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Archive

Strip AIDS Chosen by Roger Sabin:
“Strip AIDS, a 1987 anthology comic of 80-plus strips and cartoons by different cartoonists, 
was put together to draw attention to the AIDS crisis and raise funds for London Lighthouse, 
but also to protest bigotry in mainstream press cartoons. Today, we are used to ‘ambient 
homophobia' in some sectors of the press, but back then it was of a different order of 
viciousness. References to a ‘gay plague’ were routine, and some cartoonists seemed to revel 
in depicting suffering. 

The architect of Strip AIDS was Don Melia. He was a sometime cartoonist, and had co-created 
Matt Black, ‘the world's �rst gay superhero’. But the reason he could contemplate such a mad 
project as Strip AIDS was that he had a Rolodex of contacts, both among cartoonists and 
journalists, due to his job as a publicist and as co-editor of the anthology comic Heartbreak 
Hotel. And, yes, it was a Rolodex – these were pre-Internet days. So Don set himself two tasks: 
a) to gather contributors for Strip AIDS, and b) to drum-up reviews and publicity. The latter
was extremely important – if a comic didn't get ‘seen’, it sank – and it was how I got to know
Don via my job as a freelance hack.

Like all anthologies, Strip AIDS is a mixed bag. Most contributors went down the comedy 
route; but some did not. Most produced new AIDS-speci�c strips or cartoons, and some 
simply contributed work from their bottom drawer (e.g. Frank Dickens’ ‘Bristow’). Some were 
famous (Alan Moore, Kevin O'Neill, Posy Simmonds, Steve Bell) and many were not. Some were 
luminaries of LGBTQ cartooning (Kate Charlesworth, Groc, David Shenton, etc.) and some 
were mainstream Marvel/DC comics folk – and it is mildly jarring in retrospect to see 
superhero strips being included.  

But in its ziney, chaotic, DIY, immediate, angry, way, Strip AIDS is magni�cent. It was a 
success, in the end, and went on to spawn Strip AIDS USA in 1988. Don Melia died of the 
syndrome in 1992.”

6. Strip AIDS
Publication: London Lighthouse, 1987. A4, 56pp + 4pp cover. Cover 4 colour, inside mono. 
Conceived & organised by Don Melia. Layout & design: Lionel Gracey-Whitman. Cover: Barry 
Kamen. Also an exhibition at Young Unknowns Gallery. (Selected pages shown in this PDF).

Strip AIDS (edit)
PDF document
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Sexual Health + AIDS: for Mature Readers Chosen by Ian Horton
“One striking aspect of the work in the HIV/AIDS Graphic Communication Archive is the 
range of comic book styles employed, from pastiches of Young Romance comics to the 
cartooning usually associated with children’s humour comics. I was intrigued by the graphic 
sequences used speci�cally to communicate information, in this case two examples 
demonstrating How to Use a Condom. The �rst of these, created for university students, is 
plainly matter-of-fact in its realistic illustration style, the task is broken down into a sequence 
of seven panels with quite extensive supporting texts in each panel. In contrast the second 
example, simply designated as being for mature readers, has no explanatory text and it is 
drawn in a more simpli�ed cartoon style again across seven panels. It does however have the 
important addition of an anthropomorphised �esh-coloured condom character with a cheeky 
smile who directly addresses and engages with the reader.

To fully understand the affect these cartoon strips might have on the reader we need to 
consider the other images that surround them and what comic book artist and theorist Will 
Eisner describes as attitudinal change. In his book Comics and Sequential Art (1985) Eisner 
divides comics into two group, those to entertain and those that are instructional, he further 
divides instructional comics into ones that are merely technical and others that promote 
attitudinal change. To return to our examples, the �rst does contain other more humorous 
cartoons and spot-illustrations that might be considered entertaining but unlikely to really 
encourage the viewer to engage in S&M, fantasies or sexual massages. The second example, 
contrasts the technical cartoon of How to Use a Condom with another comic strip of a woman 
and man about to have unprotected sex. In thought balloons they remember the times they 
have previously had unprotected sex with other partners, these memories in turn remember 
the times they have had unprotected sex with other partners, a sequence that could potential 
continue exponentially into the past. This reversal of the usual top to bottom reading order of 
a comics page might make the reader pause and think about their own actions in the past, 
reconsider the choices they might make in the future, and thereby potentially create lasting 
attitudinal change.”

7. Sexual Health: Information for Students in Brighton
Booklet: AIDS Education Research Project, University of Sussex, September 1994.  A5, 36pp, 2
colour cover, b/w inside. Illustrations: Jane Druce. (one spread shown).



8. AIDS: for Mature Readers
Booklet: AIDS Ahead, 1991. A5, 12pp, 4 colour. Design & Illustration: David Peet. (one spread 
shown).



Roger Sabin is Professor of Popular Culture at UAL and a member of the Comics Research 
Hub (CoRH!!) http://comicsresearch.arts.ac.uk/ 

Ian Horton is Reader in Graphic Communication at London College of Communication. In 
2014, along with Lydia Wysocki and John Swogger he founded the Applied Comics Network 
and a founder member of the Comics Research Hub (CoRH) at the University of the Arts 
London. His book Hard Werken: One for All (Graphic Art & Design 1979–1994) [co-authored with 
Bettina Furnee] is the �rst academic study of this in�uential avant-garde Dutch graphic design 
studio and was published by Valiz in 2018. He is currently working with Dr Maggie Gray 
(Kingston University) on two books exploring the relationship between art history and comics 
studies to be published by Palgrave in 2022. 
Twitter: @appcommnet

September Guest Curators: Comics Research Hub (C0RH!!) at 
University of the Arts London.
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