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Research report 

HIV/AIDS and the Romanian Art 

Laura-Maria Ilie 

 Introduction 

 

 This report presents and analyzes the HIV/AIDS representations in the Romanian art, especially 

between 1990-2010. The research follows both the artistic expressions in which HIV/AIDS was addressed 

and the social and cultural perception about the virus in the two studied decades. 

 

  The report starts by offering a broad picture about the impact of the HIV/AIDS epidemic 

worldwide and in Romania. After that, it continues with the associations' and artists' events and activities 

which communicated aspects related with the transmission of the HIV/AIDS and related information 

through art. We will follow representations from various art domains such as music, theater, design, 

painting, literature, photography and art therapy. 

 

 Also, the research includes information and data regarding the way Norwegian 

contemporary art artists talked to the society about HIV/AIDS through their art works. 

 

 The information and data have been collected between June and October of 2020, through over 

thirty interviews with artists or representatives of organizations engaged in the fight against HIV/AIDS, to 

whom we thank for the help provided. 

  

  The research was proposed by Semper Musica Association in partnership with Zebel Design 

Fishbain Enterprise from Norway. The research report is part of the “When ContempArt helps Social!” 

project. 

 

 The project is financed by the EEA Grants 2014-2021 within the RO-CULTURE Programme. 

 

 

 The content of this material does not necessarily reflect the official position of the EEA Grants or 

of the Programme Operator for RO-CULTURE. The whole responsibility of the correctness and 

coherence of the information presented in this article falls solely on the article's creators.  
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About the financing entities 

 

The EEA Grants represent the contribution of Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway towards a green, 

competitive and inclusive Europe. There are two overall objectives: reduction of economic and social 

disparities in Europe,and to strengthen bilateral relations between the donor countries and 15 EU countries 

in Central and Southern Europe and the Baltics. The three donor countries cooperate closely with the EU 

through the Agreement on the European Economic Area (EEA). The donors have provided €3.3 billion 

through consecutive grant schemes between 1994 and 2014. For the period 2014-2021, the EEA Grants 

amount to €1.55 billion. 

More details: www.eeagrants.org and www.eeagrants.ro  

 

RO-CULTURE Programme, implemented by the Project Management Unit within the Ministry of Culture 

Romania, aims at strengthening social and economic development through cultural cooperation, cultural 

entrepreneurship and cultural heritage management. 

Total budget of the Programme amounts to €29 million. 

More details: www.ro-cultura.ro   
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Context 

 Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) and Acquired 

Immunodeficiency Syndrome (AIDS) 

 

 The Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) is a lentivirus, part of the retrovirus family. The 

current scientific consensus is that the two HIV types (1 and 2) originated as a mutation from Simian 

Immunodeficiency Viruses (SIV), present in primates. HIV 1 has a much higher prevalence (95%) and 

progresses a lot faster and aggressively, while the HIV 2 type is less contagious and has a slower progression, 

being specific to some countries in Western Africa. This virus transfer, from primates to human beings 

(zoonotic), is believed to have occurred through the consumption or through handling the hunt in the 

communities of the hunter-gatherers from Western Africa. 

 

 Some computational pandemic models, retrospectively performed, identified HIV for the first time 

in the 1920-1930s, in Kinshasa of the Democratic Republic of Congo (the former city of Leopoldville of 

the Belgian Congo). Biologist and infectious diseases professor, Oliver Pybus, together with a research team 

from Oxford University, propose some conditions for “a perfect storm” of the mutation and spreading of 

HIV in Africa at the beginning of the 20th century – the vaccination campaigns against numerous infectious 

diseases, incorrectly performed, as well as the urban development and the new railway infrastructure in 

Congo, a country as large as Western Europe, which facilitated migration and sex work nonetheless. 

 

 It is important to distinguish between HIV and the pathological manifestation (the disease) 

generated by this virus, which is AIDS (Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome). The HIV virus acts by 

attacking the immune system, specifically the CD4 or T cells. The CD4 cells protect the body against viral 

infections, helps other cells fight with bacterial and fungi infections, produce antibodies fight cancer and 

coordinate other immune cells' activity. HIV not only kills this type of cells, but also uses them in order to 

replicate. The reference interval for the CD4 cells number in an HIV-negative adult is between 500 and 

1500/μL. IF the CD4 cells number falls below 200/μL, it is considered that the infected person entered 

the AIDS state. 

 

 HIV is transmitted through blood, sperm, vaginal fluids and breast milk. From the beginning of 

this pandemic up to the present moment, 75.7 million people have been infected globally, from which 32.7 

million lost their lives, according to the 2019 UNAIDS report. 

 

 The combined antiretroviral therapy HAART (Highly Active Antiretroviral) was tested and 

approved in 1997, reducing the death rate by 47% in America. Today, the antiretroviral treatment (ART) is 

the most successful anti-HIV therapy, being able to reduce the death rate by 80%, compared to the year of 
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1995. By respecting the treatment scheme, ART is followed by the state of Undetectable = Untransmissible, 

when the virus becomes undetectable by blood tests and cannot be transmitted anymore. With this 

treatment the life expectancy of an HIV-positive person is similar to that of an HIV-negative person. Also, 

today PrEP (ART treatment for pre-exposure prophylaxis) and PEP (ART treatment for post-exposure 

prophylaxis) treatments are available, which significantly reduce the infection risk, even if the person has 

been exposed to the virus. 

 

 The global debut of HIV/AIDS and the socio-political impact 

 Africa 

 The experts estimate that the beginning of the HIV pandemic in Africa would have likely occurred 

in the 60's, in the Democratic Republic of Congo, when it is believed that approximately 2000 individuals 

would have already been infected at the time. The samples gathered by a 1959 malaria study later identified 

an HIV seropositive individual. In the 70's, in Kinshase, several typical opportunistic infections have been 

reported – meningitis, tuberculosis, pneumonia, including the Kaposi Sarcoma, a specific skin cancer that 

occurs in AIDS patients. The transmission in Africa occurred mostly by heterosexual activity, especially 

through the immigrant sex workers. Moreover, the maternal-fetal transmission rate was huge. 

 

 The virus traveled east, and in the 80's an eruption of cases arose, especially in Uganda, Rwanda, 

Burundi, Tanzania and Kenya. In the following years a massive expansion was observed in the southern 

African countries. Due to the lack of information, “the fear generated major stigma against those infected 

with HIV, because of the correlation between HIV and prostitution, promiscuity and high-risk lifestyle”. 

In 1993, approximately 9 million people, from a total of 14 million people infected with HIV, were living 

in the Sub-Saharan Africa. 

United States of America 

 Patient Zero from the USA is believed to have been Robert Rayford, from St. Louis, Missouri, a 

16 years old Afro-American, who died in 1969. The symptoms would be later identified as AIDS-specific. 

Rayford's story is shrouded in mystery, but most likely he would have been a victim of sexual abuse or 

forced to sell sex from a young age. 

 The death of Rayford was inexplicable at that time, so the doctors kept biological samples which 

in 1987 demonstrated that the boy was indeed HIV-positive and that he died because of AIDS 

complications. 

 

 The HIV/AIDS epidemic in the US became visible only after the beginning of 1980's. On the 3rd 

of July 1981, The New York Times stated: “Rare Cancer Seen in 41 Homosexuals”, referring to the Kaposi 

Sarcoma. In 1983, the Center for Disease Control (CDC) named four high-risk categories for the mysterious 

disease's transmission – the 4 Hs – homosexuals, heroin addicts, hemophiliacs and Haitians.  
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The consistent prevalence of the disease in this ethnic group is believed to have happened through the 

immigrant workers from the former Belgian colony of Congo. 

 

 For a long time, AIDS was seen as a disease associated with socially „reprehensible” behaviors, 

especially under the Reagan administration (January 1981 – January 1989). The 80's subjected the AIDS 

patients to a conservative and homophobic governing system, which minimized the epidemic and held back 

the research through underfunding. The activists were the ones who put pressure on the Food and Drug 

Administration (FDA) and on the whole American administration through numerous protests and actions. 

Act UP was a central organization in this fight, for an efficient treatment, which could stop the damage 

generated by AIDS. The Act UP activists were also involved in research, connecting scientists with the 

latest HIV/AIDS studies and with state institutions in order to create a unified network which could act as 

a single body, under the law of a transparent communication. 

 

 November 1991 was characterized by two important cultural moments who put HIV at the 

discussion table in the American society – the death of Queen's musician and vocalist, Freddie Mercury, 

and the testimony of the NBA basketball player Magic Johnson who admitted he was HIV-positive. 

 Europe 

 The Norwegian sailor Arne Vidar Røed is believed to have been the first HIV/AIDS case 

in Europe. He deceased in 1976, at the age of 30, while his wife and daughter died the same year from the 

same disease, confirmed only a decade later. It is believed that the man contacted the virus in 1961-1962, 

in his teenage years, through sexual activities with infected women, when he was on a boat trip on the 

Western African coast, to be more precise in Cameroon. Røed later became a truck driver in Europe and 

had frequent trips in Western Germany, where it is presumed he transmitted the infection to other women 

as well, thus opening the route of transmission in Europe. 

 

 The same as in America, in Europe, HIV/AIDS was associated with promiscuous behaviors of 

particular segments of individuals, as the doctor and author Srdan Matic states in his volume “HIV/AIDS 

in Europe. Moving from death sentence to chronic disease management” (2006):  

 

The primary phase of the HIV epidemic in the industrialized world was described by the law 

professor in public healthcare, Lawrence Gostin, as a “denial, blame and punishment” phase.  

Up until we have documented and understood the pandemic's gravity, and the fact that HIV could 

be transmitted through heterosexual sex, it was too late to limit its spread. The initial association of 

HIV with anal sex, promiscuity, homosexuality and drug injection created a false impression that 

the virus represents a risk only to certain categories of individuals – certainly not for the white, 

heterosexual, middle class people, who constitute the European majority. 
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 HIV/SIDA in Romania  

 "The disease of capitalism",” the disease of the decadent West", "the disease of the homosexuals 

in the West" are just a few of the names through which the communist regime was referring to HIV/AIDS. 

From 1985 to 1989, Romanian doctors found approximately 20 cases of infection, even though the 

communist regime denied the presence of the virus inside the Romanian borders. Maria Georgescu, the 

executive director of Romanian Association Against AIDS (ARAS) remembers:  

 

They were saying that it was brought from foreign countries, on international routes. After they 

found out about the children, in the first years, they accused the foreign students who donated 

blood, so the foreigners were still at fault in this case too. [...] Regarding heterosexuals, they were 

not declaring themselves as gay, so they only got infected through hidden or undeclared affairs. 

The discussions inside the health system were that, it is indeed a disease of the homosexuals of the 

West, because of the sexual freedom out there. "It's so good that we don't have sexual freedom 

here, it's so good that we didn't have a sexual revolution in the 60's, so we can rest assured, we only 

have 17 cases." 

