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The AIDS Memorial Quilt (The 
NAMES Project) is the largest community arts project in 
the world. Each panel features the name(s) of people 
who died as a result of AIDS, today there is estimated 
to be approximately over 50,000 panels of the Quilt.

Thanksgiving 1985, following the murders of gay 
community leader, Harvey Milk, and progressive San 
Francisco Mayor, George Mascone, activist Cleve Jones 
had organized a candlelight march. The gay community 
was overtaken by loss of leaders, and loss of 
community from a virus that disproportionately 
spreads through men who have sex with men (MSM). 
Jones encouraged marchers to write their deceased 
loved ones’ names on signs, which were stuck to the SF 
Federal Building at the end. In looking at this display of 
names, he imagined a quilt.

In 1987, a best friend of Jones, Marvin Feldman, had 
died from AIDS. Jones and friends took spray paint and 
fabric, creating the first panel of the AIDS Quilt. As the 
project took off, panels were submitted from all over 
the U.S.; notably 2,000 were laid across the National 
Mall in 1996 to protest government inaction. All panels 
are accepted so long as they meet the 3’x6’ size 
requirement, which symbolizes the scale of caskets. 

Methods (and Figure Descriptions)

Statistics from 2025

1.2 million 
people

13% of 
them 

- MSM were, and still are, the most affected population by HIV/AIDS

- Homophobia and the virus spread in tandem, contributing to sodomy laws 
and other policies which criminalized being gay in the 20th century

- Cultural stigmas contributed to untraditional ways of mourning, since gay 
lovers and friends were often not welcome at funerals, or had too many 
funerals to attend

- Jones knew that this epidemic needed a symbol, people needed a memorial, 
and the community needed a message to the government and greater public

- The 1987 and 1996 National Mall protests’ notoriety cements the AIDS Quilt in 
history, but the efforts to cure HIV/AIDS are ongoing, same as the death toll

- Until there is a universally accessible and effective cure, the AIDS Memorial 
Quilt continues to grow into the 21st century
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Research Question

How has the AIDS Memorial Quilt evolved over time to protest, memorialize, 
and educate about the ongoing HIV/AIDS crisis?

- Historical review provides the context for the background and information 
about quilt panel displays

- The top 25 most populous American cities are gathered in Excel to catalogue 
data about recent panel displays

- By focusing on the largest cities, results about the Quilt's outreach are more 
generalizable

- The spreadsheet indicates the diversity of establishments that have hosted 
the quilt, as well as the recency of such displays

- Gathered information is then plugged into a map, which visualizes the Quilt's 
outreach (the blue dots)

- Red dots are added to indicate where current displays are according to the 
AIDS Memorial Quilt website

- One yellow dot indicates Potsdam, NY, which is an example of the Quilt's 
connection to small towns (not just big cities)

- Map usage makes this research multimodal, and symbolizes how the AIDS 
Memorial Quilt interconnects every corner of the United States

Mapping panels from the AIDS Memorial Quilt across space and time

SUNY Potsdam hosted AIDS Quilt panels twice:
- April 23-26, 1998, 1800 panels were displayed 

in Maxcy Hall
- November 29-30, 2011, 9 panels were displayed 

in the Barrington Student Union MPR

- Data from the spreadsheet and the Racquette 
indicate that the Quilt had a dominant presence 
touring colleges all over the U.S. in the late 90's

- Additionally, Potsdam's 2011 display was 
arranged in commemoration with World AIDS 
Day, December 1, annually

- Many displays in the spreadsheet occurred 
around December 1st

Findings and Results

Significance and Conclusion

- From big cities to small towns, the AIDS 
Memorial Quilt  has made its presence in 
various public spaces

- Through being displayed temporarily in 
churches, colleges, community centers, 
airports, and more, the Quilt meets people 
where they are physically, spiritually, and 
academically

- Panel display events often coincide with free 
HIV testing, or information and resources for 
where to seek medical help, and mental health 
resources

- The NAMES Project's nationwide outreach 
serves as a powerful example for activist 
projects

Although modern medicine can treat HIV/AIDS, the lack of a cure means people are 
continuing to die from AIDS. The Quilt raises awareness for the devastating toll the virus 
has taken against MSM, and promotes opportunities to get tested. Everywhere in the 
U.S., people are connected to the AIDS Quilt through their panel submissions, or 
interaction with panels on temporary display. The NAMES Project's legacy of activism 
has influenced American culture to stop homophobia, find and fund solutions, and 
provide resources to those in need. As the AIDS Memorial Quilt asserts its presence in 
the 21st century, it continues to save lives.
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