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In 1983, I was asked to contribute to the catalog of an exhib :
the postmodernist strategy of appropriation organized by (1

of Contemporary Art in Philadelphia—a museum now plac

bation by the National Endowment for the Arts.' I chose as 1
example—an example, that is, of old-fashioned modernis: apj

tion—the photography of Robert Mapplethorpe. Here is part of
wrote:

Mapplethorpe’s photographs, whether portraits, nudes or still lifes

and
it is not coincidental that they fall so neatly into these traditional artis »
ticgenres), appropriate the stylistics of prewar studio photography. Their e
-~ - - > > 'g
compositions, poses, lighting, and even their subjects (mondain personal

ities, glacial nudes, tulips) recall Vanity Fair and Vogue at that historical
Juncture when such artists as Edward Steichen and Man Ray contributed
to those publications their intimate knowledge of international art pho-
tography. Mapplethorpe’s abstraction and Jfetishization of objects thus
- refer, through the mediation of the fashion industry, to Edward Weston,
“wm of the subject refers to the neoclassical pretenses of
e Platt Lynes.:

Conventional borrowings, I posed the

-« In such an undis-
/s no claim to conven-
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Robert Mapplethorpe, Michae/ Reed. 1987
(© The Estate of Robert Mapplethorpe Used with permission)

Robert Mapplethorpe, Torso, 1985

2 ermission)
(® The Estate of Robert Mapplethorpe. Used with permissic
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tional notions of artistic creativity. Sl
. She makes use ofthei
§ elimages, byt
) not

only functiongy

1e i

In the case of the Weston nudes, that discourse i i yare inserteqd,
5 S the very one iy i

v which

Mapplethorpe’s photographs nai vely participate. In this res j
appro.prianon reflects on the strategy of appropriation l o
s ; g
Zm 5;1;:;::: :i:;’(:::: oj: classical sculptural style; the appropriation by
s :ns style; the appropriation by the institutions of
el n and Mapplethorpe, indeed of photography in
. inally, photography as a ool of appropriation.’

to constitute a style of her own. Her appropriations hai e
value for the particular historical discourses into wj; ichti

tself—the ap.-

For several ye
ar ing i
o youngymals I h::]d hanging in my bedroom Levine’s series of Wes
€ nudes. On a nuy -
mber of occasi i

i casions, a ce
fiie h" 0 my bedroom woulg ask me, “Who’s th ;< et o
aphs?” i ' " '
- ;w generally with the implication that I was int
i - Wanting to counter that implication
at those Photographs meant t ‘
Mecant to me,

photographs

o child pornogra-
but unable easily to explain

Tusually tolq 9 Mme, oratleast what I thought they
B ha little white lie, saying only that they were
establisha credible r Photographer of his son. I was thereby able to

eason for havmg the pictures without having to ex-

gured—given the nature of these

y interested anyway.

lat i
plain Postmodernism tq someone fj
encou
nters—wouldn't be Pparticular]

ime later | was forced to rec
ve as I'q assumed, T
d—in Weston's posi

cnder his bo
codes of homoer dy a cla

the codes of kidg
acted, in the fal]
the Uniteq Stat
Helmg ), respo

But SOme
t
Not so naj ognize that these questions were
able 1o req
SO as gy g, framing, and lighting the young Neil
oticis ssical sculpture—the long-established
m. And ip making t
ie porn,
of 1989
€s. Tha

Nsctoc
¢qua e
Quated h°"‘°°roticls

they were statin he leap from those codes to
»as the law goy, 8 no more than what was efx-
EliVisapra go ¢rning decral funding of art in
Ttain ofMaprzll:;d 4 ,nght’“'“’g senator Jesse¢
M with obscenity 0l'|:les ph°(°gmphs-—-dire?t[y
3 15d,p 2 and with the sexual exploita-