  

 Patient Zero of Romania, mister Teodorescu, was a train attendant who was operating on 

international routes and who got sick in 1985. The fact that his body didn't respond to any treatment, and 

also the fact that he was supposedly visited rather by men than by women, during his stay in the hospital 

(this also generated the suspicion that he was homosexual, which was illegal in those years, as per Article 

200 from the Penal Code) made the doctors presume it was an HIV infection, about which they have only 

heard from obscure sources. A blood sample was collected from Mr. Teodorescu, which was then sent to 

Wien for analysis. The result came back positive, and the patient passed away on the 20th of October 1985, 

all of these happening behind a silence curtain from the regime and the medical system, as Simona Erscoiu, 

infectious disease doctor at the Victor Babeș Hospital testifies: 

 

At the time, the press didn't write anything about it, because, we have to say, up until the revolution 

of 1989 there was never an official talk about HIV, and we couldn't diagnose the HIV infection 

directly, so we had to write down the various diseases that the patients developed because their 

immunodeficiency, which was not technically wrong. 

 

 In the months after the revolution of 1989, the virologist and vet researcher, Victor Pătrașcu, who 

was convinced that AIDS existed in Romania too, insisted to test the blood of a girl with aplastic anemia, 

who died soon after. The test came back positive, which determined the doctors to test the rest of the 

children that were in the hospital and discovered 17 infected patients. The team extended their research to 

the pediatric sections of all the hospitals in Bucharest and then from the whole country, including 

orphanages, from which they have found that 10% of the tested children were HIV-positive: "Up to two 

or three children were dying each day, and the doctors had to write down other diagnostics for their death: 

in Romania, a communist country, there couldn't have been deaths because of AIDS!", says the infectious 
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disease doctor Rodica Mătușa, head of the pediatric section of the Constanța Infectious Diseases Clinical 

Hospital, in her book from the year of 2007, "The angels of nobody". 

 

The 1966 anti-abortion decree 770, part of the pro-natality policy of the communist regime for the 

population growth of up to 30 million people, made that tens of thousands of children to be abandoned in 

the maternities and orphanages of Romania, and at least 10.000 women to die because of illicit abortions. 

At the beginning of the 90's, Romania had almost 100.000 children in the state's care institutions, several 

of which were malnourished, uncared for, mentally underdeveloped or with physical handicaps. A lot of 

these children had to undertake blood micro-transfusions in the hope that they will get better: "The food 

was not enough, the conditions were miserable, and for the doctors to keep them alive, there was this idea 

that, if you make a blood micro-transfusion they will get better. No tests were being made at that time, they 

were making transfusions and you could get other diseases as well...", says Maria Georgescu. 

 

 The intensive use (though without significant medical results) of micro-transfusions came on the 

regime's threats background, that the death of any child who is younger than one would be subjected to a 

formal investigation. The doctors did everything they could to keep the children alive, including inadequate 

medical maneuvers. 

  

 It is believed that the starting point of pediatric HIV infections was the Constanța port, the second 

epidemic epicenter after Bucharest: " Constanța was the gate, Romania's opening to the world, there were 

seaman ships coming from all around the world, there were the big sites, Petrochimia and The Canal. All 

these groups were donating blood. Most likely half of the children were infected through blood 

transfusions." said the infectious disease doctor, Rodica Mătușa. 

 

The blood donation was working at that time as an exchange currency, says doctor Andrei Combiescu, 

former director of the Cantacuzino Institute: "Even though the regime did not impose a donation quote 

from the citizens, blood was rewarded with various services: some free meals, the obtaining of a driver 

license, renewal of the residence visa for the foreign students or employment." 

  

 Along the transfusions, the large number of children placed in the pediatric sections and the 

sanitary deficiencies and utilities (running water, gas, electricity, heat) made the sterilization of the medical 

instruments after every use impossible. Totally, 13.000 children were infected until 1992, in the 

"epidemiological accident" of Romania, unrecognized by any authorities, which represented half of the 

HIV/AIDS cases in Europe. 

 

After December,1989 Revolution, Romania reported the real situation of pediatric HIV epidemic 

to the World Health Organization and asked for international help. The seriousness of the situation was 

portrayed to the world by the photograph Mike Carroll, whose documentary of the inhuman conditions of 
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the Romanian orphanages made the world tour. Volunteers all over the world, organizations and help funds 

started coming to Romania, and family homes were opened for the HIV infected orphans, but also an 

international adoption network, who offered a chance for a decent life to the abandoned children. 

 

 HIV continued to be transmitted through sexual contact, through inadequate use of syringes or 

vertically, from the mother to her baby, in a constant rhythm, but did not get out of control. At the end of 

the 2000's, Romania's HIV infection rate began to grow in a certain vulnerable group – the IV drug users. 

Among them there were also sex workers and homeless people, while several of them were the abandoned 

children of the first infection cohort. If, in the 90's and at the beginning of the 00's, heroin was the most 

used IV drug, at the end of the 2000's new synthetic drugs appeared that had a higher injectability rate. Dan 

Popescu, the program coordinator of Harm Reduction (risk reduction) from ARAS, stated in a 2013 

documentary: 

 

In 2009 legal drugs appeared – the ethnobotanical drugs, and the injection models changed 

completely. Heroin users adopted the legal drugs, as they were cheaper, more accessible and termed 

"legal". Because they were not illegal, they involved lower risks for the consumers. An experienced 

heroin consumer injects himself around 4-6 times per day. With the legal ones they injected 10-20 

times per day. Between 2008-2009, only 1% of IV drug users were testing HIV-positive. In 2013, 

4-6 out of 7-8 tested clients were getting a positive result. 

 

 It is true that Quaestor Sorin Oprea, director of the Anti-Drug National Agency at the time, was 

stating that the infection rate of HIV rose from 1% in 2008-2009 to 29% in 2012. In 2013, 50% of the IV 

drug users that were contacting the rehab program of the Obregia Hospital were infected with HIV. 

 

 There was another aspect that contributed to the explosion of HIV infections in those years – in 

June 2010, the money allocated by the Global Fund for Harm Reduction programs, in the fight against 

tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS, were gone because Romania joined the European Union, thus the country 

was not eligible anymore. "These funds provided 80% of the money used for the syringe exchange program. 

From a maximum of 2 million syringes in 2009, we got to less than 1 million in 2010", said doctor Adrian 

Abagiu in 2013, expert in substitution therapies at Arena Center. The tripling of injection numbers and the 

drop to less than a half of the number of sterile syringes led to a much higher HIV rate among the IV drug 

users in those years. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

10 

 

HIV/AIDS and the Romanian Art seen through the 

initiatives of  NGOs 

 

Romanian Association Against AIDS and the art vector 

 

 The death of Freddie Mercury in November 1991 echoed everywhere in the world, including 

Romania. Maria Georgescu, the CEO and co-founder of Romanian Association Against AIDS (ARAS), 

was back then an employee of the Bucharest Public Health Institute. During the winter of 91'-92', together 

with other young people, all of them being volunteers of the Red Cross International mission in Romania, 

created some informative flyers about AIDS and gathered at the Bucharest University square to share them 

around, with Freddie Mercury's music in the background:  

 

We started in the 90s, we were all having different jobs, architects, engineers, teachers, all of us 

concerned about the lack of health education. A new freedom was rising and we didn't even have 

basic health education. […] We knew HIV could be transmitted in three ways – through sex, 

through blood and from the mother to her baby. So this is why we were founded, to inform people 

about this. We didn't dare to talk about sexuality in a straight-forward way, as it was taboo at the 

time, but we were preoccupied about how to start talking about sexual transmission, to change the 

perception that this is a disease for children that get infected in clinics because of poverty and a 

poor medical system and, eventually, a disease for homosexual people. 

 

 In 1992, ARAS was still a very small association. The Romanian Angel Appeal Foundation (RAA), 

founded in 1990, was one of the first international organizations that intervened locally with the purpose 

of raising the life quality of the children abandoned in the Romanian orphanages. With the RAA support, 

ARAS could unroll the first anti-AIDS campaign at Costinești, in the summer of 1992, Constanța county 

being one of the regions most affected by the epidemic. 

 

Approximately thirty volunteer students went to Costinești, all of them equipped with brochures 

and condoms. The resort was well known for its high school and college student camps along with families 

and children, all of them being shy when it came to take the condoms offered by the volunteers. As Maria 

Georgescu states: “Everybody was embarrassed at that time, not to even mention the high school students 

were senselessly scared.” The ARAS volunteers organized this youth education campaign on the beach and 

in dance clubs, with the help of local Djs who were telling the audience on the microphone about the 

presence of the volunteers there that had brochures and condoms. 

 

On this occasion, Maria met the members of the Divertis and Compact local bands, who were 

having concerts at this resort and who got familiar with the ARAS mission. 
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Ioan Gyuri Pascu and Toni Grecu, two band members, were wandering along the beach tents and 

were attracting the young people with guitar songs, and they even invited the volunteers at their shows. The 

friendship formed in Costinesti was going to give birth to the first important concert for education about 

HIV/AIDS and to a new series of similar events. 

 

 The Palace Hall Show, Bucharest, 1992 

 

 For the International Day against HIV/AIDS, in December 1992, ARAS organized a show at the 

Palace Hall in Bucharest, at which participated more than 20 bands and volunteer artists, like Compact, 

Divertis and Iris. The event had free entrance and gathered around 4000 spectators and was promoted 

through a poster stating: "AIDS - How big should it be for you to acknowledge its existence?". 

 

 The show lasted for around 6 hours and was presented by the journalist and writer Ioan T. Morar. 

Among artists, scientists and religious personalities were also invited – father Galeriu also delivered a 

message to the audience. The show also included short videos sent by French associations and speeches 

from doctors, even a message from the Paris' cardinal from back then, Aaron Jean-Marie Lustiger. Maria 

Georgescu remembers: 

 

We were inspired by what the foreigners were doing, as they were having an experience of at least 

10 years. We saw that this was the easiest vehicle for people, especially for the youth – music, but 

not music alone, but other arts as well, events where scientists could come and say something about 

the HIV infection, while the information would be perceived differently by people, being a cultural 

event, fun, and not necessarily scientific. [...] People were interested and expressed their opinions. 

They were very enthusiastic and wanted to help. 

 

 After the show, the organizers and the guests established a plan of action for the next 2-3 years. 

Shows in Constanța, Iași and in other cities followed. The campaign continued in Costinești up until 2001, 

thus the association succeeded in recruiting a lot of volunteers which adhered to the cause. With them, 

ARAS succeeded in opening subsidiaries in all the big cities of Romania. 
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Ioan-Gyuri Pascu singing Imagine, from John Lennon. Source: ARAS Archive  

Ioan T. Morar at the end of the show, after the Compact concert. Source: ARAS Archive 
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Mihai Georgescu and ARAS visual identity 

 

 

Poster created by Mihai Georgescu, including the ARAS logo. Source: ARAS Archive 

 

 

Cover for a brochure created by Mihai Georgescu. Source: ARAS Archive 

 

 



 

14 

 

 When the ARAS position got settled as a central organization in Romania in the fight against HIV, 

they developed a strong visual identity, created by architect Mihai Georgescu. As a founding member of 

ARAS and an Administrative Council member, Mihai Georgescu coordinated the communication 

department and created the ARAS logo, as well as original drawings with which the association illustrated 

brochures and other informative materials. 

 

 Passionate about photography, especially the black and white one, he used his own creations for 

illustrating materials with unique subjects for Romania. Mihai Georgescu contributed in the making of the 

ARAS brochures and manuals, in a time when graphic software and Internet did not exist, and also 

coordinated the poster competition organized by ARAS. In 1995, Mihai Georgescu collaborated with artist 

Ovidiu Panighianț for an informative brochure with original drawings. 

