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Tracing HIV/AIDS Representation through Science in 120 BPM 
 

This essay analyses the French film 120 BPM (Campillo 2017) in relation to its aesthetics and 

critical reception in the context of scientific advances in human immunodeficiency 

virus/acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (HIV/AIDS) therapy as well as revised socio-

cultural attitudes towards, and political strategies for dealing with the pandemic. Differing from 

previous scholarship, which examines Campillo’s direction of 120 BPM and its narrative 

nuances (Clarke 2018), and the film in the context of civility and empathy (Delgado 2018), it  

argues that the treatment trajectory of the virus has been paralleled by a transition in the way 

that the disease is both represented and received in media, film and television. While not 

understating the fact that AIDS remains a serious public health concern in certain regions, 

public attitudes towards AIDS, led by advances in therapy and understanding of the disease 

that render it as much less threatening in the West, have correspondingly shifted. 

This outlook contrasts with the initial inertia and antipathy in addressing the crisis, 

especially in France, which had a higher number of declared cases than other major European 

countries (Kim 2016, 347). Indeed by the end of 1993, World Health Organization (WHO) 

figures showed that France, Spain and Italy were the leading European ‘AIDS countries’ 

(Berridge 1996, 1). Like the UK and US, the French media initially framed HIV/AIDS as a 

‘gay disease’ while ‘the French gay community [in terms of its social solidarity] was very 

disorganized and even invisible at the outbreak of the epidemic’ (Kim 2016, 349). Although 

no official French government action occurred until 1983, significant policy change in 1988, 

along with the establishment of gay advocacy groups such as ACT UP-Paris in 1989, and 

worldwide medical intervention have since helped to reframe the disease. This refocusing 

reverberates in the visual style of 120 BPM, particularly its cinematography and framing, which 

consistently position the spectator amidst the HIV/AIDS community. Although the film 

focuses on a period in the 1990s when survival rates were still low and death rates rising, it 

was paradoxically released at a time of relative optimism regarding the prognosis for 

HIV/AIDS, with several contemporaneous claims of a ‘cure’ that were circulated by the news 

media.  

The study here demonstrates this refocusing via qualitative analysis of key scenes as 

they relate to scientific and media discourse and changes in the socio-cultural and political 

climate in France regarding HIV/AIDS. Such an approach is significant because of recent 

parallel relationships between the media and scientific lexis as they shape public perception of 
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the current Covid-19 pandemic. These parallels are wide-ranging and include, for example, 

misinformation about treatment, the use of personal protection, discrimination against specific 

communities, and unknown modes of transmission, which were likewise common to the early 

(mis)communication of HIV/AIDS. 

 

HIV/AIDS in Film and Television 

 
Although HIV/AIDS is the subject of ongoing extensive scientific scrutiny, scholarship 

examining its representation in film, television and news media tends to centre on the early 

days of the epidemic (Baker 1994; Griffin 2000; Kinsella 1989; Hallas, 2009; Hart 2013; 

Lupton 1994; MacKinnon 1992; Treichler 1999; Watney 1996). Conversely, there are 

relatively few  studies of post-millennial portrayals (Björkland and Larsson 2019; Johnson 

2018; Kagan 2018; McCallum 2018; Pozorski Lavoie and Cynn 2020) while any correlation 

between AIDS-centred narratives and scientific advancements in HIV/AIDS therapy is not 

comprehensively documented. As in the US and UK, there were a number of public health 

films and documentaries in France which began to emerge in 1987 and mainly comprised 

government-sponsored televised announcements. Following a preliminary awareness-raising 

campaign, there were two that focused on prevention: one promoting the use of condoms and 

the other, tolerance for those living with AIDS (Rudelic-Fernandez et al. 1998, 352). In 1994, 

during a gap in these government campaigns, several non-governmental organisations, 

supported financially by French TV channels, launched ‘3000 scenarios contre un virus’, a 

series of 31 short fictional films directed by French filmmakers and varying between 2-10 

minutes in length (Rudelic-Fernandez et al. 1998, 353). The interruption in government-led 

campaigns followed a report which recommended the dissolution of the French Agency for the 

Fight Against AIDS (AFLS)  (Montagnier 1994, 105) and is important in the context of 120 

BPM’s establishing sequence since the opening target of the activists is the chairman of the 

AFLS.  

