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S a r a h  H e n s t r a

John Greyson's docum entary-opera film  Fig Trees made fo r one o f 2009's m ost pop

u lar and critica lly  celebrated screenings at in ternationa l festiva ls ,1 Billed as "a tr ib 

ute to  the w arrio r saints o f AIDS activ ism ,"2 the film  offers at once a gorgeous, 

in tensely m oving portra it o f loss and a w ithe ring  parodie critique  o f the conso la tory and 

m ytho log iz ing practices associated w ith  pub lic  rem em brance today. FigTrees m em orializes 

the lives o f Canadian Tim  McCaskell and South African Zackie Achmat, tw o  surv ivors of 

HIV/AIDS w hose decades-long campaigns against corporate contro l o f anti-re trovira l p h a r 

m aceuticals have led to m ajor policy changes in the ir respective countries (Figure 1 and 

Figure 2).3 Traditional docum entary film  shares w ith  m em oria l discourse the didactic func

tions o f consciousness-raising and public education, as well as the rhetorical recourse to 

sen tim enta lity  or shock fo r public persuasion. But the political barriers to  m ourn ing  the loss

es o f AIDS and the ethical risks involved in portraying AIDS activists as m artyrs o r saints 

drives Greyson to stage a confronta tion between collective g rie f and the artistic genres pur

ported to  express it m ost m asterfu lly. S im ultaneously dep loying and scrutin izing these gen

res a llow s Fig Trees to  explore why, in Greyson's words, "these heroic, operatic, tragic 

narratives have great legs, but u ltim ate ly  neither serve the ir subjects, nor any o f us."4

W hile  Fig Trees appropriates and revises m any cultura l form s, its m ost sustained and com 

plex engagem ent is w ith  the avant-garde opera Four Saints in Three Acts, w ritten  by 

Gertrude Stein and com poser V irgil Thom son and firs t produced in New York City to  great 

popular acclaim  in 1934. Greyson's film ic  debate w ith  Stein in the context o f m ourn ing  AIDS 

centers on the problem  o f how  to so lic it affect th rough aesthetic fo rm  w ith o u t au tom atica l

ly sub lim ating  that affect in to an artistic experience that w ou ld  render it unavailable to 

notions o f ind iv idua l responsib ility, agency, and sociality. Its delibera te ly failed attem pt to 

m em orialize "S t.T im " and "St. Zackie" aligns FigTrees w ith  a num ber of o ther queer cu ltu r

al productions about.AIDS w hose embrace o f h igh ly  em otive  genres like opera is tempered 

by m eta-narrative critic ism  on the lim its  o f those genres to facilita te political change.5 For 

queer com m unities, the artistic sub lim ation  o f desire and affect demanded by trad itiona l 

elegiac and m em oria l fo rm s risks com pliance w ith  a cu lture tha t threatens queer realities 

w ith  erasure or closeting. A queer politics o f presence, articulated through the activ ist tra 

d itions o f the Am erican AIDS crisis and elaborated extensively by contem porary artists like
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f i g u r e  1 : Zackie Achmat (right). FigTrees, dir. John Greyson. Used by permission.

Greyson, insists instead on locating m em oria l practice in the body, and on locating that 

body w ith in  its determ in ing  social, d iscursive, and politica l contexts.6 FigTrees' d isruptive, 

se lf-reflexive refusal o f opera's m em oria l tra jectory —of the genre-dictated dem ands for 

m artyred heroes, trag ic plotlines, and em otiona l catharses—generates not jus t the argu

m ent but the affective force o f the film .

Early in Fig Trees we are presented w ith  a series o f campy, MTV-style tribu tes to the "Top 

100 AIDS Songs," sung by m uscu lar drag queens in hospital beds against backdrops o f co l

o rfu l p ills and interspersed w ith  footage from  pop m usic videos, H o llyw ood AIDS film s, and 

period news reportage.This is certa in ly not Greyson's firs t dep loym ent o f parodie pastiche: 

Zero Patience (1993) excited critics fo r its irreverent pop-culture quota tion  and the freshness 

w ith  which it exposed the inadequacy o f trad itiona l d iscourses in accounting fo r AIDS.7 Fig 

Trees' m elodram atic musical sequences go beyond stra igh tfo rw ard  critique  o f anachronis

tic  th inking, however.They sim u ltaneously in troduce and problem atize the film 's  m em oria l 

aims, dram atiz ing several o f the questions com peting fo r Greyson's attention in the project. 