 

 

Informative brochure, by Mihai Georgescu & Ovidiu Panighianț, 1995. Source: ARAS Archive  
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Quilts exposed at the Palace 

Hall with the occasion of the 

Tip Top Minitop contest, 

1995. Source: ARAS 

Archive  

 

Tip Top Minitop and the memorial quilts, 1995 

 

 Part of the infected children from the 90's were not part of the abandoned cohort, but were 

children with a family, who happened to arrive at the hospital with different health problems. One of the 

cases was that of Iasmina, a 6-year-old girl from Iași, infected with HIV in 1992, during a hospitalization in 

the Iași Children Hospital. The girl's parents sued the hospital and the Ministry of Health, an intensely 

publicized case in the country and internationally. After almost 10 years, the case was rejected due to lack 

of evidence. 

 ARAS subsidiary was beside them, and when Iasmina wanted to participate at the Tip Top Minitop 

contest, they supported her in achieving her dream. The girl came to Bucharest and sang in the children's 

category, and her participation was another chance to make the HIV issue visible for the large audience. 

ARAS organized a quilt exposition (blankets with symbolic graphic models) in the context of Iasmina's Tip 

Top Minitop presence, with the help of painter Lia Vasilescu. This act was inspired by "NAMES Project 

AIDS Memorial Quilt" from San Francisco, US, an approach that aims to talk about the humanity, beyond 

the statistics, of those who perished in the HIV epidemic. Maria Georgescu recalls: 

 

 This was a way to catch the attention regarding this phenomenon through art. The quilts could be made 

either by the family, or by an artist or friend of the deceased person, who would draw on a canvas some 

objects and a text. And because in our country a lot of "nobody's" children died in care centers, in the 

orphanages of that time, and to whom probably nobody was raising a requiem or a memorial, those quilts 

meant something. Lia was very touched by this, and it moved her so much that she came and said "I want 

to make some". She made some quilts portraying some bodies, with flowers and butterflies... with a child's 

dream.  
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Quilts made and exposed with the occasion of other events and actions. In the top right corner, it's Maria Georgescu at the opening of the 

ARAS's HIV testing and counselling center, held by the „Prof. Dr. Victor Babeș” Infectious Diseases Hospital, 1998. Source: ARAS 

Archive 

 The Disco Project, 1996 

 

 Another ARAS initiative was "The Disco Project", which involved volunteers who frequented 

clubs and dance clubs: "Volunteers were an exceptional vehicle. They were having discussions in the clubs, 

but I don't even know what they got to transmit with the music and everything. But the second day people 

were waking up with a flyer and a condom, and maybe they would even want to get tested. This was another 

way to inform and educate.", says Maria Georgescu. The Disco Project took place in Bucharest, Cluj, 

Timișoara, Iași and other cities. 

 

 Cosima Opârtan, artist and cofounder of a series of Queer Night parties and the Corp music 

platform, said about the 90's of Bucharest clubs: 

 

I know there were condoms being distributed, but the danger always seemed far away. It 

was not present in our consciousness. I think that soon after the revolution the most talks 

were about HIV-positive children, transfusions, etc 
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 Holograf: „AIDS” and „I'm doing what I want, but I know what I'm doing”, 

1995, 1998 

 

 In 1995, the peak of Romania's AIDS epidemic, Holograf was in a process of reinventing 

themselves. Hard rock was not doing great at the time, and the band members were looking to explore new 

themes through music. As for HIV/AIDS, drummer Mugurel Vrabete confessed in an interview for Sound 

Archive: 

 

I found out about AIDS in 88' for the first time, when I was in Poland. [...] We have heard about 

AIDS before, but there we saw a big billboard... we saw it was not God's punishment for "unhealthy 

behaviors", because, as it was written, 80% of the infections occurred through medical tools, 20% 

through sex, from which 12% homosexual and 8% heterosexual, something like this, that it is 

primarily a blood disease. In Romania there were no talks about this, and there I had the first 

meeting with the virus. We then started using condoms, as until the 90's nobody was using them, 

one of the reasons being they had extremely poor quality, making them unusable. 

 

Mugurel Vrabete and the drummer Edi Petroșel confessed that Freddie Mercury's death and Magic 

Johnson's diagnosis were the real shocks. The song "AIDS" came only in 1995, with the album "Sit in my 

lap", in the context of the search of a new artistic identity, as Mugurel Vrabete remembers: 

 

There was this question: what message are we sending? Sometimes censorship and isolation are 

creatively good, because censorship focuses you towards a direction in which you don't have to 

bother with other things, you just do what you are able to. Now it was allowed to say anything, but 

it was clear that some subjects were not holding. For example, after the 90's, there were a lot of 

political situations, but unfortunately, they were about daily matters and after 2-3 years they were 

expiring. [...] We thought that, look, this might be a subject, that you can pay with your life for a 

moment's mistake, which is very human after all. [...] So we thought that this might be a more long 

lasting message than the political ones, because it was a disease that was not showing up from 

yesterday, and it didn't seem like it was going to disappear soon. 

 

 The song "AIDS" has a firm message about the danger of an unprotected sexual act, about the 

reality of HIV infection and the stigma associated with it in those years, even if it was expressed in terms 

that today might seem problematic because of the transient message of the death peril, but also because of 

associating the "good girl" image with moral behaviors: 

Nobody wants to stay with you anymore, 

Their eyes are peeping at you, 

And you would like to best hide this 

The fear behind your closed eyes. 
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If you could still run, 

And if you could still forget, 

Or if you could still hope, 

No chance! 

 

You did it only once, 

It's enough to feel sorry for that, 

That cursed night, 

Let it be, it is how it is, AIDS is in your body as well! 

 

She seemed like the wisest girl, 

You couldn't even think she may have been like this, 

But fate doesn't ask you first; 

It's too late to do anything about it. 

 

Why you? 

Why did it happen? 

That cursed night 

It is what it is! 

 

Why give your life a way for a night? 

Why separate yourself from your body? 

 

 This song echoed in the Holograf concerts in the following years, as Mugurel Vrabete says: 

"«SIDA» (AIDS) was a piece sung in every concert, especially in the beach tours, because it was a dynamic 

song and with a high impact on the audience". 

 

 With "AIDS", Holograf caught the attention of Love Plus condom company, which was also the 

first social marketing product launched by PSI International in Romania, who donated a part of the profit 

to AIDS-fighting associations. In 1998, Holograf launched the Supersonic album, and in that context Love 

Plus co-opted them for another song that promoted the line "I do what I want, but I know what I'm doing". 

The “Supersonic" album was sold along with a condom. Also, Holograf was involved in ARAS's actions 

back then, participating in concerts dedicated to awareness of the reality of HIV/AIDS all around the 

country, along with other popular artists of that time. 

 



 

19 

 

 

Vița de Vie in the ARAS tour - Love Plus, 1997-1998. Source: ARAS Archive 

 

Mihai Trăistariu and Mihai Budeanu in the ARAS tour – Love Plus, 1999. Source: ARAS Archive 

 Slowly, at the end of the 90's and along with the discovery of increasingly efficient drugs for holding 

the virus back, HIV stopped resembling a death sentence, as Maria Georgescu recalls: "Almost until the 

2000's people were dying, this was the message, «Beware, or you'll die! ».  
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After that, we thought about how to tell people that it's no longer a death threat, but «Don't infect yourself 

because it's still not a pleasant disease». That is when we started the Harm Reduction ARAS program. 

 

 The National Tour against AIDS, 2002 

 

 Another impacting action of ARAS was approaching the young audience through the pop music 

of those times. The association contracted as opinion leaders three of the most popular music bands for 

teenagers in those years – HiQ, Class and Impact, for the National Anti-AIDS Tour, in 2002. In 2004, HiQ 

repeated the tour, alone this time. This was not the first collaboration between ARAS and Hi-Q – in 1997, 

the song “Sora mea” (My sister) became the anthem of ARAS Brașov. 

 

. The educational tour's activities from 2002 were constituted by concerts and other activities. 

During the day, members of the bands were talking with teenagers about different matters regarding 

sexuality and protection against sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) or about the dangers of the HIV 

infection. The musicians were accompanied by an ARAS specialist in matters of sex education, but they 

were even instructed to contribute: “It was easier to receive the information from a pop star than from 

your parents”, said Florin Grozea from HiQ. Even during the concerts, musicians held speeches with 

educational messages that they were relating to their own songs. The training provided by ARAS helped 

the young musicians to better understand the context of HIV/AIDS, as Florin Grozea states: 

 

There were not enough conversations about this, it was a taboo subject. The information was simply lacking. 

After we undertook the first training, I remember that I have found out about many things I didn't know. 

After 2-3 hours of talking with the specialists, we became the leaders of the crusade. I have been marked for 

life. […] The tour had a tremendous success, and I believe we have saved a lot of people from unwanted 

pregnancies and STDs. Even if we had convinced one teenager, it was still worth it. 

 

Poster for the Anti-AIDS Tour, 2002, Source: Hi-Q Facebook Page 
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 Puya and the actions for high school students, 2003-2005 

 

 ARAS actions for Harm Reduction through pop stars continued in the following years. In 2003-

2005, a high school informative campaign took place in the same specialist-musician format with Puya, on 

his real name, Dragoș Gărdescu, a rapper of the La Familia band. This time the focus was on the use of 

illicit drugs. In the previous years a new HIV risk category emerged – the IV drug users, and Puya was 

personally affected by drugs issues: 

 

There were a lot of heroin addicts. We involved in this because people were sharing the same syringe. We 

wanted at least for them to know what that meant, what drugs meant and how they were supposed to inject 

them. They (ARAS) had someone who would talk about this 

 

 Maria Georgescu remembers the resistance encountered in those years, along with the Harm 

Reduction philosophy, an attitude that persists even today: 

Puya went in schools, in high schools, he was popular, held shows and sung. People received his implication 

in a very good way. On the other side, a lot of opposition appeared. They were telling us: “You are 

encouraging people to have free sex!” or “You are encouraging people to use drugs!”. No, we want to reduce 

the risks of HIV and Hepatitis C. We give away syringes so that people safely inject the drugs, we give away 

condoms so that people have safe sex. 

 

 

Educational ARAS campaign poster – Puya, 2006. Source: ARAS Archive 



 

22 

 

 ARAS theater troupe, 2005-2006 

 

 Another ARAS project involved education through theater, which led to the members of the 

association to form a troupe, including both beneficiaries and volunteers. The troups's shows were 

spreading informative and awareness messages regarding HIV/AIDS through the forum-theater method. 

The main idea of this method was that the audience could take the place of one character on the stage and 

change the course of action if they feel it does not go the right way. Maria Georgescu explains: 

It was improvisational theater. A team of volunteers from ARAS were trained, prepared by important theater 

names – drama writers and directors Gianina Cărbunariu and Peca Ștefan, and the actor Bogdan Dumitrescu. 

They initiated us in this theater educational project, gave us some highlights on how to build the script, on 

actor's play, on the way we should approach the scene themes. […] So they played in high schools and 

stimulated the students to intervene and give us the answers to all sorts of questions, for example “Why did 

I infect myself with HIV?”, “Why me?”, and to find answers together. 