B
.
/
+
¢
v

———— ——

" of children.* Of course, all of us know that neither Weston’s nor

Mapplethorpe’s photographs would be declared obscene under the

supreme court’s Miller v. Californiaruling, to which the appropriations
bill pretended to defer; butwe also know that NEA grant applications do
not come before a court of law.* For those considering whether to fund
arts projects, it is the equation itself that would matter. As Jesse Helms
himself so aptly said of his victory: «:0ld Helms will win every time’ on
cutting Federal Money for art projects with homosexual themes.”® And
indeed he will. As I hope everyone remembers, in 1987, when gay men
still constituted over 70 percent of all reported cases of AIDS in the
United States, 94 senators voted for the Helms amendment to prevent

safe sex information directed at us from being funded by Congress.”

Given these assaults on our sexuality and indeed on our lives, what are

we to say now of the ways we first theorized postmodernism? To stay
with the parochial debate with which I began, what does the strategy of

4.The compromise language of the notorious Helms amendment to the NEA/NEH ap-

propriations bill read.

None of the funds authorized to be appropnated for the National Endowment for the

Arts or the National Endowment for the Humanities may be used to promote, dissem-

inate, or produce materials whichin the judgment of the National Endowment for the

Arts or National Endowment for the Humanities may be considered obscene, includ-

ing but not limited to, depictions of sadomasochism, hamo-eroticism, the sexual ex-

ploitation of children, or indvduals engaged In sex acts and which, when taken as a '
whole, do not have serious literary, artistic, political or scientific value (Congres-

sional Record—House, October 2, 1989, p H6407)

5 Moreover, nflagrant disregard of their own inclusion of the Millerlanguage, the new
Jlaw declared a Sense of the Congrass, clearly refernng to photographs by Mapple-
thorpe and Andres Serrano, “that recently works have been funded which are with-
out artistic value but which are criticized as pornographic and shocking by any
standards” {Congressional Record—House, October 2,1989. p. H6407) For an lumi-
nating discussion of Mulfer in relation to the Right's attack on the NEA, seo Carole S.
Vance, “Misunderstanding Obscenity,” Artin America78,no 5{May 1990}, pp. 3945

6 Maureen Dowd, “Jesse Helms Takes No-Lose Position on Art,” New York Times, July
28,1989, p. Al

7. Seemy discussion of this other notonous Helms amendmentin “How to Havo Promis-
cuity in an Epidemuc,” this volumae
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appropriation matter now? My answer is that we only now know i
) 'Now jt

might really matter.

In October 0f 1989, the third annual conference of the Lesbian ang G
. <« o ,ay

Studies Center at Yale began with violence unleashed on the parti
rtici-
pants by the Yale and New Haven police forces." T l
et es.” The trouble started
with the arrest of Bill Dobbs, a lawyer and member of Art Positive
roup withi fork’ iti 5
group within New York's AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP)
that was formed in response to the Helms amendment. Dobbs was p
: . re-
s:nTled to be responsible for putting up a series of what the police
c
1 aimed were obscene posters around the sites of the conference. The
lx . . s )
17 )ferox posters—showing various images of and texts about sex ap-
:)ropnated from such sources as old sex education manuals, sexology
exts, i .
o and pulp novels, and accompanied by the words “Sex Is” or “Just
ex"—wer
. e pToduced by the anonymous San Francisco collective Boy
" irms Akimbo, also formed to fight the Helms amendment. The
ollective’s :
e goalwas to get as many people as possible involved in plac-
8 In public places imagery showing vari i
i e g various cultural constructions of
i s. Fur thousand of the “Sex Is” posters were wheatpasted
an Francisco, i
A e e » and they also appeared in Sacramento, on vari-
oliege campuses, in B
. ) oston, New York, T i
Paris, as well as, of course, doiantn

lesbian a
nd
- 8ay conference, the “Sex Is” xeroxes were shown in the
¥-Sponsored San Francisco Arts
from S

New Haven. For the month prior to the Yale

Commission Gallery, situated across

an Fran
Ryl cisco City Hall, in an exhibition entitled “What's Wrong
s Picture? Artists Respond to Censorship.”