W hat cu ltura l vocabulary m ight make possible a process o f co llective griev ing  fo r the cata

stroph ic losses associated w ith  AIDS? How m igh t the expression o f such g rie f be seen to 

galvanize a com m un ity  in to political action rather than aestheticizing it in to  a m elancholy 

tableau v ivant? By what artistic schema m igh t the heroes o f AIDS activ ism  be honored — 

the ir tr ium phs proclaim ed, the ir sacrifices acknow ledged —w ith o u t s im u ltaneously  canon

izing them  or denying the m ateria l and po litica l contexts o f the ir struggles? And how  m ight 

a con tem porary v iew ing  public, w hose consum er appetite fo r d isplays o f kitschy nostalgia 

typ ica lly  supersedes any sustained interest in the past, be convinced to engage in an e th i

cally m eaningfu l act o f remembrance?
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S a r a h  h e n s t r a 6 9

Such questions are not specific to Fig Trees' com m em orative  project, o f course, and the 

iron ic inappropriateness o f m aking a Greatest Hits p laylist fo r AIDS rem inds us fo rce fu lly  o f 

the barriers —both historical and ongoing —to m ourn ing and com m em ora tion  in the context 

o f AIDS. In fact, public m em oria l in itia tives face genre-related challenges no m atter what 

the ir subject. Remembrance is threatened by the overabundance o f heritage-related pro

duction in a com pu ls ive ly  "m usea liz ing" cu ltu re  industry  that, w ith  the help o f the d ig ita l 

archive, now  forgets its past as fast as it can store it.8 M em oria ls risk d ivesting the ir aud i

ences o f the responsib ility  to  rem em ber rather than the opposite, so that to  erect a m onu

m ent or curate an exh ib it can become tan tam ount to  externalizing and reifying a body of 

public concern.9 Affect in general is leached out o f com m em ora tion  by the universaliz ing 

lexicon o f tribu te  and sacrifice, and m ourn ing in particu lar is stripped o f its depth and com 

p lex ity  in a sentimentality-obsessed mediascape.The acute incom pa tib ility  between collec

tive  m ourn ing  and transfo rm ative  sym bolic  or political action under AIDS in particular was 

fam ously observed by Douglas Crimp in the 1980s to inhere in popular variants o f the labor 

m ovem ent slogan "D o n 't m ourn, o rgan ize !"10 The fear that g rie f is a privatizing, d isem pow 

ering experience preventing one from  productive engagem ent w ith  the social o rder was 

made a reality during the early decades o f the North Am erican AIDS crisis by funera ls that 

kept the v ic tim s closeted and a public cu lture  o f hom ophobic den ia l.11 A  social change agen

da can therefore curtail or supplant m ourn ing, to such a degree that com m unities stricken 

w ith  the disease come to suffer from  w hat Crimp identifies as co llective melancholia. 

Projects like the AIDS Q uilt compensated fo r th is disavowal o f g rie f by pro ffering  a v is ib ili

ty  and specific ity fo r the v ic tim s o f AIDS and g iv ing the ir relatives and friends a m em oria l 

voice. But recent analyses have identified how  the type o f sub jectiv ity  achieved fo r v ic tim s 

and m ourners through "dem ocra tic " m em oria ls like th is is constrained by passivity and 

pity: especially now  that "ann ive rsa ry" exh ib its o f the AIDS Q uilt add a nostalgic veneer to 

its presentation, the position o f queer citizen as "m ourned-sub ject" am ounts to a disem- 

pow ering ob jectifica tion .12

Jud ith  Butler's G enderTrouble  dem onstrated how  the stereotype o f the m elancholy drag 

queen not on ly  exposes the perform ative  m echanism s by which gender is norm a lly  taken 

as the "na tu ra l"  expression o f sex, but also points to  the d isavowed losses (in particular, o f 

same-sex attachments) tha t underpin these m echanism s.13 Greyson's iron ic restaging of 

th is  stereotype in the costum e o f the AIDS patient at once invokes the "m ourned-sub ject" 

position and rejects it: the singer's musical appeal to  the benevolent "D o lla r B ills" (Clinton 

and Gates) fo r charity is juxtaposed against in te rv iew  footage in which fo rm er UN Special 

