideas, namely the continuing question of who is the 
face of HIV/AIDS? Is there truly one specific face? It allows the viewer to reflect upon their own 
preconceived notions of who the face of AIDS is, and naturally the viewers thoughts then move 
to the faces that they can see; the faces of the background pictures. 
 
Underneath the silhouette, Brague set the original document against a backdrop of three famous 
HIV/AIDS images; David Kirby’s Final Moments by Theresa Fare, colorized by Benetton in 
1992; From the Inside: Benjy by Sue Williams with David Southwood from 2000; and Gugu 
Dlamini’s entries into the Johannesburg collection Through Positive Eyes from 2010. The choice 
and placement of each picture is purposeful and specific, with the oldest picture on the bottom of 
the piece, moving in time up towards the most recent picture at the top of the art piece, reflecting 
again this change over time of how HIV/AIDS is portrayed in the media.  
 
In the early 1990’s, when the image of David Kirby was first circulated, the United States was at 
the height of the AIDS crisis, frantically pushing new treatment methods to the market and 
determining how to address the growing crisis. Benetton colorized Fare’s photograph in order to 
use it in a product advertisement. It is important to note that Benetton received informed consent 
from Kirby’s family to do this, but it highlights the American focus on sensationalizing the 
epidemic. Second is David Southwood, the end of who’s wall mural “I’m sick of Mbeki saying 
HIV doesn’t cause AIDS”, can be seen on the far-right side, highlighting the tumultuous reality 
of AIDS Denialism in South Africa during the first decade of the 21st Century. Gugu Dlamini’s 
pictures are the capstone of the positive progression of HIV/AIDS portrayal in the media, with 
her proudly expressing herself through images of her breaking free and moving on from the 
confines of metaphorical stigma, pain, and misconceptions.  
 
Today, the large majority of people can recognize the Red Ribbon that signifies HIV/AIDS, just 
as they recognize the Pink Ribbon for breast cancer and Blue Ribbon for Diabetes. Therefore, 
Brague utilized this image as a character to define “they”, one of the two words of the original 
document that can be seen clearly without alteration, as people who have HIV/AIDS. 
 
As he writes in the Introduction of the 6th Edition, Tom Phillips states “As has always been my 
practice I look for a text first and let its disposition condition any imagery that is at the back of 
my mind.” Similarly, Brague attempts to move the viewers in this direction. The words that 
Brague highlights are purposed and distinct. The rest of the words of the original document can 
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vaguely be seen written across the background of the artwork, but by framing “They are” as the 
starting point of each reflective moment, the highlighted words act as adjectives and modifiers of 
“they” (again, with “they” being people who have HIV/AIDS) and allow the viewers to create 
their own images of who the actors are based on the modifiers. Rather than choosing to outline 
phrases in a poetic fashion, Brague created a collection of statements, some positive and others 
negative, to reflect the way that people with HIV/AIDS have been portrayed in the media over 
the last quarter of a century. The words highlighted with a red background are negative modifiers 
of what “they” are, such as “creeps that fantasy has created”, “anonymous vague threat” and “not 
informed.” The highlighted words without a red background evoke more positive or neutral 
images, and point towards the direction that we hope to be moving towards in how people with 
HIV/AIDS are portrayed in movies, television, and by journalists and reporters with phrases such 
as “admired people”, “organized in the most positive way” and “brave.”  
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