But it is preci
¢
precisely the censorial intent of the Helms amendment, to

which Boy w| .

at the YaI:co,l,I;c:zzAfmbos pictures were intended to call attention

that weekend, Whyle c'ha‘at was effaced in the reporting of the events of

quickly dropped, (h T8es against others arrested in the fracas were
» H0se against Dobbs were not. And Yale president

8.The conference, entitled

“Outsi .
23,1989, The police-insty side/Inside,” was held on the weekend of October 27~

ated vj
9ated violenco occurreg on Friday eveming, October 27.

B AR T D6 i WRSE VR S MRS

chmidt adopted an uncompromising stance. Rather than apol-

for the homophobic actions of his police, he sought to exonerate

m through an “impartial” investigation, conducted as usual by the
sHolice themselves, to adjudicate the obscenity call and to consider pos-
sible police misconduct.” Moreover, Schmidt was quoted in the New
Haven Register as saying that he thought at least one of the posters
would be considered obscene using the supreme court’s defimition. The
court’s caveat regarding “serious literary, artistic, political or scientific
value” was simply disregarded by this so-called expert in First Amend-

ment law, since the serious political value of Boy with Arms Akimbo’s

posters— that they constitute a form of political speech about Helms's

equation of homoeroticism with obscenity—was never even admitted

as an issue."

9 OnNovember 30, the New York Timesreported that “charges against Mr. Dobbs were
eventually dropped,” and that “two Yale police officers will be disctplined for using
‘paor judgment.”” Thus, for the violence many of us protesting the intial arrests expe-
nenced atthe hands of both Yale and New Haven police, the officers” disciphining will
consist of a reprimand for one and three days without pay for the other. This accords
perfectly with a number of recent cases in which the police have investigated the:r
own abuses, as well as with a general failure to take attacks against gay men and

lesbians senously
10.1 wrote an open letter of protest to President Schmidt, the text of which | reproduce

here
Asthe keynote speaker for the third annual conference sponsored by the Lesbianand
Gay Studies Center at Yalo lost weekend, | am wniting you to express my outrage at
the homophobic violence unleashed against us on Friday ovening, violence imitiated
by the Yale police and escalated by the New Haven police In addition, | write to
protestthe Yale administration’s wholly inadequate response 10 this violence When
we gathered for that response on Saturday morning, we were treated to a sones of
insults first, that you did not consider homophobic violonce against us as requiing
your presence, second, that the very people who suffered orwitnessed this viclence
were told that “the facts were not yet known”; and finally, that the violence itslf
could not even be named. We were told merely that Yale University supports freedom

of expression—a vague and easy claim—and that an impartial investigation would

take place. )
Gay men and lesbians have very \ttle reason to have faith in “impartiality” i these

matters, especially after having experienced the atmosphere at Yale Throughoutthe
weekend, conference members were subjectad to homophobic remarks wherover
we went. My own speech Saturday night was deliberately disrupted by students
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Boy with Arms Akimbo is only one example of hoy
strategy of appropriation has been transformed thr
grounding in art-world discourse to a grounding in 1,

vmnnodemist
1ts shift from

rement politjeg.

squealing their car tres outside the Whitney Humanities Center. Since
one in 2n official capacity at Yale attended my speech, | want to reco
some of my opening remarks.

Participants in the Lesbian and Gay Studies Conference this
soms of the most distinguished and committed gay and lesbia
workingtoday Among them were members of the International community of peopl

fighting against the AIDS epidemic, including people hving with AIDS. |t 1S my opimp ;
that until all of us are satisfied with Yale University's support of our work, inclug :n
substantial financial commitments to the Center for Lesbian and Gay Studies, %
should no longer lend credibility to Yale's pretense of upholding free expressm’nvt’:e
our presence at Yale, The University’s claim to respect free speech will remain hoz
low untif you, as president, issue an unambiguous public statement condemning all
forms of homophobia—named as such This condemnation must also extend t: la-
beling representations of our sexualities as obscene. Moreover, we expect a state-

ent posttive suppo 0 ﬂ" orms o
1on b e b ns of our
men DI‘ 0. ltf r ' T f expless 0 Yy qay men and ' shia