 

 The ARAS theater troupe had over 20 performances with some original scenarios regarding 

HIV/AIDS, and they were held in high schools, orphanages and other institutions. ARAS held six theater 

plays that were performed by six teams of volunteers and people affected by HIV/AIDS, two in every 

ARAS branch that participated in the project: Bucharest, Constanţa and Neamţ. Along with the theater 

shows, the theater educational program held five training workshops for volunteers, teenagers and young 

people affected by HIV/AIDS, as well as for the professionals who worked with them. The project manager 

was Monica Dan, psychologist for ARAS. The initiative was financed by UNICEF Romania and was 

rewarded with a mention at the Civil Society Gala in 2006.  

 

 

ARAS volunteers on the stage of UNATC studio “Casandra”, 2006. Source: ARAS Archive  
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Religious icons painting workshop, 2007 

 

 The religious icons painting workshop held by ARAS was coordinated by an artist who was also a 

beneficiary of the association, but who wants to remain anonymous. Artist Ioan Nemțoi hosted the 

exposition in his gallery on the Victoriei Boulevard and promoted the exposition in his friends’ circles, 

during the Easter celebrations period in 2007. 

 

 The workshop was part of an empowerment and life skills development for the youth infected 

with HIV in the 80's and 90's. They were being marginalized in schools, excluded, sometime even rejected 

by their own parents. Because treatments were not available in the starting years of this epidemic, the 

medical staff was not very optimistic about their life expectancy, and the children didn't benefit from any 

investment in a career or profession. 

 

 Being doubtful about themselves, the youth living with HIV found the opportunity to socialize 

and express themselves artistically at ARAS, even if just for associating themselves with other people of 

their age. They could follow some painting classes together (religious paintings, quilt paintings with Alina 

Dumitriu, the CEO of Sens Pozitiv Association, graduate of Art School), they had the opportunity to work 

for a magazine edited by them (Smiley, under the guidance of a ARAS member who graduated the Journalism 

School) or to have drum therapy (under the guidance of an ARAS member who was a drummer in a rock 

band). 

 

Religious paintings on glass during the ARAS workshops, 2007. Source: ARAS Archive 
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 Romanian Angel Appeal Foundation and the Art & AIDS Festival, 

2006 

 A key organization in the Romanian fight against HIV, Romanian Angel Appeal Foundation (RAA) 

was formed in 1990 at the proposal of Olivia Harrison, Barbara Bach Starkey and Linda McCartney, with 

the support of their husbands – the Beatles band members, and Elton John. RAA renovated and developed 

over 20 centers, orphanages and hospital wards in Romania. Also, they worked directly with the Romanian 

staff, helping them to develop the knowledge and skills necessary for care and recovery of the development 

of institutionalized children. After that, Angelo Moschino, the president of „Franco Moschino” 

Foundation, became one of the main advocates of the organization, and his support was decisive for the 

service expansion of medical, social and psychological assistance of children and families affected by 

HIV/AIIDS. 

 

 During the winter of 2006, RAA organized the Arts & AIDS Festival, for the International Day 

Against HIV/AIDS. The festival lasted for five days and included a photo exposition, a theater show, a 

screening of the musical “Rent” (story that describes the bohemian world of New York under the spectrum 

of the HIV epidemic), watching social sports and a music concert. The event joined the national campaign 

against the discrimination of HIV-positive people: “Open your heart. I'm just like you!”, as part of the 

National Strategy for surveillance, control and prevention of HIV/AIDS cases 2004-2007. Silvia Asandi, 

General Manager of RAA, remembers: 

 

It was a huge effort for a very small team. Basically, two people of our team, my colleagues: Claudia Catana 

(the engine of the festival) and Oana Pășălan, took care for a few months to put everything together with 

very limited resources. Therefore, although we would have liked to replicate the festival, we did not succeed. 

[...] Throughout the festival we focused on informing the young public, but also journalists, by distributing 

materials dedicated to them specifically (e.g. the guide "The right word", on how to write correctly about 

HIV / AIDS). That's because I thought they could really bring a change of attitude in society towards the 

subject of HIV/AIDS. 

 

Arts & AIDS presented an exhibition by photojournalist Hazel Thompson, The Hidden Legacy, which talks 

about the difficulties of the Romanian children living with HIV / AIDS,  about discrimination, stigmatization 

or difficult access to health services. The ARAS theater troupe also participated in the Arts & AIDS festival 

with its show: Six characters in search of a warm audience. 

 

The concert at the festival also had a major impact. Key bands of that time agreed to sing pro bono 

in a show that replicated the album Nobody's Child, produced by George Harrison, for humanitarian 

purposes, for RAA in 1990, an album that includes names such as Elton John, Stevie Wonder or Guns 'N' 

Roses. The Arts & AIDS concert in Bucharest was attended by: Vita de Vie, Omul cu Șobolani, Sarmalele 

Reci, Simona Radu, Florin Chilian and Byron, and the hall was packed, as Silvia Asandi says: 
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At the photo exhibition and the ARAS theater play, I remember that we had a full hall, many young people, 

high school students, but also many from "ours" - colleagues from NGOs, friends, acquaintances. The 

students were among those who came in greater numbers to the concert, they filled the hall to the brim (this 

is also because it took place at the Students' House). [...] The atmosphere in the society at that time was 

mixed. The young people, at least the ones we managed to attract to the festival, were open, empathetic, 

eager to learn, to be informed. I am talking mainly about high school students, from I also selected the 

volunteers with whom I worked with in those years, in various other projects and campaigns, but also 

students. 

The middle-aged population resonated less, if not at all, with our festival, which is not surprising, if we 

remember that discrimination against people living with HIV in those years was much more pronounced 

than it is today. 

 

 

Arts & AIDS Festival, 2006. Source: Romanian Angel Appeal Foundation Archive 
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Arts & AIDS Festival, 2006. Source: Romanian Angel Appeal Foundation Archive  

 

Peoples' Development Foundation and the Classified Documentary, 2009

  

 Another entity, part of this incipient and defining network of the fight against HIV / AIDS in 

Romania, was the People's Development Foundation (FDP), founded in 1996 by Romanian and Italian 

volunteers, with the support of the Italian humanitarian organization AVSI. 

 

 FDP, whose mission is still education, also took care of HIV-positive children in the 1990s and 

00's. The foundation made a documentary about the children, that the executive director, Simona Carobene, 

still refers to as "our young people". FDP has signed a confidentiality agreement with the beneficiaries of 

the HIV / AIDS program, through which the film, as well as any other documentation of their actions were 

classified, even removed from the foundation's website, as Simona Carobene says: 

 

I'm sorry, because it's a very nice movie, but we have to respect their right to privacy. 

[...] They were drawing when they were little, even one of them still draws and writes poetry today, but he 

didn't publish, it's only for friends and relatives. 

 Artistic actions of the National Union of Organizations of People 

Affected by HIV/AIDS 

 

 The National Union of Organizations of People Affected by HIV / AIDS (UNOPA), founded 

in 2002, is a non-governmental federation of 22 organizations, which focuses on advocacy for the 

promotion and protection of the rights of people infected and affected by HIV/AIDS. Cristi Mușat, 

a social worker and experienced psychotherapist in training, part of the UNOPA team, said: 
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People are not informed about HIV/AIDS, discrimination and stigma are still strongly present in the lives 

of people living with HIV, which forces them to live on the border between two universes - the universe of 

those who know about them and the universe of those who do not know about them. 

 

 In partnership with JSI, an international public health consulting and research organization, 

UNOPA organized a photography contest in 2006 with the theme: "The world seen through my eyes". The 

event took place at the Cultural Center of the American Embassy in Bucharest, which hosted a photo 

exhibition made by 22 young HIV-positive people participating in the contest. Some of the photos from 

this contest were also exhibited at the RAA Arts & AIDS Festival. 

 

 The UNOPA network of young activists called “Fighters” was founded at the end of 2006 and 

aims to promote and defend the rights of people living with HIV/AIDS at a national and international 

level, to fight against stigma and discrimination and to maintain the decisive role of which young people 

play as a resource in the response to HIV/AIDS. The network went through training programs in Peer-

drama theater technique in 2006, together with volunteers and trainers from ARAS, in order to learn to 

better communicate the messages it promotes. In another project, they produced four resource materials 

with the direct participation of HIV-positive young people - a video of the identity of the network of young 

activists and three posters to combat stigma and discrimination. Over time, creative writing about the lives 

of beneficiaries has been encouraged at UNOPA. They address various experiences of living with HIV, 

from life stories to discrimination issues or tips for navigating the initial diagnosis.    

 

 

Poster HIV Street ART, 2014. Source: Facebook page of the project 
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Photo from the HIV Street ART, 2014. Source: timpolis.ro 

 

 UNOPA continued to propose advocacy projects through art after 2010. One of them is HIV Street 

ART in 2014, a campaign carried out in major cities of Romania, which addressed young people through 

the language of urban art - graffiti, street dance or street theater. The main work was a series of five graffiti 

panels that told the story of a young woman infected with HIV, from exposure through risky behavior, 

testing, diagnosis, stigmatization and self-isolation, to acceptance of the disease and its treatment, which 

allows her to live a normal life. 

 

 Another project within UNOPA that involves art is the national poster competition “Be Inspired!”, 

which exhibitions are held every year. On every edition, the organizers receive hundreds of posters made 

by middle school or high school students about HIV/AIDS: "As a participant in the contest you can render 

through art your own experience / understanding related to HIV/AIDS and HIV-positive people." 

 

 Since 2018, UNOPA has started the “Together” support group, where they use creativity as a 

resource in managing the challenges that arise from the experiences of people living with HIV. The group 

meetings use tools for drawing or modeling, as well as role play, drama therapy and others. 
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Posters from the UNOPA contest, 2018. Source: unopa.ro 

 Left - Poster title: Don’t Stop Me Now! Student: Erciu Rashela, 7th grade, “Miguel de Cervantes” Bilingual Theoretical 

High School, Bucharest. 

 Right - Poster title: ISOLATION. Student: Popescu Alecsandra, 8th grade, Adrian Păunescu Secondary School, Pitești. 

 Positive Direction Association and Art Therapy 

 Activist and instructor Alina Dumitriu began working at the People's Development Foundation 

(FDP) in 2005 as a visual arts teacher for beneficiaries affected by HIV/AIDS in an alternative school, and 

six months later opened her own association – Sens Pozitiv. 

 

 The FDP program was addressed for children from the ’86 -’92 cohort, those who were withdrawn 

from school because they were HIV-positive. The children either missed classes too much because they 

were hospitalized very often or were ostracized by their colleagues or their parents. ARAS also campaigned 

for the continuation of education, as Maria Georgescu says: "Children had hard lives, were abandoned or 

ostracized. They were not sent to school. We told them «Take care of him because you'll never know (how 

things will turn out), he will reach the age of thirty and won't know how to write or read»". Alina Dumitriu 

remembers even more trenchantly: "They were practically told, «Don't take him to school anymore, 

mommy, because he'll die anyway»". 

