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Stitched to the Beat of a Heart, to Comfort the

Terrors of the Dark

Judy Weiser, M.5.Ed., ATR, R. Psych., Director PhotoTherapy Centre.

Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada

To me Art Therapy signifies the bridge between
inner meanings and the outer world of ““transla-
tions’’ that try to represent all these unconscious
feelings, thoughts, memories, etc. The symbols that
we use at a conscious level are very personal/private
representations from each person’s unique uncon-
scious—and yet simultaneously can aim for mutual
comprehension by others so that they might some-
how understand what we are trying to convey.

It is in this light that I perceive the “AIDS Quilt”
as a spontaneously-created, grass-roots level ex-
pression of art used not only as creative product to
communicate the remembrance of a life now ended,
but also (and simultaneously) as a form of “natural”
therapy for all concerned with the Quilt panels’
making, viewing, and reflective discussing. The art-
making as therapy; the icons, symbols, colors and
media within each individual panel as unique, yet
frequently (and unknowingly) archetypal; the strong
need to have others comprehend the meaning and
value of each individual’s life; the permanent trace
of that person’s life that will last long after the trag-
edy of the death event—all of these communicate to
me the healing (and therapeutic) value of this in-
credible exhibition stitched from people’s hearts and
minds.

I volunteered to be an “emotional support” work-
er at the recent local showing of the Quilt. From my
experiences [ found myself emotionally mandated
(from my own unconscious) to write it all down.

There is no single reason for the Quilt; no solitary
way to understand it. Death is not that simple; grief
cannot be that easily scheduled.

The Quilt started out of grieving individuals” wish
to honor their own casualties; it has spread to cover
all of humanity as women, babies, and others be-
sides Gay men have died of AIDS and have had
their lives marked for remembrance with panels de-
scribing their lives and their love. The original ter-
ritorial possession of the Quilt by the Gay communi-
ty has given way to more universal mourning,.

Some say grief is private and shouldn’t be shared

with, or even witnessed by, strangers. Some say
once a person has finished grieving you should shut
that door and get on with life (while some call that
denial of the depth of it and an attempt to put a lid
on feelings much too early). Others say that the pain
never disappears, that you only learn finally how to
live with its presence. Most agree that no one knows
when the right time is for another person to finally
“let go.”

Very simply, those who didn’t need or want to be
there didn’t come—but nearly 15,000 did, and the
sheer magnitude of the exhibit at the Vancouver Art
Gallery made the abstract experience of AIDS and its
death sentence far more personal and individualized
than statistics ever could.
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As he finished viewing the room full of brightly
decorated soft fabrics representing our British Co-
lumbia deaths, the 60-ish gentleman said to me: "I
haven’t spoken to my son since the day he told me
he was homosexual. I told him that in my mind, I no
longer had a son, and that if he got sick with AIDS,
that I didn’t want to know about it. My wife forced
me to come down here, so I did. I warned her that it
wouldn’t change my mind any . . . but I want to tell
you that I'm going home to phone my son right now
and try to talk to him if he'li let me . . . before it’s
too late.”
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The whole of it all, the sum of all those hundreds
of uniquely memorializing details that define and
contain a life of a treasured friend, lover, brother,
sister, or child make up a mosaic of raw feelings in
people that beg to be verbalized, yet still lose some-
thing in their essential intensity as they arise to con-
scious description. People came, each for their own
reasons, with their own expectations of death no
longer at arm’s length. Others wandered in from
other exhibits in the building, not knowing until
they found themselves in the midst of it all exactly
what they were seeing—and they too usually stayed
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on and paused and received whatever messages
were their own.

* % % % * ¥

“This was my brother; he died in Ottawa; his lov-
er made this Quilt and we haven’t seen it until
today. He asked to be cremated, so there’s no
gravestone; this is all we've got as a memorial that
survives him.” She had stood, in tears, before the
panel photographing it and being photographed be-
side it. I wanted to have a last photo of him, and
he died before I could get to Ottawa; this is the next
best thing, because he’s gone now and we hadn’t
visited in years.”
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Some of the visitors kept their tears clutched tight-
ly to their chest, stories mute, secrets kept. Others
would seek out emotional support workers standing
nearby and their stories spilled out, flooding details
of special moments—how they were connected to
this Quilt panel or that, not satisfied with their pri-
vate grief but finding that it demanded to be wit-
nessed, recorded in the reality of now and in the
minds of others so that the memories were kept
living.

The anecdotes and explanations validated not
only the grief, but also the proof that this person
mattered, that this life was not in vain or lost to ano-
nymity, and therefore could be seen to have had
purpose. It was a salve to those who grieved to see
how others were touched enough to pause and read
and know and share the pervasive sadness and the
insane waste of life.
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“We didn’t know our son was Gay until two
weeks before he was hospitalized, and then he died
that same month. We rushed to be at his bedside
down in the States and met his lover, who said he
had written us a letter in case we didn’t make it in
time. I have that letter with me; it’s been in my
purse, by my heart ever since; would you like to
read it? I would like to share it with you.”

* ¥ % % F N

The names were read each hour; those who had
died sometimes identified by full name, sometimes
by first name or coded initials only. It crept into my
ears as | wandered through the exhibit; sometimes [
felt punched in the chest as I heard a name ! recog-
nized, but hadn’t expected to be dead. Most people
were overwhelmed long before halfway round the
exhibit. Eyes and hearts saturated, viewers appeared
stunned and muted.

To me it's not just an AIDS Quilt—but it’s also a
universal grief Quilt. A Quilt to comfort against the
terrors of the dark, hugging warmth tightly around.

114 ART THERAPY, November 1989

I watched as it tucked people into their memories
and thoughts; the pervasive sadness at a deeply sub-
conscious archetypal level beyond individual stories
became also empowering, the isolation joining
through its crushing grief into community of shared
experience. It originally belonged to people losing
lovers, but in its ““spread of hope” it has moved be-
yond that into the very fragility of life and our own
mortality.

One answer I find myself giving about the power
of the Quilt is that it quickly becomes clear that you
don’t have to be Gay to understand, and that once
you've encountered the Quilt and its message of
love-and-loss, that differences may not make such a
difference anymore. It is not just a sadness, but also
a stubborn defiance.

Five panels were added during the exhibit; two
Vancouver people died of AIDS during the five days
while it was displayed. It was not what made
“them’” so different from ““us’ that hits us all so
hard, but what makes us all so much the same in
our vulnerable human fragility, the much-too-early
deaths so unjustly imposed. Certainly, tears do not
have any sexual politics.

NOTE: Sections of this Viewpoints article were previously pub-
lished in an article on the Editorial page of the Vancouver SUN,
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