3DDarently no
nstruct for yoy

pastweekend Included
nscholars ang activists

I'was deeply impressed and moved b
end participated in the Lesbian and
'credltfor the success of the conferen
lously expressed contempt for us In

Y the Yale students and faculty who organized
Gay Studies conference They deserve all the
tl':le—-sm:t:ess inthe face of the unversity’s var-
e pastyou have belittled the stronq presence
::1::]1?: Z:; rﬂ:evsa::dlt:::mnlcc:mmumty by catering to, rather than counte::g. homo-
Waskend s om 1 ;:tn Ight of that Injury, and of the added insults of this past
Protacton m clearly‘;om ;w:l tl;at your gay and lesbian scholars be given not only
g i il p ko Ic el?vcronment. but every encouragement to carry
s ! work. This is not to be accomplished by your occasional
penly gay professor, byt rather by meeting directly with the full gay

constituoncy st Yate to hea
. rtheir grievances an i i
"0 8 strong public pasitign, ST

The nternation .
Matter rest unuﬂ:: l:mum:y oflesbian and gay scholars and activists will not let this
emands issued at the conference are met to the letter

After a vorgion

Wiote aletter tg :;au:g Prosent essay appeared in Art in America, Benno Schmidt
respansp, schmldtw.u‘.t;m towhich I was given the chance to reply. After seeing my
rew his ltter, ctaiming that t had not been meant for publi-

caton | inglyge h
ere the
s':hm*dt'slettermav be mitx::; of my letter, from which some of the contents of

Benno Sehymydy.
midy's |
PhObIC actigng at 5;:::1 Iy recerates hig uncempromising stance regarding homo-
N9 the third annual Lesbian ang Gay Studies Conference

N L bl B ) ] S
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e AIDS activist movement, and especially within ACT UP New

ertain savvy about this narrow aspect of postmodernist theory

en especially enabling. The graphic work of the Silence=Death

ject, Gran Fury, and many others, the video activism of DIVA TV (for
Damned Interfering Video Activist Television) grows very directly out of

propositions of postmodernist theory. Assaults on authorship have led to

last October He confirms my charge that he sought to exonerate his police force by

ordenng them to investigate themselves (if he could not anticipate the conclusions,

he must be ignorant of the usual results of self-investigations by police in this coun-

try) Schmidt’s order was in flagrant disregard of the demand by the conferees that
{ “the university panel reviewing the actions of the Yale police include significant rep-
1 resentation of the university’s lesbian, gay and bisexual community ™ Moreover,
Schmidt fails to mention that, even under tho biased circumstances of tha investiga-
tion, two police officers were disciplined for infractions of procedures and serious
errors of judgment. Schmidt also withholds the information that a Yale graduate stu-
dent has officially challenged the accuracy of the police investgation and that the
Yale Police Advisory Board has commenced an independent investigation.

What Schmidt refers to as the “views of the conference organizers” are in fact only
the views of five Yale faculty members (a of them male)—exphertly so stated: “the
‘we’ of this letter should be understood only to include the undersigned faculty mem-
bers.” A very different position is held by other conference organizers, especially
graduate students, who did the bulk of the work. Schmidt appears to be indifferent to
theirviews And whatof the views of those of us subjected to the police violence? Not
asingle one of the demands drawn up by conference goers in response tothe actions
of the Yale and New Haven police has been met. 4

If Schmudt thinks “judgments in the area of obscenity are notoriously subtio and dif-
ficultto make,” why was he so easily able to assertthe probable obscenity of “atleast
one of the posters,” as was reported in the press?