Envoy fo r AIDS in Africa Stephen Lewis lambasts governm ent inaction and the self-serving 

"ce lebrity  cu ltu re" o f A IDS-relief fund ing  that never adequately fills  the gap. The singing 

AIDS queens evoke not existential sadness o r even m ournfu lness in the face o f loss but 

political outrage at the relegation o f affected citizens to the role o f cap-in-hand supplicant. 

In what w ill become the film 's  key rhetorical strategy fo r dealing w ith  Stein, juxtaposition  

here enables Greyson to stage confron ta tions on a num ber o f levels at once. Because the 

AIDS queens look v ivacious and handsom e rather than ill, the invita tion to p ity the
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F ig u r e  2:Tim McCaskell (right). FigTrees, dir. John Greyson. Used by permission.

"m ourned-sub jec t" o f AIDS is thw arted by the spo tligh ting  o f the queer body in all its pain 

and desire. It's also clear that the loss portrayed here occurs after HIV infection, due to  gov

ernm ent denialism  and neglect, so that g rie f merges w ith  grievance and m ourn ing  exceeds 

the realm o f private affective experience. The portra its o f v ic tim hood  are there fore  both 

spectral and spectacular, in that they con fron t us w ith  a demand that cannot be m et w ith in  

the fram ew ork o f voyeuristic sentim enta lism .

Four Saints in Three Acts' hagiographical them e makes it an appropria te  ta rget fo r parodie 

investigation in a production proposing to m em oria lize the saint-like striv ings o f AIDS 

activists. In its h istorical fo rm  as d idactic re lig ious narrative, hagiography presents its saints 

as instrum ents o f sp iritua l instruction, so that w hatever the ir m artyred bodies m igh t be 

suffering, the real dram a is understood to  inhere in the conflic ts between the invisib le, eter

nal forces o f good and ev il.14 In Stein's hands even these conflic ts disappear altogether: "A 

really good saint does nothing," she declares In Everybody's A u tob iography. "They are very 

busy but they do not have anyth ing to do."16 No narrative progression o r character deve l

opm ent d istracts from  the lavishness o f the opera's cellophane-draped sets and the artfu lly  

arranged stasis o f the s ingers ' bodies.The lib re tto  m ainta ins a m ode o f pro logue-like decla

m ation th roughout, so that "those  re lative ly discursive m om ents o f the opera read not like 

drama but like stage directions fo r a dram a."16 And w h ile  the gorgeous physica lity o f Stein's 

staged bodies Is undeniable, the very passivity o f these bodies makes the emphasis seem 

voyeuristic and m ore than a little  racist to  m ost m odern critics. Barbara Webb, fo r example,
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S a r a h  h e n s t r a

observes the shopw orn traces o f m instre lsy and blackface perform ance in Stein's trop ing  of 

the black s inger and quotes V irg il Thom son's te lling  d irector's notes on the black actors: "I 

don 't really want them  to act. I want them  to be m oved."17 Here aesthetic fo rm  trum ps affec

tive  com plexity  and ind iv idua lity , an enterprise Stein refers to  as the transfo rm ation  o f nar

rative in to "landscape" onstage.18 An experience o f sub lim e depth is m eant to  be achieved 

th rough emphasis and repetition (what Stein calls "ins is tence") rather than deve lopm ent or 

m ovem ent.19 As in trad itiona l hagiographical w ritings, the lives o f the saints are abstracted, 

m ythologized, and so brought in to the service o f a m edita tion  upon transcendent, un iver

sal themes.