Concurrently,  HIV/AIDS was increasingly referenced in French cinematic releases 

including Bad Blood (Carax 1986), Once More (Vecchiali 1988), Savage Nights (Collard 

1992), Sabine (Faucon 1993), Don’t Forget You’re Going to Die (Beauvois 1995), Queen 

Margot (Chéreau 1994), The Life of Jesus (Dumont 1997), Those Who Love Can Take the Train 

(Chéreau 1998), Jeanne and the Perfect Guy (Ducastel and Martineau 1998), and The 

Adventures of Felix (Ducastel and Martineau 2000). In the US and UK, AIDS began to appear 

with increasing regularity in primetime television, while in 1993, Philadelphia (Demme) was 
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released, the first commercially successful film to centre on an AIDS patient. The film took a 

compassionate approach to AIDS but nonetheless, conveyed the alienation and bigotry that 

was associated with the disease at that time. It also directly links the disease with 

homosexuality, in its portrayal of HIV-infected gay protagonist Andrew Beckett (Tom Hanks) 

and provides a useful counterpoint to 120 BPM. Beckett is a senior associate with a major 

corporate law firm and conceals details of his illness from his employers because of their anti-

gay prejudices. However, on recognising a lesion on his forehead as Kaposi’s sarcoma, they 

subsequently fire him. Beckett teams up with personal injury lawyer, Joe Miller (Denzel 

Washington), and they win their case for discrimination. Central to the cinematography and 

narrative is a theme of isolation, achieved by frequent wide-angle long shots of Beckett when 

he is fired by the law firm, rendering him small and vulnerable in the frame and distant from 

the spectator and other characters. He is also regularly visualised alone in the frame and 

physically isolated from others. While Beckett exercises agency in taking his employers to 

court for discrimination against him, this invariably depends on his presentation as passive 

victim. For instance, in order to prove that his employers might be familiar with Kaposi’s 

sarcoma lesions, he is requested to remove his shirt in court and display the lesions. Both the 

characters in the diegesis along with the spectator are then invited to scrutinise his torso through 

close-ups of the lesions, with shocked reaction shots and gasps of pity from the diegetic 

onlookers.  

Following Philadelphia, and tied to reports of advances in HIV/AIDS therapy, film and 

television productions became more positive. While Gabriele Griffin (2000) contends that the 

mid-1990s saw a shift from dying of, to living with HIV/AIDS in western cultures and a 

concurrent return to the disease’s invisible status, it is argued here that there has been a growing 

number of HIV/AIDS-centred productions since. Indeed, 120 BPM  is one of several new 

millennial French productions, including The Witnesses (Techne 2007), Paris 05:59: Théo and 

Hugo (Ducastel and Martineau 2017), and Sorry, Angel (Honore 2018) while in the US, 

following a series of critically acclaimed, HIV/AIDS-centred films, came the major 

commercial success of Bohemian Rhapsody (2018). Thereafter, the British television series, 

It’s a Sin, which premiered on Channel 4 in January 2021, surpassed All 4 streaming records, 

achieving 6.5 million views. Given that these recent productions (120 BPM, Bohemian 

Rhapsody, and It’s a Sin) each trace the early history of HIV/AIDS, they inevitably end in the 

death of their protagonists. Nonetheless, there are positive elements portrayed throughout, and 

their commercial success and critical acclaim contrasts markedly with the early socio-cultural 

and political reception of AIDS as it was transmitted through the news media.  
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HIV/AIDS in 120 BPM 

 
Reflecting both this optimism and changed attitudes towards HIV/AIDS, 120 BPM dispenses 

with the otherness discernible in Philadelphia by integrating the spectator visually and 

narratively. To achieve this, it combines an overall social realist aesthetic entailing fly-on-the-

wall cinematography, omniscient camerawork, out-of-focus shots and static camera, with 

stylized highly surreal effects (to be discussed shortly). In imbuing its characters with agency 

and whilst leading to the same, almost inevitable outcome as Philadelphia - its setting being in 

the early 1990s - it nonetheless displaces the sense of enemy/victim/otherness that pervades 

the earlier film. Rather, it centres on a feeling of community by immersing the spectator via 

cinematography, framing and narrative. Indeed, as Talha Burki notes in her review of the film, 