 

 Alina Dumitriu had studied for four years at the “Nicolae Tonitza” High School of Fine Arts and 

was passionate about psychotherapy and art therapies.  
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Alina remembers the first months with the beneficiaries: "I realized that they had all kinds of other 

problems. They looked much worse than they were. They were living under the impression that they had 

AIDS and were dying. Everyone was waiting to die, but this was not the case according to their tests and 

health. Some were very healthy." Alina Dumitriu joined the cause for HIV/AIDS, and the first step was to 

set up a support group, and they were meeting wherever they found some space available - at ARAS, at the 

RAA Foundation or at the LGBT association, Accept: 

 

I was applying the tree test (Koch's Baum test) and then we would have a meeting with each other and talk 

about that tree, and about why they drew it that way. Or I would have them draw family or people they felt 

safe with. All these actions helped them calm down. [...] I wanted to help them express themselves, because 

they were not doing it very easily. They were the kind that, if I asked them how they felt, they would tell me 

what they were thinking. 

 

 Alina Dumitriu continued to be involved in various actions of counseling and self-help for HIV-

positive people, but also in anti-discrimination campaigns. For six years she organized Christmas meals, 

where vulnerable people could spend time together in a family atmosphere, with about 600 people attending 

the last meal organized. These actions also involved drawing, painting or playing the drums.  

 

 

Photo from a Sens Pozitiv event, 2016. Source: Alina Dumitriu, Sens Pozitiv 
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 Semper Musica Association 

 

 Since 2013, education for HIV prevention, organized until then by ARAS, RAA or UNOPA, has 

been taken over nationally by the Semper Musica Association. Today, the Semper Musica Association is 

one of the most active organizations in Romania in the field of HIV prevention education, with activity in 

over 45 communities in the country. 

 In 2014, Semper Musica Association becomes the first organization in Romania funded by the 

MTV Staying Alive Foundation in America, and in 2016, the association's efforts in the field of HIV 

prevention education are recognized nationally by winning the First Prize at the Civil Society Gala - Youth 

Projects. In seven years of activity in the field of HIV prevention education among young people and 

adolescents, Semper Musica Association has been informing directly, related to HIV protection and 

contraception, over 40.000 high school students and young people, over 2.500 young people nationwide 

benefiting from specific free online counseling. 

 

 In 2020, Semper Musica Association applies for funding, for the first time in Romania, for a 

community education and HIV awareness initiative, through the involvement of Romanian and Norwegian 

contemporary artists. The association proposed along the time other innovations: so far, the organization 

has approached HIV prevention education for young people through various methods, such as: stand-up 

methods, graphic art, collection of T-shirts for young people, etc. 

 

 

HIV photography event by Semper Musica Association, 2016. Source: Semper Musica Association Archive   
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Initiatives of  artists or other allies in the cultural world 

 The issue of HIV/AIDS has hardly penetrated the creative sensitivity of independent artists in 

Romania. Compared to the actions initiated by the non-governmental sphere, Romanian art rarely spoke 

about the reality of HIV/AIDS from 1990-2010. Theater director Radu Apostol believes that the magnitude 

of the problem was a paralyzing factor: “Given the atrocity, people were blocked. […] It is also true that 

the reality of the moment was overshadowed by many other shortcomings”. 

 

 Angels in America, directed by Theodor-Cristian Popescu, 1998 

 

 If in the visual arts or in dance, HIV/AIDS was an unapproachable topic, in theater things were 

slightly different. Angels in America: A Gay Fantasy on National Themes is a 1991 play written by Tony Kushner, 

a Pulitzer Prize winner for drama and many other awards and mentions. The text is composed of two 

independent parts: "End of the Millennium" and "Perestroika” and addresses the HIV/AIDS crisis in 

America in the '80s, through metaphorical and symbolic methods, in a surreal way. Also, there is not only 

a single narrative line, the text following several planes of story that sometimes intersect. Angels in America 

was screened in 2003, in a mini-series produced by HBO, with a cast that included Al Pacino, Mary-Louise 

Parker, Justin Kirk, Jeffrey Wright, Patrick Wilson and Meryl Streep. 

 

 The first part of the diptych Angels in America was staged at the Nottara theater, in 1998, by the 

director Theodor-Cristian Popescu, who confessed that what attracted him to the text was: "The clash 

between a world of moral values inculcated by education and a wild world of feelings, which doesn't care 

about anything. The perplexity, the torment, the struggle of some people who are looking for a balance, a 

breath between these two forces”. 

  

 The show was a co-production between the Nottara Theater and the 777 Theater Company, 

founded by the director, in partnership with the Romanian Foundation for an Open Society. The show did 

not go unnoticed, and many newspapers of the time headlined sensationalism about the event, emphasizing 

homosexuality, depravity and HIV infection, according to the theatrologist Raluca Blaga, in an article for 

the culture magazine "Vatra": 

  

The wave of reactions generated by this project was a large one: from incendiary headlines - "Shock at the 

Nottara Theater - the play Angels in America describes the current world in all its rawness" (Libertatea 

newspaper); "A desperate cry: 'Yes, throw more eggs'" (Evenimentul de Weekend newspaper); "Theological 
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students protest against a play with homosexuals" (National); "Because it deals with the subject of 

homosexuality, Angels in America generates agitation" (Evenimentul Zilei newspaper);  

"Who's Afraid of Angels in America?" (Rampa); "AIDS, Drugs, Homosexuals, and Angels in America" 

(Evenimentul Zilei newspaper) - to protest reactions that result in tearing posters of the show in front of the 

Nottara Theater and cops guarding the actors while they play the show. 

  

 Moreover, representatives of the Christian-Orthodox Students Association from Romania broke 

the windows of the Nottara Theater, as Radu Apostol, assistant director of the show Angels in America, from 

1998, remembers. Theodor-Cristian Popescu talks about how the show was perceived and the atmosphere 

around HIV/AIDS issues in those years: 

 

The spectacular formula I proposed emphasized intimacy. We did the show at the Studio Hall of the Nottara 

Theater, where the proximity between actors and spectators allows a play key closer to a movie. Some actors 

were won by the formula, others were skeptical. There were some times when the new authors, not yet 

consecrated by the time's passing, did not inspire much confidence and entered the Romanian repertoires 

with difficulty. And I was young and I found them, some say today in their memoirs, defiant with this 

proposal. But I was left with the impression that, beyond the incidents caused by the irritation of some at 

the sight of the subtitle: "Gay Fantasy on National Themes", the show had an impact and created a breach 

in mentality, however limited and pale, perhaps, but real. […] If I remember correctly, the perception of HIV 

was that it was "somewhere, happening to others". It didn't seem like part of our current problem. Part of 

the criticism I received was that I imported the problems of others. But again, I think a small light flickered 

a while. 

 

 Angels in America was staged again in 2012, at the Metropolis Theater, this time entirely, directed by 

Victor-Ioan Frunză. 

 

 

 

  

  

Photo from the Angels in 

America show. Source: 

Raluca Blaga. An island 

– 777 Theater Company, 

Vatra Magazine. 
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Straight as a Line, directed by Radu Apostol, 2002 

 

 Radu Apostol is one of the most well-known theater directors involved in the social theater sphere, 

having had shows staged in various national theaters. Radu Apostol became a central figure on the social 

and educational theater scene in 2001-2002, when he won the UNITER award for his debut, with the show 

Acasă (Home), by Ludmila Razumovskaia, at the Ion Creangă Theater, the first show performed with 

children that lived on the streets. He is the co-founder of the Replika Educational Theater Center. 

 

 Straight as a Line is a text written in 1998 by Luis Alvaro, an American playwright of Mexican origin. 

The play tells the story of a relationship between a mother, former sex worker, and her homosexual son 

who dies of AIDS. Radu Apostol discovered the text in 2001, through his colleague and friend, director 

Alexandru Berceanu: “I read the text breathlessly in one night, and the second or the third day  I translated 

it, just like that. […] I was very attracted to the mother-son relationship, the theme of motherhood, taking 

guilt, accepting guilt, that activated me, and then the other topics - accepting the boy's sexual identity and 

the context of the scourge represented at that time by the virus HIV ". 

 

  The show Straight as a Line premiered in 2002, at the “Maria Filotti” theater, in Brăila, with a 

choreography by Laurenția Barbu and a scenography by Alina Herescu, starring Liliana Ghiță, in the role 

of mother, and Marius Manole in the role of her son, Paulie, a role that brought Manole a nomination for 

the UNITER awards for his debut. 

 

 For Radu Apostol, the death of the philosopher Michel Foucault in 1984, another personality who 

was a victim of AIDS, and the death of Freddie Mercury in 1991 informed him and drew his attention to 

the reality of HIV/AIDS. The director remembers a series of cartoons from the '90s about HIV/AIDS in 

Le Monde, depicting a child running to hug T-cells (CD4), immune cells attacked by the virus, and then 

how this translated into stage play: 

 

An artist was commissioned to create a series of comics to represent this virus. He had personified him, it 

was the representation of a naughty child with a runny nose and tears running down his eyes in despair after 

a hug, looking for the hug of these T-cells, and for me that was a very emotional representation. […] There 

were talks at the time about the perception of the disease as a metaphor. We tried through the show, together 

with the whole team from the “Maria Filotti” Theater from Brăila, to represent this metaphorical universe 

of T-cells, even if, obviously, they were surreal representations. From what I read, from what we 

documented, we found that at some point you were being substituted with these T-cells, meaning you were 

no longer having a name, you were becoming a number, the number of these T-cells in your body. From 

this idea we started this representation of a decomposing body, a dying body, with life still not disappearing. 

That's why the character appeared with very long arms and legs. 
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 The show was met with resistance from an official responsible for local culture. The representative 

raised objections regarding the aesthetic options of theatrical representation, and of the relationship 

between the characters, as Radu remembers: “The people there, led by Mrs. Veronica Dobrin, knew how 

to respond to these attacks with a lot of wisdom. We also had our own reservations and fears, but we 

managed to move on. We were very open to criticism, which does not necessarily mean that we were going 

to change things”. 

 

  However, the show was very well received by the audience. It was played for a few more years and 

traveled around the country and abroad, as Apostol remembers: 

 

The show created a wave of fans of the artists involved, and all the seats were taken at every performance. I 

think that the show caught on very well to a rather heterogeneous audience, diverse in age, and thanks to the 

writing, which was very fine, very smart, and that captures this theme of motherhood, the relationship with 

the child. From the start, you will have a young woman who resonates with the trials her mother goes through 

and a camp of teenagers who are more rebellious and rather on the side of the child, Paulie, who is revolting, 

etc. So it was well received, although the themes were very harsh for that period, maybe even taboo - we 

mean homosexuality, AIDS, drug addiction and prostitution. 