The hyperbolic reification o f its subjects makes o f Four Saints in Three Acts  a worst-case 

scenario fo r a m em oria l enterprise in tent on refusing aesthetic sub lim ation  in favor o f fo re 

ground ing  the affective and political realities o f the sick body. Indeed, Greyson's eventual 

rejection o f Stein's prio rities w ill create the fu lcrum  on which FigTrees pivots. But his paro

die trea tm ent also reveals vita l links between his ow n and Stein's rhetorical concerns. A fter 

all, as Linda and Michael Hutcheon po in t out, "as an art fo rm , opera has a h istory o f calling 

attention to the real corporeal body"; the d isp lay o f artistic contro l and technical v irtuos ity  

is balanced in operatic production by its reliance on "w arm  bodies im m edia te ly  present"' 

onstage.20The emphasis on the physical body as a site o f inscrip tion and herm eneutic con

testation m ay be heavily am biva lent in Four Saints, but th is very am bivalence leaves room 

fo r "cam p" readings w here in racist norm s are seen as being refracted and critiqued rather 

than s im p ly  c ited.21 In part because o f the hom osexua lity o f its creators, the opera invites 

scrutiny th rough a queer lens, and in FigTrees the invita tion is readily taken up by m usico l

og ist W ayne Koestenbaum, whose com m entary on Stein's anal-erotic w ordp lay  and modes 

o f inversion lauds Four Saints as a m odel o f queer subversiveness. If FigTrees' c ita tion of 

Koestenbaum is itse lf parodie (as the critic  riffs on Stein's fam ous line, "P igeons on the 

grass, alas," the tape is rew ound and replayed on still-fram e, w ith  arrow s d irecting  our 

attention to  a pigeon fly ing  past the w indow ), Greyson nonetheless aligns h im self closely 

w ith  readings o f Four Saints as a m eta-narrative inqu iry  in to the prob lem s o f capturing 

exem plary lives. Such a v iew  contends tha t Stein's project o f defam ilia riz ing language, 

ongoing th roughou t her corpus, a llow s her opera to dramatize and expose "the  tota liz ing 

effects o f conventional musical and narrative developm ent."22 Like Fig Trees, then, Four 

Saints in Three Acts  can be seen as a self-aware parody o f opera itse lf—dabbling in its m yth 

m aking functions but s im ultaneously subjecting them  to a lienation and critique.

Rather than rejecting Stein ou trigh t, then, Greyson can be seen as picking up w here she left 

off.The rhetorical approach m ight be described as incorporative  rather than com bative: Fig 

Trees sifts th rough Four Saints fo r  raw m ateria l and m ines its a llusive richness w ith o u t com 

m itting  w h o lly  to its artistic vision. Steinian w ordplay, fo r example, becomes a central 

herm eneutic feature o f the film . The palindrom e, w hose invention is a ttributed to Saint 

Martin 's confronta tion  w ith  the devil in FigTrees' firs t lines, also has the last word: the film  

ends w ith  the pa lindrom ic coda, "N o  devil is as selfless as I lived on." As in Stein's poetry,
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f i g u r e  3: Four South African AIDS activists commemorated. FigTrees, dir. John Greyson. Used 
by permission.

m eaning inheres in both form  and content o f the w ordp lay.The  line alludes to  McCaskeli's 

and Achmat's status as survivors: McCaskell, fo r instance, rejects the notion o f sainthood 

w ith  the com m ent, "The only reason I'm being in terview ed is that I am one o f the many 

people w ho worked w ith  A ids A ction  Now, but one o f those w ho  d id n 't die."The pa lindrom e 

fo rm , along w ith  the m irror-im age photography used th roughou t the film , juxtaposes the 

Canadian and African contexts o f AIDS activ ism  and points out w here the com parisons 

break down. "G ertrude" and "V irg il"  are adopted as characters in Fig Trees, and we're 

in form ed that the endless sung varia tions they offer on the in fam ous "p igeons in the grass" 

line are the results o f bra insto rm ing  titles fo r a new opera: "Four Stains inTw ill Pants? More 

Sane thanTwee Facts?Two Acts o f AIDS Saints! SaintT im  and Saint Zacks!"The pair's opera 

buffa  p loy to  abductT im  and Zackie serves as a sardonic a llegory fo r Greyson's own oppor

tun is tic  "h ijack ing" o f the activ ists ' b iographies fo r artistic purposes.