‘for the most part, characters who do not belong to ACT UP have no meaningful presence’ 

(2018, 416). Based on his own experiences, the film’s director, Robin Campillo, recounts the 

narrative of ACT UP-Paris during the early 1990s. Established in 1989, the group’s modus 

operandi involved non-violent protest, the throwing of fake blood, and staged events, their aim 

being to change legislation and public policy to counteract the disease. While focused on the 

group’s political actions motivated by the desperation of those with HIV/AIDS, 120 BPM 

articulates those threats, anxieties and grief through the relationship between radical activist, 

Sean (Nahuel Perez Biscayart) and a newcomer to the group, Nathan (Arnaud Valois). 120 

BPM was less commercially successful than Bohemian Rhapsody but was nonetheless critically 

acclaimed, winning four awards including the Grand Prix at Cannes and nominated for the 

category of Best Foreign Language Film at the Academy Awards (Richford 2017).  

 

120 BPM, AIDS/HIV Treatment, and the Media 

 
If 120 BPM was released in 2017 at a time of optimism concerning the treatment of HIV/AIDS, 

its setting in the early 1990s reflects a period of escalating AIDS-related mortality. The disease 

initially came to the forefront of societal consciousness in 1981 with media reports of a ‘rare 

cancer seen in homosexuals’ (Altman 1981) and eight deaths in the US reported within 24 

months. The same newspaper announced that there was ‘no apparent danger to non-

homosexuals from contagion’ (Altman 1981). This conflation of AIDS and homosexuality 

becomes evident in 120 BPM during the scene when  Nathan recounts to Sean how he avoided 

infection, telling him that he saw ‘before’ and ‘after’ photographs of two men in a newspaper, 

and describing one of the men as a freak. We see the photographs briefly in flashback, the 



5 
 

image referring to Kenny Ramsauer, who appeared in the British tabloid, the Sunday People 

on 24th July 1983, its headline stating ‘what the gay plague did to handsome Kenny’ (in Gever 

1987, 115). Young Soo Kim explains how the French media played a crucial role in influencing 

this perception: 

First, the media plays a bridging role in conveying the findings of the medical 

community to the public. The French media helped the public understand the scientific 

and medical knowledge associated with HIV/AIDS, such as the cause and route of 

transmission of the disease. Second […] the media attaches specific social and political 

meanings to the issue; an agenda is perceived differently depending on what political 

and social implications are ascribed and brought to the public sphere. The disease 

entered into the public sphere beyond the medical realm through the so-called naming 

process of the media [original italics] (Kim 2016, 348). 

Kim suggests that responses to AIDS in France underwent several phases, these including its 

initial framing as a ‘gay disease’, and subsequently as ‘social phenomenon’ and ‘national 

cause’ (2016, 343). Taking secondary data that includes six major news publications, (Le 

Monde, Libération, Le Matin, Figaro, Quotidien, and Humanité), Kim states that in the period 

1982-83, HIV/AIDS media coverage was marginal and framed the illness in terms of 

homosexuality (2016, 349). In one such example, Murray Pratt comments that in March 1983, 

the French newspaper, Libération, accompanied a report calling for research to identify the 

culpable agent for AIDS with photographs of two cowboys kissing at a gay rodeo, ‘reinforcing 

a number of suggestions in the text implicating homosexuality itself as a cause of the 

“cancer”’(1998, 270). In respect of 120 BPM, the spectator is constantly reminded of this 

association that was promoted by the media, notably in the aforementioned close-up of Kenny 

Ramsauer but, at the same time, is informed of the broader constituency of HIV/AIDS. Kim 

goes on to note that throughout May 1983-84, coverage was much more prominent and referred 

to HIV/AIDS as a ‘social phenomenon’ whilst during 1985-6, it was then framed as a ‘national 

cause’ (Kim 2016, 349). The number of French cases  corresponded with this rise in media 

visibility: 17 cases of AIDS were reported by December 1982, but by December 1990, the 

number had escalated to 13,145 (Kim 2016, 347). Deaths in France followed the spiralling case 

numbers, peaking in 1996 at 3900 and then declining to 1500 in 1997, owing to the advent of 

highly-active antiretroviral therapy (HAART) otherwise known as combined anti-retroviral 

therapy (cART) (UNAIDS). 