 

 The perception of the HIV/AIDS issue in the world of theater in those years reflected a broader 

reluctance that included a distance from contemporary, indigenous drama, or from the element of 

immediate reality. In this landscape, Radu Apostol, together with other cultural operators such as: Gianina 

Cărbunariu, Peca Ștefan, Ana Mărginean, Alexandru Berceanu or Nicolae Mandea, founded, in 2000, the 

association DramAcum and the program with the same name. About the atmosphere in the world of theater 

at that time, the director says: 

 

HIV/AIDS was a topic that raised awareness and aroused curiosity, at least in this artistic environment in 

which we trained. We were discussing these topics with each other, we were preoccupied, but it was quite 

difficult to start representing it on stage, because there were quite a few prejudices. […] The theatrical reality, 

the landscape in Romania was still tributary to the allusive theatrical language or it was in a search, a 

metaphor, the reality on the street was avoided. It was the idea that on the stage, certain words are not to be 

said, they were tributary to certain epochs, but each epoch had its charm. It was a period of great contrasts, 

but I have the feeling that the audience determines things to change, and the fact that it happened in several 

theaters in the country says something. 
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Photograph from the show Straight as a Line. Source: liternet.ro 

 

 It's only the end of the world, directed by Radu Afrim, 2007 

 

 Written by the French playwright and actor Jean-Luc Lagarce, in 1990, the play It's only the end of the 

world, focuses on the story of Louis, a young man who visits his family to announce his terminal illness. 

Lagarce's text is an auto-fiction, the author dying of AIDS in 1995, at the age of 38. In 2015, film director 

Xavier Dolan screened the play, making the film It's only the end of the world, which won a Grand Prix at the 

Cannes Film Festival in 2016. 

 

 Radu Afrim is a powerful visual director, known for his experimental stage and multimedia style, 

being a multiple award-winning at UNITER. It's just the end of the world oscillated between the stage and a 

film universe, both with the scenography and realization of Mihai Păcurar. The show was very well received, 

as the actor Cristian Balint remembers, who played the main role: 

 

The show was well received, especially by open-minded people. It was at the top of ticket sales at Odeon 

Theater. There were also some scenes that were harder to digest (for the Romanian audience), if we can call 

them like that, like two men kissing on stage. There were times when people just left the hall. 

 

 A leitmotif of the text is the difficulty with which the characters communicate, often failing to 

listen, repeating themselves or not understanding each other.  
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Also, the text is very ambiguous about the sexual orientation or the type of incurable suffering of the 

character, which director Radu Afrim carefully explored: “At Lagarce things are not said directly. I tried by 

some signs, without changing the original text, to suggest his sexual identity and the nature of the disease". 

 

 Actor Cristian Balint says that HIV was not a central topic in those years and that the virus was 

rather associated with death, “that relentless thing which you know will come without you being able to do 

anything to stop it.": 

 

None of us knew people who were affected by HIV, not even friends of friends, so it's harder to relate to 

something that does not hit the circle of your loved ones. In our consciousness and that of the people in 

general, of course it exists. But there was something terrible and somehow distant. This also happens because 

in Romania there is not much talk about this subject and it is not an idea that hovers over us constantly, in 

the news or on social media. It's not an audience topic. 

 

 

Photo from the show It's just the end of the world. Source: teatrul-odeon.ro 
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Infinitely Positive, directed by Alex Fifea, 2020 

 

 In October 2020, Alex Fifea, Mădălina Brîndușe and Paul Dunca/Paula Dunker performed the 

show Infinitely Positive, a production of the humanitarian association of social services Carusel, in partnership 

with ARTHUB and the National Museum of Romanian Literature, with the scenography made by Nona 

Șerbănescu. 

 

 Infinitely Positive is the first original Romanian drama play and involved a year-long research, during 

which the members of the project spoke with HIV-positive people to find out their stories, which were 

later shown in the play. Alex Fifea says: 

 

We wanted to make a local history of the virus. I was interested in showing that it's a normally occurring 

thing, like herpes or some other nuisance. You live with it, you can't do anything about it, but that doesn't 

make you any less human. […] The stigma is huge, we were hardly able to talk to people, because they were 

simply not accepting. Or they accepted and tried to deliver a beautiful, correct story that would not upset 

anyone. So it's very, very delicate, that's what I can say. […] It was the most difficult and complicated research 

I did, in fact the whole process was like that. First of all, , we were met with refusals or nice fake stories at 

the interviews, even with recommended people. In fact, people still do not want to talk about it, the stigma 

is horrifyingly great and they are seen as the last people on earth, like the people affected by the bubonic 

plague from the past.  

 

 

Photo promoting the show Infinitely Positive. Source: ARTHUB 
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Reduced presence of HIV/AIDS representation in  

visual arts, dance and literature 

 Often, the impression that it is a distant problem, but also the stigma associated with people 

vulnerable to HIV/AIDS made the art world to close in a glass bowl where it would have been impossible 

for the virus to reach. Dan Popescu, gallery owner and curator, says about the period 1990-2010: “It was 

this perception that only the institutionalized children are affected, so far from the rest of us. Then came 

the mentality that it's only related to gay people, which was again, a taboo”. 

 

 Associating HIV with homosexuality and discrimination because of sexual orientation was a 

collective symptom of the Romanian society in those years. Article 200 of the Criminal Code which 

incriminated homosexuality was only repealed in 2001, with many LGBT people arrested, harassed or even 

killed on the basis of 33 years of institutionalized homophobia. 

 

 Vasile Mureșan, alias Murivale, is a 63-year-old Romanian painter who has publicly acknowledged 

his homosexual orientation in the early 2000s. Murivale confesses that he suffered repercussions following 

the coming out, being marginalized by the art world. As for the link between HIV/AIDS and art, for Murivale, 

it goes through homophobia: 

 

The virus has been thrown into the gay world. I don't know any HIV-positive people, but they were blamed. 

We don't even talk about homosexuality in the visual arts. It is not said, it is something taboo. It's repudiated. 

I talked about my homosexuality and I became marginalized. I painted 120 LGBT personalities (n.a. in front 

of the house and the workshop, in the parking lot next to St. George's Church in Bucharest), but it can't be talked about. 

For now, that's how it is. It can't be discussed. 

 

 Sorin Oncu was a conceptual artist who spoke, however, in his art about homosexuality. In 2006-

2007, Sorin Oncu was part of the LGBTeam project in the NGO with the same name, which proposed 

"the cultural assertion of the LGBT community in Timisoara" through art. In 2010-2011, the artist created 

the work Deviant Behavior, which addressed the classification of homosexuality as deviant behavior by the 

Church. There was another comment of Sorin Oncu about discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation 

in 2012, when he exposed an installation that questioned the absence of the term "homophobic" in the 

Explanatory Dictionary of the Romanian Language. The artist suddenly disappeared in 2016, at only 36 

years old. 

 

 Another artist who remembers about the widespread homophobia in art institutions is Ion 

Dumitrescu, former first ballet dancer at the Bucharest National Opera, currently music producer and 

writer: 

The opera was an ultra-homophobic and heterosexual environment, despite the general idea of homosexual 

preponderance. There I have heard the most horrible homophobic jokes.  
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There were one or two openly gay people, but otherwise just stupid jokes. The opera was, after all, also an 

unreformed Romanian institution. There were also famous gay dancers in the 60's - Gabriel Popescu, Gigi 

Căciuleanu - but they all ran away. The world of opera was far from reality. People were ignorant, they were 

only speaking in clichés. 

 

 As for literature, local writers and poets were placed, for the most part, very far from the 

phenomenon of HIV/AIDS, as the writer and artist Mugur Grosu, originally from Constanța, remembers: 

 

I don't know how present the reality of the virus was, it was something quite vague, distant. I used to hear 

when a foreign star got sick, but at least there the disease was recognized, while in our country it was 

considered children died mainly due to health indolence. But as we have been told that we are the sacrificial 

generation of the "eternal" transition, we were rather set on escapism, to break ties with everything. 

 

 Even if it did not start from the initiative of local writers, the issue of HIV/AIDS was still present 

in our literature through translations. 

 

 To the friend that didn't saved my life, 1993, and Savage Nights, 2007 

 

 In 1993, Nemira Publishing House published the volume To The Friend Who Didn't Save My Life, by 

the French writer and photographer Hervé Guibert, translated by Nicolae Constantinescu. The book was 

published by Gallimard Publishing House in France in 1990, and is a work of self-fiction, mirroring the last 

years of the author's life, who died of AIDS in 1991 at the age of 36. An excerpt from the book is this: 

 

I was discovering something soft and amazing in the atrocity of AIDS, with the certainty that it is an 

inexorable but not instantaneous disease, a disease in steps, a very long ladder that certainly leads to death, 

but each step of it shows an apprenticeship unparalleled, a disease that gives you time to die and that gives 

death time to live, time to discover time and finally discover life, in a way it was a brilliant modern invention 

transmitted by the green monkeys from Africa. (Guibert, 1993; 113) 

 

 The translator Nicolae Constantinescu talks about the impact that the book had on him, about the 

public reaction and about the knowledge of HIV/AIDS in the Romanian society of those years: 

 

I only had vague knowledge about HIV/AIDS when I was asked to translate the book. I informed myself. 

The book impressed me deeply, it shocked me. Unfortunately, the readers did not rush with eagerness. It's 

true, the publishing house didn't promote it either. Poor sales caused NEMIRA to give up in translating the 

next part, Le Protocole compassionnel, although I had translated this text as well, which remained unpublished. 

[…] In those years, little was known about HIV at all! People were not eager to find out, they had other 

worries.  
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I don't know if I did enough to sensitize as many people as possible, but in 2007, when I became editorial 

director at Proeditura, I bought the rights and published Cyril Collard's novel (actor, screenwriter), Les nuits 

fauves. 

 

 Wild Nights, by Cyril Collard, is also a self-fiction novel based on the author's experience with 

bisexual identity in the context of HIV/AIDS, published in 1989. In 1992, the book was screened by the 

author in a film that won four awards at the 1993 César Awards in France, including the award for best 

film. Collard died of AIDS complications in the same year, at the age of 35. 

 

 

The cover of the book The Friend Who Didn't Save My Life. Nemira Publishing, 1993 
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 Nobody's Angels, Rodica Mătușa – 2006 

 

 In 2006, Rodica Mătușa, an infectious disease doctor, published the book: Nobody's Angels. My Life 

Alongside Children Living with AIDS, a diary volume that tells the stories of dozens of children from the ’86 -

’92 cohort. Rodica Mătușa was the head of the pediatric department at the Clinical Hospital for Infectious 

Diseases Constanța from 1979 to 2003, witnessing the eruption of the HIV/AIDS epidemic at the pediatric 

level. The doctor was involved in working with HIV-positive children through actions with volunteers or 

foreign humanitarian organizations, and since 1991 she has been the president of the Speranța association 

in Constanța, which is dedicated to HIV/AIDS prevention and assistance to those affected by it. 

 

 The book has the following message on the back cover and on the title page: “This book is not for 

sale, but is given to you. Rodica Mătușa wrote it, and Tudor Călin Zarojanu proposed it to Compania 

Publishing House, which edited it. So that you can read it and pass it on, for the benefit of all”. Nobody's 

Angels is a personal history of the horror of HIV/AIDS in Constanța, in some troubled years, as Rodica 

Mătușa says in the introduction: 

 

I remember well the number of 88 infants who died in March 1988, in Constanța County, while the doctors 

were considered guilty! In May 1989, the madness began: more than two hundred children, real living 

skeletons, were brought from their swings to the Infectious Diseases Department. We would gather them in 

crowds like sardines, wrapped in diapers like mummies, two or three in a crib and three or four in a normal 

bed, so that they could all fit in. […] The test was done in Bucharest and the result was mind-boggling: more 

than half of the children abandoned in the cradles were HIV-positive. […] Even now, after so many years, I 

don't like to remember and talk about those days, about the state of terror, suspicion, fatigue and fear in 

which I lived. I think that, if everything had lasted longer than those eight or nine months, I would not have 

overcome the crisis sanely. 
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Passage from the book No Man's Angel - My Life with Children with AIDS. Compania Publishing, 2006 
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 Mihaela Șchiopu and art therapy 

 

 Mihaela Șchiopu is a visual artist, PhD university lecturer, doctor at the Faculty of 

Architecture, and psychotherapist. She started doing art therapy with HIV-positive children in 

2005, through a project of Abbott Romania, "Promise for the future". After the project ended, 

Mihaela continued to teach art to HIV-positive children, but also to children with cancer, because 

"friendship is not on a schedule." 