As w orried as Fig Trees may be about the risks o f devita liz ing and depersonalizing its 

subjects in the process o f m em oria liz ing them , the film  necessarily draws on the trad itions 

o f artistic com m em ora tion  in order to convey a sense o f loss to  its audience. Its self

consciously parodie attitude tow ards opera tem pora rily  evaporates as we learn about four 

South African activists w ho died o f AIDS in the last decade, and w hose exam ples became 

instrum ental in bu ild ing the m om entum  o f Achm at'sTreatm ent Action Cam paign.The scene 

begins w ith  close-up fram es, firs t o f a needle being set to  a record-p layer tu rn tab le  on which 

a candle is burn ing, and then o f tiny  musical notes being draw n in pen on an actor's neck.
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S a r a h  H e n s t r a 7 3

The actor's head s low ly  rotates as he sings, so that it becomes clear he is s ing ing the line 

now  encircling his th roa t like a garrote (Figure 3).The libretto, subtitled on the screen as it 

is th roughou t m ost o f the film , indicates that he represents the dead S im on Nkoli. A  split 

screen juxtaposes the d isem bodied singer w ith  news and other m edia footage that fills  in 

the events o f Nkoll's activ ist history.The turntable 's candle is snuffed at the m om ent Achmat 

te lls us that " to  lose a leader o f such great fla ir and courage [to AIDS-related illness) was a 

signal." This hypnotic sequence is repeated three m ore tim es w ith  d ifferent actors and d if

ferent m usical variations —one a child, representing Nkosi Johnson, w hose cam paign to 

have his HIV status accom m odated at school drew  international attention to the ub iqu ity  of 

in fection and the inequalities suffered by victim s. Despite the in troduction  o f each character 

as a saint (Johnson, fo r example, is "St. Nkosi o f the Ice C ream "), the w ords they sing 

exp lic itly  refuse the status o f martyr. Nkoli says "D o n 't de ify m e"; Johnson declares "I am 

not you r innocent." But the eerie blend o f un fam ilia r and fam ilia r tropes in the scene—the 

haunting harm onies, the sameness o f the actor's unfocused gazes and collared necks, the 

rising candle-sm oke—sum m on such an affective force that the v iew ing  experience is som e

w hat akin to  kneeling at a altar. The saints' repeated refusals to  become objects o f p ity or 

reverence in fact in tensify the scene's m ournfu lness rather than d issipating it: instead of 

being a llow ed to refer the ir deaths to a fam ilia r scheme o f sacrifice-to-a-cause o r to  sub li

mate them  through elegiac m odels o f continuance, we are forced in to a prolonged con

fron ta tion  w ith  a loss w hose herm eneutics opens on ly  onto the still-yaw n ing  gu lf o f political 

in justice .The air o f spectral bereavem ent thus refuses to be resolved in to  the consolatory 

narrative that typ ifies com m em ora tive  modes.

The rhetorical effectiveness o f the m ourn ing scene described above relies on its fram ing  

w ith in  the film 's  w ide r tra jectory o f skeptical, com edic confronta tion w ith  the norm s o f artis

tic  tribute. Its very unexpectedness after so much Steinian silliness ensures we have had no 

opportun ity  to  inure ourselves to the affective identifica tion  being solic ited by its m em oria l 

apparatus. Such a context in the film , coupled w ith  the scene's language o f refusal, a llows 

fo r a nuanced use o f prosopopoe ia—of putting w ords in the m ouths o f the dead.This device 

accrues an o therw o rld ly  au thority  to  the saints' pronouncem ents: part o f w hat m oves us is 

ou r awareness of haunting, o f being hailed by voices that transect and transcend the here- 

and-now. A t the same tim e, prosopopoeia  figures a d isrup tive  sub jectiv ity  and agency fo r 

the dead—the ir refusal to  be deified becomes, w ith  the help o f prosopopoeia, a refusal to 

disappear into the annals o f innocent v ic tim hood —that resists both the erasure attempted 

by hom ophobic constructions o f AIDS and the relegation to the "m ourned-sub ject" posi

tion. Greyson's saints speak not as ciphers fo r  universal tru ths but as ind iv idua l political 

agents w hose bod ily  experience w ith  plague and death gives them  the right to be heard.