As noted, problems had been exacerbated in the 1980s by delayed governmental action 

including in the UK, US, and France and little investment in scientific research into treatment. 
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Initially, since the source of AIDS was unknown, research focused around elucidating the virus 

with scientific advances in treatment occurring in several stages. In 1987, a nucleoside reverse 

transcriptase inhibitor (NRTI), zidovudine (AZT), was the first anti-HIV drug to be approved, 

but was initially expensive, had side-effects and inconvenient dosing regimes, and its use led 

to drug-resistant mutations (Nye and Parkin 1994, 69). By 1996, HAART, consisting of early 

administration of two NRTIs and a protease inhibitor (PI) or a non-NRTI, was found to lead to 

significant reductions in mortality (Tseng et al. 2014, 182). Dion Kagan describes this moment 

as a ‘historical turning point to help distinctions between ‘crisis’ and ‘post-crisis’ (2018, 15). 

Currently, continuous treatment with cART is recommended (WHO 2019), often instigated 

immediately after diagnosis, with the development of new treatment mechanisms that involve 

maturation and attachment inhibitors in progress (Cihlar and Fordyce 2016, 50).  The authors 

indicate that in parallel with cART innovations, future interventions are targeting persistent 

HIV reservoirs ‘that may lead to prolonged drug-free remission of the infection and potentially 

to HIV cure’ (Cihlar and Fordyce 2016, 54). Pre-exposure prophylaxis (PrEP) is now proven 

to inhibit infection leading to ‘population-level reductions in HIV incidence among men who 

have sex with men (MSM)  in the USA’ (Collins, 2021) with France being the first country to 

authorise its use in 2016 (Pebody 2019). 

Even though recent debates about PrEP and associated undetectability of the virus are 

arguably more appropriate to current HIV/AIDS developments, both scientific reports and 

newspaper headlines have repeatedly adopted the word ‘cure’, possibly as a more attention-

grabbing soundbite. Accordingly, over the past two decades there are scientific and media 

accounts of ‘cures’ for HIV involving early intervention and leading to temporary remission in 

cases known as ‘the Mississippi Baby’ (2013), ‘the French Teenager’ (2015), and ‘the Visconti 

Group’ (2012) (Mahon 2019), these revelations furthering an upbeat context for the release of 

120 BPM . By 2020, the Lancet also reported evidence for HIV-1 ‘cure’ following 

haemopoietic stem-cell transplantation in an AIDS-infected individual known as the London 

patient who, the authors state, ‘has been in remission for 30 months with no detectable 

replication-competent virus’ (Gupta et al. 2020, 1). This followed documentation of a similar 

case known as the Berlin patient, Timothy Brown (Lopalco 2010). Most recently, a study of a 

group in the Kinshasa region of  Congo has found that 2.7-4.3% of all HIV-infected individuals 

from the Democratic Republic of Congo are antibody positive/vital load negative and are 

potential elite controllers. Such controllers ‘are less likely to develop AIDS’ (Berg et al. 2021, 

2), the study thus having important implications for the future development of AIDS therapy 

and continuing the positive trajectory that influenced 120 BPM. 
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The widespread reports of alleged cures in news media of the Visconti group, which 

also often included reference to the other abovementioned  scenarios, was covered in 42 news 

stories from 33 outlets, ranging from the New York Times, New Scientist, and BBC through to 

the Huffington Post France. Overall, the words ‘HIV Cure’ appeared across 7776 European 

news publications during the period 2010-2019, with peaks of 2886 in 2012 and 1908 in 2013, 

corresponding with the ‘long-term remissions’ described in scientific journals in 2012 and 

2013. Of these 7776 reports, 48 were in France, 638 in UK, 118 in Europe and 572 in US. 

These news reports were released from 2013 through to 2015 and correlated closely with 

scientific reports on the relevant studies, which, while describing the outcomes as ‘functional 

cures’ often adopted ‘long-term remission’ in their titles1, though certain prominent journals, 

such as the Lancet, also used the word ‘cure’. News of HIV eradication associated with the 

Visconti group appeared in the main daily newspaper Le Monde (Benkimoun 2012), which 

also announced the establishment of the ‘Towards an HIV Cure: A Global Scientific Strategy’ 

initiative. The International AIDS Society launched this initiative and convened a team of more 

than 40 scientists to plan mechanisms for developing a cure for HIV, the strategy being 

published in 2013 (Europe PMC Funders Group, 2013). 120 BPM was therefore released 

amidst a period of decisive action and ambitions of cure concerning HIV/AIDS treatment, as 

well as at a time of attention to equality and diversity issues.   