 

  Mihaela Șchiopu organized in 2010 a painting exhibition of HIV-positive young people, 

entitled: 7+1 – A world that is not talked about, an exhibition realized in collaboration with UNOPA. 

The name of the exhibition is inspired by Mihaela's working group, where the eighth child died: 

“He died because he did not take his medicines. Some of them are demoralized by so much 

loneliness and choose to live in a world where they fantasize about how they could live without 

treatment, about how this disease, in fact, does not exist. 

 

 In 2014, Mihaela published: A-casă - about children, love and color, an illustrated book 

with paintings of children with cancer, published in collaboration with the P.A.V.E.L Association.

 

Mihaela Șchiopu seen through the eyes of children. Source: life.ro 
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Matei and photographic art 

 

 Matei is a nickname under which an HIV-positive man preferred to contribute to this report. Matei 

is 31 years old and is part of the cohort of HIV-infected children between '86 and '92. He was abandoned 

by his parents, and from the age of 6 months he was raised by a non-governmental organization, in a family-

type house: “They believed in me, in my dreams. They helped me a lot to develop, to overcome this barrier 

as a person with HIV". 

 

 He discovered photography in 2004 but has seriously invested in this passion since 2013. Today, 

Matei is a stable person, integrated in society and with a generous sense of humor: 

 

I was trying to express my dissatisfaction in the context of HIV, in which people did not accept me and 

thought I should express my frustration through photography. Rather than letting it come out as hatred, I 

thought it was much better to come out in the form of art. I am a very creative person and photography has 

helped me develop personally and professionally. […] Today I am a very fulfilled man, after 30 years of 

suffering. We understand very well what it means to suffer, to be divided, to always be away from "the 

others". People did not accept us in the community, at school, anywhere. If you suffer all your life, it's good 

to have humor on your side, as a splash of color that gives you the strength to smile. 

 

 Unfortunately, Matei is forced to continue to hide his status as an HIV-positive person, due to the 

major stigma he and many others affected by HIV still face. That is why Matei advocates in the field of 

HIV/AIDS, aiding people who need information or specialized services. 
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The limits of  art about HIV/AIDS 

 

 Although, in Romania, there were artistic events that addressed the issue of HIV/AIDS, the 

proposals came mostly from non-governmental organizations, and less from the artists. Many fields of art 

have not (yet) talked about the HIV epidemic. Cinematography, for example, seems to be a notable absence. 

What were the possible barriers that inhibited a broader artistic approach to HIV/AIDS? 

 

 First of all, the HIV/AIDS epidemic has taken root in Romania at the pediatric level, through the 

handling of contaminated blood. Thus, the initial cohort of those infected was a generation that could not 

be aware of and comment on the impact of the epidemic in real time. The fact that many of these children 

were abandoned in orphanages made them an even more distant and intangible group than the general 

population. 

 

 The magnitude of the pediatric epidemic, transmitted in the national and international press, has 

built the image of an unspeakable horror to which many have kept their distance, and art cannot represent 

a mediated experience, as Maria Georgescu, ARAS director, says: 

 

In art, people touch the things that are their own, that touches them, that they are interested in. If any of the 

artists knows someone, has a friend or has been emotionally affected by an illness, then it makes room for 

him in his art and gives him an expression. […] The fact that people were impressed does not mean that this 

had consequences in their deeds, in society in general. 

 

 The incurable nature of HIV in those years and the many diseases with which AIDS creeps into 

the human body have created a major reluctance to the phenomenon. The uncertainty and lack of 

information about the ways of transmitting the virus made the issue of HIV/AIDS belong to the medical 

field and thanatology, as Alina Dumitriu, director of Sens Pozitiv, says: “It is a taboo subject, people look 

at HIV like in the '80s, because we're not talking about it yet. I think out of our fear of death we avoided 

producing art about it. Maybe now is the time, when the situation has relaxed a bit". 

 

 Death is inconvenient, death awakens a paralyzing fear. It is one thing for art to speak of the 

abstract idea of death, of a more or less metaphorical decomposition, of the ephemeral human condition, 

and another thing to be confronted with a disease that slowly eats away the body in very different visible 

ways. Although theater has been a fairly generous field of HIV/AIDS representation, director Theodor-

Cristian Popescu points out its shortcomings: 

 

Theater also has a playful component, close to glamour and frivolity. The scene does not easily support 

disease, physiological fragility, pathology. I now have a text with female characters fighting cancer, a very 

human and powerful text, but no one wants it.  
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I also tried to propose a text in which the main characters were affected by Alzheimer's disease, but I did not 

find actors who wanted to play it. We practice a collective art, in which the common denominator is rather 

the pursuit of success. This rather shows me how fragile we are. 

 

 Therefore, some things can only be talked about in the doctor's office or, in the words of Dragoș 

Gărdescu, alias Puya: “Why should we, the musicians, talk about HIV/AIDS? It's a disease, let medicine 

speak!” 

 

 Indeed, the anti-HIV/AIDS campaigns through music, carried out over the two decades analyzed 

here, did not refer directly to the virus, as Maria Georgescu says: “Music was a vehicle through which we 

reached to people. The music itself, without connotations related to health or disease”. Music has been 

used to attract and educate a generation of young people about the risks of behaviors that can have tragic 

repercussions but has rarely taken the disease as an artistic subject. 

 

 The '90s in Romania were also characterized by an economic and psychological recovery that 

generated confusion and shortcomings. The atrocity of pediatric HIV only reminded us of the shortage and 

freedom deprivation of the communist period through what was once called "Ceausescu's disease" or 

"Ceausescu's legacy." The last decade of the twentieth century, in Romania, was equivalent to poverty, 

disorientation, loss of purpose and accommodation to new values. In this context, creating art about a 

terrible phenomenon contravened the pyramidal basis of the needs of the average Romanian or, in the 

words of Florin Grozea, from Hi-Q: 

 

I think that the standard of living also mattered. We could barely breathe; we were glad after the revolution 

that we had candies in shops. You are interested in art, music, only after you have eaten well, we start talking 

about things when we ourselves are stable. How much can I care about institutionalized children, when I'm 

not much better either? 

 

 An art that speaks of a phenomenon with such a great social impact is an art that reflects a society 

that is aware of itself. The establishment of a new society with a new cultural language required training 

time and direct contact with art and culture outside the country, with currents, allocutions and techniques 

previously inaccessible. The mannerisms and metaphors that spoke of everything, apart from the socio-

political reality of the moment, lasted for years. 

 

The change came somewhere in the early 2000s, in the opinion of the director Radu Apostol, along with 

the movie Merchandise and Money, by Cristi Puiu: “People stayed like this … But after this, step by step they 

began being represented on the stage, the present reality. It was not a sudden change, an easy transition". 

 

Another key factor was stigma and discrimination against people living with HIV. If in the '80s it 

was believed that it was a disease of depravity that could not occur among the citizens of the Socialist 
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Republic of Romania, after 1989 it was discovered that the affected population was mostly made up of 

nobody's children. Romania has not repeated the scenario of the HIV epidemic from America, where gay 

communities have felt a major impact. 

 

 Despite this, popular mythology and increasingly available information about transmission among 

high-risk populations have made HIV perceived as belonging to categories far from the precepts of a moral 

society. These things continue today, as well as the irrational fear of contagion, as Maria Georgescu says: 

 

After 30 years, discrimination is still very high against people living with HIV or against those who could 

become infected with HIV, because they would have "reprehensible" behaviors. There is still a society that 

says “Let it be with them, God forbid this might affect my child. I feel sorry for what happened then, but let 

it not be in my yard, be it in theirs". […] Over time, we have tried to involve the church as well, this merciful 

organism that gathers all people in its bosom, no matter how sinful and whoever they are and what has 

happened to them in life. And I met wonderful people, but also people who said "Don't come here, I can't 

be associated with this". There are also large ARAS donors who do not want to associate their name with 

HIV, so that people wouldn't say that they are gay or that they have HIV. 

 The stigma against homosexuality has long roots in Romania, considering the fact that even the 

law criminalized sexual practices between people of the same sex until 2001. The incidence of HIV in the 

LGBT community in Romania was even lower than in other countries. However, the 1990s did not take 

into account the local reality of HIV transmission, continuing an unfounded association, coming from other 

countries, as translator Nicolae Constantinescu says: “I could not make categorical statements, but, given 

the indoctrination of all kinds (religious, political, etc.), people directly linked HIV to stigmatized 

homosexuals, while they, “the others”, were feeling comfortable in the shelter”. 

 

 To have had art about HIV in Romania, voices within the phenomenon would have been needed, 

voices that did not exist or could not be associated to resonate loud enough, as the actor Cristian Balint 

believes: “A phenomenon must have a strong and large-scale impact on a community or population to 

become a subject in art”. 

 

 The very idea of community and the possible actions dedicated to them have gone through a 

sinuous and long process of maturation, as well as the entire social, economic and cultural transition in 

Romania. And for a community to exist through art, it needs courage and vision, but also a living cultural 

space. Silvia Asandi from RAA believes that the stigma against some groups has led to reluctance: “I think 

society was not yet ready to accept that HIV is a virus that is part of our lives, a virus that anyone can 

contract, regardless of social, economic, educational status, etc. And hence, the fear of being associated as 

an artist with the subject". 
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 Today, stigma and discrimination continue. This is due, on the one hand, to an irrational fear of 

contamination and, on the other hand, to the association of groups vulnerable to infection with morally 

"questionable" behaviors. Monica Dan, an ARAS psychologist, commented on this issue in a webinar in 

October 2020: 

 

I believe that living with HIV remains a psycho-social issue, meaning that there is psychological and social 

pressure, which continues to be marked by discrimination and stigmatization, by unjustified fear, by people's 

lack of desire to inform themselves. What is different now is that there is much easier access to information, 

quality information, in Romanian and other languages, and yet society has not changed much in how it relates 

to this disease and the people who are infected with HIV or have AIDS. 
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Conclusions  

 

This research sought to find out the links between Romanian art and HIV/AIDS, more precisely, 

how the impact of a national and global epidemic of devastating proportions was reflected in art.  

HIV/AIDS broke out in Romania among children through medical accidents, amid an 

undemocratic and deficient political system. It then spread through sexual contact and IV drug use. 

 

 The social impact of the pediatric epidemic has been so atrocious that ordinary people have 

tended to keep it as far away from their conscience as possible. Moreover, the moral stigma associated 

with other categories having high risk of infection has led to an even more pronounced delimitation of 

the problem and its placement among already vulnerable and ostracized populations.  