Also crucial is the musical tra jectory by which the fou r voices g radua lly  come into ha rm on

ic a lignm ent, in tensify ing and lending emphasis to  one another th rough unison, repetition, 

and echo.The ora to rio  underscores both the distinctness o f each voice and the in terdepend

ence o f the m elodies they are singing. As Ross Chambers has noted o f operatic quota tion
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in other film s  that adopt AIDS as a theme, the in terp lay o f musical harm ony and unison pro

duces "a strong in tim ation  o f a mode o f connectedness that adm its and acknowledges, 

indeed depends on difference."23 The m usic buttresses a pow erfu l m oral a rgum ent for 

regarding the South A fricans' deaths not as a cripp ling  sum -tota l o f pain, nor as a series of 

stages in a social-change te leology, but as a legacy o f ind iv idua l struggles tow ard  v is ib ility , 

social resilience, and public justice .The affective im pact o f the "fou r-sa in ts" ora to rio  carries 

fo rw ard  th rough the m ore trad itiona l m em oria l enactm ent in the film 's  fo llow ing  scenes. 

T im  McCaskell and his partner v is it the AIDS m em oria l site in Toronto, reading by candle

ligh t the names etched in to the m onum ent and describ ing the role each v ic tim  played in 

the ir lives. Here, am id a m ore fam ilia r set o f rem em brance-related gestures, the eerie 

orchestral score nonetheless re-invokes the previous scene's estrangem ent and intensity, so 

tha t we experience the reading o f names as an extension o f an act o f m ourn ing  tha t refus

es to  efface ind iv idua l desire.

A sharp return to  self-consciousness closes the contem pla tion  o f the activ is t legacy Achm at 

and McCaskell have inherited and, m ore generally, signals the film 's  progressive disengage

m ent from  opera's artistic and narrative concerns. Zackie and T im  circle around Gertrude 

and Virgil, b ind ing them  back-to-back w ith  w ind ing  sheets o f cellophane, and demand, 

"W hy you tw o b righ t w h ite  artists fetish izing your negro cast? W hy all th is  fro thy  absurd 

nonsense when fascists threaten Spain?" The saints in Fig Trees (cast by Greyson, again 

m im icking Stein, as m ostly  black actors) are given a capacity fo r ind iv idua l agency and self- 

expression not perm itted in Four Saints in  Three Acts, and Greyson's film ography  includes 

a num ber o f previous experim ents in the defam ilia riza tion  o f racial roles.24 But if Stein is 

gu iltie r than Greyson of racism, the film  cannot escape the activ is t characters' w ide r c riti

cism : that to  engage in aesthetic reverie, even fo r the purpose o f paying tribu te  to the past, 

is an eth ica lly fraugh t enterprise w h ile  the fig h t is still raging. We watch as queer composers 

from  th roughou t history line up to  w oo Zackie w ith  the ir pitches fo r biopic-operas, plead

ing, "You on a bed, your hand clasped to you r breast! . . . Only I can do you r pain justice." 

Zackie collapses under the im brog lio , and we cut to  a coffin-like bed w here he and T im  are 

laid out like corpses, surrounded by a sea o f burn ing candles that hyperbolizes the snuffed- 

candle m o tif o f the "four-sa ints" scene and thereby confers an air o f cam py irreverence to 

the tableau.The voraciousness o f opera's ep itaph ic appetite dem ands th is level o f stasis and 

passivity from  its subjects —clearly, it w ou ld  be better fo r Fig Trees' a rtis tic  project if  St. 

Zackie and S t,T im  were to die.