This trajectory of HIV/AIDS treatment is significant to 120 BPM since the film 

consciously folds these developments into its diegesis. The impact of scientific advances and 

their media coverage is therefore two-fold – the implications for the 1990s diegetic setting, and 

the implications for the reception and visual style of the film. The film’s narrative realises the 

key moments in the early treatment of the disease, namely the implementation of AZT and its 

problems, including the strict regime of drug administration, its side-effects and its failures (we 

are reminded of this regime intermittently throughout the film by the buzzing of timers and 

verbal references). The narrative also charts the period immediately prior to the introduction 

of PIs and the triple therapy regime that revolutionised survival rates. Although retrospectively 

one understands there are limitations to this discovery, its significance to hope for survival at 

the time is made explicit. In the scene when the group stages an attack on drug company, 

Melton Pharm, for failing to release early toxicity results of its protease inhibitors, one staff 

member shouts ‘are you mad!’ to which Sean responds ‘yes, we’re mad! When you’re sick, on 

                                                           
1 Data obtained from European Newsstream Database at 
https://search.proquest.com/europeannews/results/8C26A44952094E18PQ/1?accountid=14685  

https://search.proquest.com/europeannews/results/8C26A44952094E18PQ/1?accountid=14685
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AZT every four hours, with the runs every night, while you let us die!. We don’t have time, we 

don’t have time, we’re croaking, don’t you get it!’. As Craig Rimmerman reports, ACT UP 

exercised influence over drug companies and succeeded in accelerating drug trials for AIDS 

whereby individuals were given drugs before they were approved (2001, 7).  

Another relevant scene relates to the lecture in ACT UP’s weekly meeting explaining 

the mechanism of HIV/AIDS infection and associated drug actions, with a  focus on PIs and 

NRTIs. Markus (Simon Guélat) employs scientific terminology in the explanation, further 

indicating how self-educated the group members are in relation to HIV/AIDS. In the ensuing 

discussion, we learn that several members are taking didanosine (DDI), a NRTI made available 

in 1989 as a second HIV drug (Greene 2007, 96), which too has side-effects. When Nathan 

(who does not have the virus) enquires about the possibility of a vaccine, the group are not 

overly interested given that they are already ‘poz’ and therefore depend on therapy to eradicate 

the virus, or reduce its effects. They also comment on the limited research on developing a 

vaccine. Generally, the influence of scientific advances therefore manifests in the accounts of 

AZT and DDI and the forthcoming potential of PIs (and associated triple therapy) indicated 

within the diegesis. As Thibault (Antoine Reinartz) comments ‘if Melton Pharm are waiting 

for the Berlin conference, the protease inhibitor must be interesting’.  In terms of the film’s 

reception, its release date came shortly after heightened scientific and extensive media attention 

to the possibility of a functional cure as evidenced in the aforementioned ‘peaks’ regarding 

mention of ‘HIV cure’ for 2012-13. 

 

Socio-Cultural and Political Contexts of 120 BPM 

 
The contexts for considering 120 BPM are also two-fold, the diegesis reflecting the political 

strategies and socio-cultural attitudes towards HIV/AIDS at a particular moment in 1990s 

France and the reception and visual style of the film communicating the much-changed 

situation of 2017. One can gauge the political inertia at that time by the opening attack on the 

AFLS, when Sophie (Adele Haenel) launches into a vociferous attack on Michel Bernin 