  

 In a society that came out of the fog of communism directly into a competitive economy and a 

completely new cultural reality, the artists of the time rarely produced a strong and consistent message 

about the impact of HIV/AIDS on Romanian society. However, the language of art has been used 

generously to facilitate the communication of essential information, to keep the epidemic under control, 

especially through the young generation. The actions of non-governmental organizations have shaped a 

discourse and an informed society, at a time when the issue of HIV/AIDS was a frightening unknown 

matter. 

 Furthermore, art therapy projects offered by various organizations and individuals have helped to 

form a community of survivors who have understood that their existence should not be placed on the 

margins of society, that their emotions are valid and that they have the right to express themselves, to 

imagine other possible worlds. 

 

 This year, at least four cultural projects have researched the HIV/AIDS phenomenon in 

Romania, a sign that enough time has passed so that the injuries caused by the health accident (with all its 

implications), but also by the stigma and discrimination of the last 30 years, to start closing. Until then, we 

need to be aware of the efforts of activists, organizations, volunteers and artists who have fought and 

continue to fight so that Romanian society would understand what happened to it in this strange 

encounter between people and a virus whose nature contradicts our nature. 

 

 Today we are experiencing another epidemic, a new encounter with a microscopic entity that 

prevents us from approaching, celebrating, dancing, mourning - doing what people do. On this occasion, 

it may be worth remembering that art is a force that nurtures hope and courage. 
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Art and HIV/AIDS in Norway    

(data collected by the Norwegian Zebel Design Fishbain Enterprise) 

 SAMLIV / COMMONLIFE 1977-1978 

 

 In January 1977, an innovative exhibition opened at the Bergen Art Association. The members of 

Group 66, the movement of active artists from Bergen, collaborated for two years with art students, medical 

students and social workers, and together they created the exhibition Cohabitation. Cohabitation was an 

interdisciplinary project that sought to investigate whether information about Norwegian sex life and health 

could be disseminated through artistic processes, strategies and works of art. 

 

 SAMLIV (roughly translated as Common Life) was an exhibition of informative art, first presented 

in 1977 at the Bergen Art Society, then traveling to both the Tromsø Art Society in 1977 and the 

Kunstnernes Hus Oslo and Trondheim Art Society, in 1978. In total, the exhibition was seen by over 

110,000 visitors and had far-reaching social effects. 

 

 The concept and development of the exhibition was organized by visual artist Elsebet Rahlff, a 

member of Group 66, and Inger Grundt, a biochemistry researcher at Haukeland University Hospital. The 

presentation of the exhibition in Bergen (1975-1977) was made with over fifty collaborators. The guiding 

question of the exhibition was: can information about contraceptives, abortion and sexually transmitted 

diseases be expressed through art, dance and painting? Would this information reach beyond the boundaries 

of the art world and affect a larger population? With this action we wanted to penetrate through the wall 

of taboos, both psychological and physical barriers. Medical students have been working for some time 

with problems related to family planning and wanted to establish certain educational programs in schools 

as well. 

 

 To prepare the exhibition, five groups were set up that carried out two years of research on the 

topics: condoms and diaphragms, birth control pills, sterilization, abortion and sexually transmitted 

diseases. Medical information was visualized through paintings, textiles, graphic arts and sculptures, and 

textile works of art proved to be particularly useful for direct communication. The concept of the exhibition 

was greeted with great interest by students of art and medicine, as well as professional artists. 

 

 Visual artists, including some members of the Group 66, came together to expand the scope of the 

exhibition with relevant works of art. Historical works of art by Edvard Munch and Christian Krogh were 

borrowed from the National Gallery of Art. 
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 In this way, the message of the exhibition was extended through theater, dance, music, discussions, films, 

debates and works of art, making it a truly interdisciplinary and innovative effort. School classes were invited 

to make appointments to participate and were able to receive informative sessions about their sex life and 

their own bodies from medical students involved in the exhibition. The media coverage and debates were 

enormous. The leaders of the School Council banned the exhibition, and the Norwegian television NRK 

made a TV program that presented three days what happened at the exhibition. 
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 Fin Serck-Hanssen 

 

 Fin Serck-Hanssen is a well-known contemporary visual artist, born in Norway, like other famous 

artists, such as: Matias Faldbakken, Jacqueline Kleiven, Carl Oscar Scheldbred, Christoffer Fjeldstad and 

Nicolay Aamodt. 

 

 In the early '90s, photographer Fin Serck-Hanssen had an exhibition in Høvikodden, outside Oslo. 

On that occasion, he portrayed people living with HIV at the time, before starting anti-HIV medication. 

 

 Fin Serck-Hanssen is also the co-author of the book “Our HIV Voices: 30 Years in Norway”, 

published in 2015. The book literally gave voice to many people behind the myths and headlines that 

characterized the media image when the HIV epidemic began in the 80's. 

 

 Bjarne Melgaard 

 

 In the 1980s, the art world responded massively and visibly to the challenges posed by AIDS. 

Today, the answer is less visible or missing, and not only from the art world. HIV and AIDS have become 

the problem of others; "It's something we in the West don't see as a problem anymore." 

 

 Article by Olav André Manum, 2017 

 

 Pablo Fuentes, one of the curators of the Department of Contemporary Art in Oslo and 

responsible for the Norwegian contribution to the Venice Biennale, says bluntly in his statement:  

 

AIDS must once again become one of the problems that the West must solve. […] The Biennale is a 

conservative institution that tries to take everyday life out of art and thus avoid delicate and controversial 

themes. HIV and AIDS are important issues for society and we wanted to include them in the Norwegian 

contribution to this year's biennial. In the 1980s, the art world responded massively and visibly to the 

challenges posed by AIDS, but over time, HIV and AIDS became invisible. We wanted this year, through 

art, to bring back the debate on HIV and AIDS and to highlight the new aspects of the life with HIV. 

 

 Based on this premise, the controversial Norwegian artist Bjarne Melgaard was the best choice for 

the Biennale. Not only his images and installations are direct; his art combines the visual with the textual, 

as well as the images that contain direct references to the discourse on HIV/AIDS, which he comments 

on both discursively and figuratively. 
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  In 2011, Bjarne Melgaard led a postgraduate program at the Faculty of Design and Arts, 

Università IUAV di Venezia. Beyond Death consisted of a series of lectures and workshops organized and 

taught by Melgaard, as a guest lecturer, analyzing the history and present of the AIDS crisis and its reflection 

in contemporary art and discourse. 

 

 The course examined how AIDS has become a key lens through which some of the most important 

changes affecting today's world have been investigated, in particular identity development, the use of 

violence and the possibility of collective action. This was achieved through careful study of the work and 

ideas of a number of thinkers, writers and artists, including Leo Bersani, The Black Panthers, Douglas 

Crimp, Guillaume Dustan, Hervé Guibert, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Guy Hocquenghem, Chris Kraus, 

Tiqqun and David Wojnarowicz. The course also included the participation of Leo Bersani as a guest 

lecturer. 

 

I think there is even more stigma and shame associated with HIV today than before, because now you should 

know enough to avoid infection. And yet, people are exposed to this infection, despite the fact that it is 

stupid to destroy your health for the sake of a single sexual encounter. This continues to happen, no matter 

how much information is available. Therefore, we must stop looking at exposure to infection only from the 

perspective of death. We need to start asking new questions about how society works and how society and 

conditions help lay the groundwork for human behavior. (Bjarne Melgaard) 

 

"I'm not shit, I'm a piece of society!" - BJARNE MELGAARD  

End of article 

 

Collective exhibition: inCLUshiv – exCLUshiv, 2009 

 

 The collective exhibition inCLUshiv - exCLUshiv took place in 2009 and was organized by the 

activist group Positive ART, on which occasion several contemporary artists exhibited works on 

HIV/AIDS. The artists Beate Rønning Arnesen, Marianne Strøm, Anne Vaagen, Gerd Holth, Lene 

Ørnhoft, Adam Donaldson Powell, Andrès Lekanger, Bertil Greging, Jarle S. Langbakk and Per Eidspjeld 

were exhibited. 

In addition, art collectors Lars Smedshammer and Per Stensvold Ramme, the consultant at the Shcultz gate 

in Marjorstua, lent some works. The exhibition took place in the government building on March 17, 2009. 

 

 Positive ART wanted to focus on HIV and living conditions with HIV, as well as the special 

challenges in Norway at that time. 
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HIV awareness exhibition in the crypt, 2005 

 

 Names such as: Kjell Erik Killi Olsen, Inger Sitter and Knut Bry, are among the many artists who 

contributed to the exhibition on December 1, 2005, at the crypt of Oslo Cathedral. The exhibition ran until 

December 14, when all the works were put up for auction in order to raise funds for HIV-positive people 

and their relatives. The HivNorge Association (HIV Norway) was behind this initiative. 

 

 There are still many coffins in the basement of the Cathedral, including in the spaces where the 

photos were exhibited. After the opening of the exhibition, a service took place, followed by a torchlight 

procession through the streets of Oslo, to the courthouse, where the then city councilor, Erling Lae, made 

an appeal in connection with World AIDS Day. 
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 Rikshospitalet Art Exhibition, OSLO University Hospital, 2009 

 

 Through his involvement, Per Eidspjeld exhibited in December 2009 works on the fight against 

prejudice and solidarity with people living with HIV. Through this exhibition, the artist wanted to focus on 

what HIV and AIDS entail today and the new challenges associated with the epidemic. The artist invited 

the group MANIFEST HIV to display works within the exhibition. 

 

 

Photo, T-4 helper cells and RNA in blue on the right. Photographer: Per Eidspjeld 
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Other contributions: 

 Brede Bøe  

 

 “I have a restless mind, and my head often goes very fast. I was diagnosed with bipolar disorder 

immediately after finding out I had contracted HIV. There were many things happening at the same time 

and I entered a difficult period that lasted several years." 

 

 A well-known magazine artist, singer and actor on various stages, such as ABC Theater, Chat Noir 

and several TV shows, Brede Bøe (49) lived a hectic life at a fast pace. But for almost ten years, he has been 

"off Broadway" - some serious diagnoses have turned his life upside down. 

 

It was a shock to get diagnosed with HIV. HIV is not something you receive, it is something you 

contract. I was careless. I'm HIV positive. A very stigmatizing diagnosis. However, from a medical 

point of view, one can live with HIV without problems, up to an undetectable status. Our society 

helps people to lead a full life. This probably means that most of us will be able to participate in 

public life. (Brede Bøe) 

 

 Jens Harald Älgenäs-Eliassen  

 

 Jens Harald Älgenäs-Eliassen, 65, has lived with HIV for more than half of his life. Jens Harald, 

who grew up in Drøbak, moved to Oslo to study fashion design at the Academy of Arts, renamed in Statens 

Håndverks og Kunstindustriskole, and later to London, where he continued his studies and earned more 

awards. When he moved to New York as a young fashion designer in 1982 and worked for Calvin Klein, it 

had been about a year since a strange new immunodeficiency disease began to spread in the United States. 

 

I was hospitalized with what is called a primary infection in the fall of 1983. It was common to get 

sick immediately after HIV infection. For many, the first hospitalization is just the beginning in a 

series of others. I was hospitalized and discharged, so I was not hospitalized again until I was 

diagnosed with AIDS in 1997. (Jens Harald Älgenäs-Eliassen) 