We are in troduced instead to "the  African m artyr St. Caesura," w hose recitative expla ins that 

a caesura is "a break in the flo w  o f sound; usually in the m iddle  o f a line o f verse." The 

caesura in terrupts the film 's  m em oria l itine ra ry and turns the docum entary over to  a 

reportage-style account ofTAC confron ta tions w ith  the South African governm ent's denial- 

ist rhetoric around AIDS. In terv iew  footage in fo rm s us that Achm at has decided to end his 

trea tm ent strike and begin taking anti-re trovira l drugs. Gertrude cannot suppress her d isap

po in tm ent: "Tragedy averted! Catharsis denied! . . . There is no m ore ope ra !"T he  im plos ion
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o f the operatic project fo rc ib ly  shifts the film 's  focus from  ind iv idua ls ' losses and achieve

m ents to  the connectedness and com plem entarity  o f g lobal A IDS-activism  in itia tives. The 

m ontages o f mass protests and marches that fo llo w  take up Achmat's call to  rem em ber "the  

thousands o f people w ork ing  hard, the thousands o f people w ho grieve," a co llectiv ity  

eclipsed by media's preference fo r charism atic leaders like him self, AIDS rem em brance may 

com prise a lovely set of images, coalesce disparate issues into a com m on po in t o f interest, 

or generate a sense o f fe llow -fee ling, but it on ly  makes ethical and political sense in a con

text o f ongoing, in ternational social activism . Achm at describes the challenge he faced 

when his strike ended: "I was no longer perform ing death fo r the w ho le  w orld . I had to 

make plans fo r life." Relinquishing the trope o f m artyrdom  casts both Achm at and Greyson 

in to new narrative territory. Referred back to his affective, physical, and social contexts, 

Achm at becomes a figure  o f survival and continuance; the film 's  parallel refusal o f tragedy 

makes fo r an act o f rem em brance that better serves its subjects and its w ide r activ ist in ten

tions.

Accord ing to Stein, "The on ly  th ing that is d ifferent from  one tim e  to another is w hat is seen 

and w hat is seen depends upon how  everybody is doing everyth ing."25 Public perception of 

AIDS has been skewed th roughou t the cris is ' h istory by hom ophob ic policy-m aking, corpo

rate jockeying fo r pharm aceutical markets, and a p ro life ra tion o f media images featuring 

helpless, sacrificia l v ic tim s o f illness. To m em orialize AIDS losses w ith o u t reiterating the 

errors o f p rio r accounts calls fo r a dram atic re-draw ing of the scene. Aware that the heroic- 

trag ic  paradigm s o f opera "have great legs" in that they m obilize an im m ense rhetorical 

force, Greyson deploys th is  force in the service o f a m em oria l experience governed by self- 

critical estrangem ent and d isorientation. Stein's opera in particu lar m odels a playful 

am bivalence that FigTrees expands upon and explo its in its bid to  canonize "St. Zackie" and 

"S t.T im ." Greyson's m em oria l w ork thus acknow ledges the need fo r "an anti-hom ophob ic 

counter-m yth" that can engage w ith  and resist the m yth-m aking force o f conservative po lit

ical and re lig ious discourses that exacerbate AIDS in North Am erica and A frica .26 But in 

resisting the sub lim ation o f affect and desire that accompanies artistic consolation, the film  

proves the pitfa lls o f hagiographie m yth-m aking in the context o f AIDS. To juxtapose oper

atic apotheosis against the realities o f activ ist struggles articulates new possib ilities fo r a 

rem em brance practice that neither erases ind iv idua l agency and desire nor idealizes in d i

vidual sacrifice at the expense o f socia lity and connectedness. As such Fig Trees im agines a 

public and political horizon that is re-enlivened rather than paralyzed by m ourning.

Sarah Henstra 

Ryerson U nivers ity

NOTES

1 John Greyson, FigTrees (Vtape Distribution release of Greyzone production, 2009). I would like to thank 
John Greyson and David Wall for their ready generosity in making Fig Trees available for my research, 
both in transcript and pre-release DVD format.
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