(François Rabette),  chairman of the AFLS, listing the failings of the organisation, namely, ‘no 

decent prevention campaign. France has twice as many cases as Germany and UK. You’re 

failing badly, nothing for gays, drug addicts, women, and foreigners!’. As noted, these attitudes 

were to a considerable extent dependent on how the news media interpreted and transmitted 

scientific discourse. Following news reports in France that described a ‘gay plague’, political 

interventions were slow to emerge, mirroring similar scenarios in the UK and the US. 
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Relatedly, in discussion of French community, David Caron suggests that on the one hand, ‘the 

initial period of inaction […] was rationalized by the idea that there no such things as gay 

identity or a gay community in France, therefore the idea that a virus could strike gay men 

collectively is absurd […] yet one could also argue that there was in fact a concurrent 

underlying cultural belief in the existence of a distinct gay identity and community, and that 

the vague hope that the epidemic would remain confined within that undesirable community 

explains the period of inaction’ (1998, 286). Caron suggests that this apparent contradiction 

stems from a ‘tension inherent in the construction of homosexuality in modern French culture, 

where the homosexual is at the same time an individual citizen’ with certain rights (1998, 286). 

This tension is reflected in Bernin’s response to Sophie that ‘we’ve done campaigns for  

homosexuals’ to which Sophie exclaims ‘the prime minister’s office censored the campaign’.  

In group discussion afterwards when they reflect on the attack, Sean shouts ‘the AFLS 

campaigns are so abstract you forget HIV is sexually transmitted!’ while Fabien reads out a 

section from French newspaper Libération, which states ‘ACT UP’s action highlights the 

authorities’ disregard for French homosexuals’. Public attitudes towards homosexuality in 

France during the 1990s are further suggested visually in the train scene after the Melton Pharm 

protest. Here, as the group talk excitedly about the attack, Sean kisses and embraces Max (Félix 

Maritaud) causing a fellow traveller to stand up suddenly, and, looking at Sean as if affronted, 

to exit the carriage. 

There was also reportedly some reluctance initially by the gay community themselves 

to acknowledge the possibility of the virus (Pratt 1998, 263), suggested in 120 BPM when two 

ACT UP members put up posters by the river. They are confronted by several young men who 

tell them ‘can’t you leave us be? We just want to have a good time… you scare us with your 

posters. It scares guys’. In addition, following the identification of HIV as the causative virus 

for AIDS in 1983, scientists such as Professor Peter Duesberg continued to imply that lifestyle 

was responsible (Clews 2017, 217). Paula Treichler too notes how the translation from medical 

discourse to popular media prompted certain misconceptions about the disease, such as the 

belief that it was highly contagious and could be transmitted by being in the same room (1999, 

15). In the US, it was not until an estimated 20,849 Americans had died, that Ronald Reagan 

addressed the epidemic publicly (MacKinnon 1994, 158). In this respect, Martel notes that ‘The 

shape of the epidemic at the turn of the 1980s can explain the emergence of ACT UP-New 

York; by contrast, it is the French political context of the years 1989-91 that accounts for the 

birth of ACT UP-Paris’ (1999, 288). At this time, Mitterand was President, a point highlighted 

in 120 BPM during one of the street protest scenes in which activists chant ‘Killer Mitterand, 
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you have blood on your hands!’. As Kim claims ‘Regardless of how the disease was defined 

from a medical and scientific point of view, it was the perception or view shared by the whole 

society that triggered certain concrete actions, either domestically or internationally’ (2016, 

346).  

Kim’s account of the media framing of the disease is important to understanding 

political strategies in France: as he notes ‘an unknown health agenda like HIV/AIDS was 

almost impossible to be prioritized in the system in the early to mid 1980s. The new Chirac 

regime did not even appoint any personnel in charge of public health until 1986. The mood of 

inaction associated with a clear understanding  of HIV/AIDS began to change in the mid-

1980s’ (Kim 2016, 352). He also highlights how the media influenced public understanding of 

the social implications of the disease by their attention to well-known figures such as Rock 

Hudson and Michel Foucault (Kim 2016, 353). Along with ACT UP-Paris (founded in 1989), 

other important contributions came from organisations such as AIDES (founded in 1984 by 

Michel Foucault’s partner, Daniel Defert) which galvanised government action as well as 

informed and educated the public. These organisations feature diegetically in 120 BPM, 

notably in a scene following the Melton Pharm protest involving the French National Agency 

for Research on AIDS and Viral Heptatitis (ANRS), Melton Pharm and various activist groups.   