It seems odd, too, that postering in a university building where conference sessions
would take place the following day, and this at 8 30 in the evening, should scem to
Schmidt an obvious security threat. Rather the police action 1s to be explaned by the
remarks of the Yale law professor who phoned the police to complawn about what she
calied “gay and lesbian crap”—this from the police transcript of tho phona call.

Benno Schmidt's attitude toward gays and lesbians at Yalo was made clear in 1987,
when he wrote a letter to Yale slumni reassunng them that Yalo was not nearly as gay
a place as they might have read in the pross. [n other words, gays and lesbians aro
for him a public relations problem. When, as keynote speaker of the conferenca, |
wrote Schmidt a letter abhorring the homophobia variously exprossed against us, in-
cluding the disruption of my own speech by students squealing thesr car tires outside
thelecture hall, treceived no responso Only now that I've written in a more public fo-
rum does the president have the "courtesy™ to reply
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anonymous and ¢ i
nd collective production. Assaults on orj

rise to dictums like “if it works, use jt": ginality have givep

ifit’s not yours, steal jt.” Assaults
e t have
eaching affected and marginalized com;

on the instituti
tutional confinement of ar resulted in seeki
eeking meang

nunities more directly.n

Butfinally, I want to say

somethingabout what
: was
EN excluded from post-

which made i
S de 1t considerably less enabling—ex-
ed notonly from the aesthetic theory I've b i
P . y I've been addressing, but also
more global theories. My own bl i
s - My own blindness in the Mapplethorpe/
omparison i i
o take o p nis symptomatic of a far greater blindness. My failure
coun
o t of what those men in my bedroom insisted on seeing
a . i
- ai u:)e of theory generally to consider what we are now only be-
innin i
g.d (:; to be able to consider—what, in fact, was being variously con-
S »
idered at the Yale lesbian and gay studies conference: the dangerous,
even murderous, ways in which homophobia structures every aspect of
our culture, Sadly, it has taken the horror of AIDS and the virulent back-
lash against gays and Icsbians that AIDS has unlcashed to teach us the
gravity of this theoretical omission. What must be done now—If only
as a way to begin rectifying our oversight—is to name homophobia,
the very thing that Yale's President Schmidt so adamantly refused to do,
the very thing that the entire membership of Congress refuses to do.

Returning once again to the comparison with which I began, but this
time taking into consideration what the boys in my bedroom saw, the
photographs by Mapplethorpe and Levine no longer scem definitional
of postmodernism through their opposition, Appropriating Weston's

photographs of Neil, Levine claimed them as her own, Scen thus in the
the nude pictures of the young boy no Jonger

loymentofa classical vocabulary, as universal
Levine has “taken” the photographs, we
nderinlookingat them, Another conse:
applethorpe. Appro-
lace of Weston's child

possession of a woman,
appear, through thelr dep
aesthetle expression. Becausce
recognize the contingency of ge
quence of that contingency I8 mmade explicit by M
priating Weston's style, Mapplethorpe puts [nthep

11, Soc Douglas Crimg, with Adam Ralston, AIDS Demo Graphics {Soatilo: Bay Pross,

1990).

a
-
-
-

1 v 7 (o]
11y sexualized adult male body. Gazing at that body, we can n

s eroticism. That is 10 say, we must abandon the for-
e. In both cases, then, We

hs not as universal

.r overlook it
tended onlyto the artwork’s styl

nce Weston's modernist photograp
ersal constituted by disavowing gen-

nstructions of modemism’s claims
lism—that qualify as postmod-

C;A
malism thatat
learn to experie
images, but as images of the univ
nd sexuality; and 1t is such deco

dera
forma

to universality—as well as its
ernist practices.

Arms Akimbo's posters a provocation to the Yale

police and its president was perhaps after all not their imputed obscen-
ity, but rather their variety, their proliferation of different ways of
Just Sex. Or rather, as Jesse Helms has made clear,
And it is this with which post-

what made Boy with

showing Sex Is . . -
difference, in our culture, is abscenity.

modern theory must contend.
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