Here, ACT UP and AIDES members collaborate in seeking early results of (protease) inhibitor 

trials which are being withheld by Melton Pharm (as noted by Thibault earlier, until the Berlin 

conference). A suggestion by the company that the results need an expert to understand them 

are soon quashed by Thibault who states ‘I have read every publication on the subject!  I’m 

perfectly capable of reading your partial results!’. There is also discussion about a new ANRS 

Roche trial that involves AIDS patients undergoing multiple lymph node biopsies over a short 

timespan – ACT UP suggest that this protocol will cause patients to withdraw from the trial. 

While overall the scene reveals the expertise and detailed knowledge about HIV/AIDS of ACT 

UP members, in respect of the argument here, the camera also maintains a focus on framing 

them, along with other activist organisations, as a closely-knit group. It also regularly either 

assumes the point of view of the activist members or adopts over the shoulder shots, situating 

the spectator in their midst and encouraging identification with them. In contrast, aside from 

being framed from the point of view of the activist groups, Melton Pharm employees are 

framed only in side-on shots. Further, cinematography entails close-ups and extreme close-ups 

of Thibault and Nathan, enabling access to their private discussion. Therefore, the spectator is 

consistently incorporated within the activist community and invited to share their perspective, 
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this identification oscillating between detailed intellectual understanding of the disease, 

feelings of kinship and community, and shared frustration at the political obstacles. 

Aside from such interventions by activist groups, 1986 witnessed the implementation 

of major French government policies together with the aforementioned change in perception 

of the disease as national cause, as declared by new appointed health minister Michelle Barzach 

(Kim 2016, 354). Under Barzach’s leadership came a number of initiatives and changes 

including: the promotion of international collaborations, funding for research, creation of a 

special advisory unit, initiation of public health campaigns and the allocation of an annual 

budget for HIV/AIDS response. Further political strategies imvolved the establishment of 

anonymous test sites and measures to educate the public (Kim 2016, 355). More significant 

changes were instigated when Claude Evin, appointed health minister in 1988, announced that 

‘AIDS was no longer a disease of a particular group but concerned everyone, with the 

formulation of a National Plan against AIDS and dramatically increased funding during 1988-

89 (Kim 2016, 356). This included the formation of the AFLS – however, there were a number 

of issues, as foregrounded by 120 BPM in the opening scenes. As noted, ACT-UP stage a 

protest during an AFLS symposium, where the speaker, Michel Bernin, presents a sanitised 

PowerPoint chart of ‘SIDA’ statistics. Bernin and the AFLS come under direct attack, with one 

of the activists holding up a placard stating ‘AFLS - on compte les morts’, the placard 

positioned just off centre-frame and facing the diegetic audience as well as the spectator. The 

scene is repeated several times in flashback thus accentuating the failures of the AFLS.  

In the 1990s, there was some reversal of policy whereby a poster promoting condoms 

was withdrawn by the Prime Minister’s (Rocard) Information and Distribution Service (Martel 

1999, 289). In 1992,  a television campaign by AFLS concerning contraception was also 

banned on the grounds of being ‘pointlessly shocking’ (Martel 1999, 290). Although a 

campaign that targeted homosexuals was launched (also signalled diegetically by Bernin 

during the AFLS protest scene), Martel explains that other aspects important in the fight against 

AIDS such as the decriminalizing of drugs and making screening tests universal were contested 

(1999, 290). In both the US and France, the prejudices against homosexuality were exacerbated 

by the Catholic Church and ‘the invisibility of condoms due to the legacy of France’s 

Catholicist heritage’ (Pratt 1998, 263). Moreover, Martel recounts an interview, published later 

in the Observer (1991), in which Edith Cresson, the newly appointed French Prime Minister, 

who succeeded Michel Rocard in 1991, suggested that homosexuality was an illness (Martel 

1999, 288), her comments coming after several years of disillusionment with the Socialist 
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party. It was into this sphere of total disillusionment, which provides the political context for 

120 BPM, that ACT UP was imported from the US to form ACT UP-Paris. 

 

120 BPM’s Aesthetics 

 
The film’s opening scene is initially partly obscured, the spectator positioned in semi-darkness 

behind a curtain on a podium, together with members of ACT UP-Paris  as they prepare to 

protest. Following the protest sequence, which involves throwing fake blood (filmed in slow 

motion) over Bernin, and handcuffing him to a post, the camera subsequently situates the 

spectator in a meeting hall alongside new recruits to the group. One of the group, Fabien (Jean-

François Auguste), directly addresses the camera, positioning us too as new members. At other 

times, side-on framing places the spectator as an omniscient observer with the camera at 

shoulder level, giving the impression that we are actually standing in the room. What is most 

noticeable however, in terms of cinematography, and in direct contradistinction to 

Philadelphia, is the tight framing and use of close-ups and medium close-ups. Specifically, 

close-ups invariably feature groups of individuals to the extent that the frame is consistently 

densely populated. This is especially the case in nightclub dance sequences where the frame is 

crowded both vertically and horizontally. Close-ups are generally not employed to frame 

individuals, with such instances generally limited to scenes of caring interaction between 

Nathan and Sean, and of Sean’s introspection as he contemplates his worsening health. Further 

exceptions include aspects of Sean’s treatment, with an extreme close-up of a drug injection 

site as well as medium close-ups of him when he deteriorates and dies at the film’s end. Close-

ups also feature in a scene where Jérémie (Ariel Borenstein), whose CD4 count has fallen 

dramatically, suddenly keels over. Nonetheless, tight framing is here again concerned with 

community and positivity as the group comfort him and check him over. The effect of these 

crowded frames, whereby the spectator is situated in their midst, is to create a feeling of vitality, 

togetherness and unity. Such an aesthetic is enhanced by the relatively few point-of-view shots, 

thus avoiding the privileging of any particular character  – these only manifest during Sean’s 

physical decline later in the narrative. For instance, in one ACT UP meeting, the camera frames 

the back of his head, his elevated position at the back of the lecture hall enabling the spectator 

a broad view of the meeting and its participants. Here, scenes of  group discussions are intercut 

with visuals of his ongoing medical treatment (where indistinct voices and the blurring of 

images suggest his mental introspection) that include scanning close-ups of lesions on the soles 

of his feet. These close-ups are significant because the doctor has previously suggested that 
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such lesions are a worrying development of Kaposi’s sarcoma. The difference from the ‘torso’ 

scenes in Philadelphia lies in the medicalised rather than objectifying viewpoint. When he is 

later hospitalised, an abstract image of clouds set against a blue sky is mediated from Sean’s 

perspective. However, the  process of othering (connected with homosexuality) through visual 

style that is apparent in Philadelphia is here largely absent. Moreover, the passivity associated 

with the objectifying close-ups of Beckett is also avoided. Even though the term ‘AIDS victim’ 

is employed (only once), the members of ACT UP are not conveyed as objects of pity. This 

reflects current revised attitudes based on treatment regimes, and the prospect of living with 

HIV/AIDS rather than dying from it. Even in death, Sean instructs his ashes to be scattered at 

a health insurers’ convention, reflecting how he remains politically galvanised to the end.  

Overall, the use of close-ups therefore emphasises the dynamism and agency of the 

group. In other circumstances, close-ups of individuals form part of a rapidly edited montage 

that further augments the focus on unity and community. In one such sequence, the camera 

cuts between extreme close-ups and close-ups in a Gay Pride scene. Dressed in pink satin shorts 

and brandishing pink pompoms, a group of ten members, including Jérémie and Sean, perform 

an energetic choreographed cheerleading routine, the dynamism of their activity amplified by 

kinetic camerawork.  

In contrast, long shots are rarely utilised, except  towards the end of the film, first, when 

Nathan and Sean take a trip to the coast – here, extreme long shots visualise the two walking 

into the sea, surrounded by empty beach. The overall effect is melancholic, the vastness of the 

beach and the ocean marginalising the two bodies in the frame. A second instance occurs during 

the sequence featuring a ‘die-in’ when an overhead extreme long shot frames the group 

carrying white crosses, and is accompanied by a cacophony of whistles and horns. On 

Thibault’s signal, the group suddenly lie down, the camera cutting to low level close-ups of 

their prostrate bodies, which are intended to resemble victims of war. The camera then cuts 

back to an overhead panoramic viewpoint, the white crosses scattered across the frame as the 

extra-diegetic soundtrack of Bronski Beat’s Small Town Boy cuts in. One by one, the group 

stands up, with the sound of Bronski Beat becoming louder, before the camera cuts to close-

ups framing them in a nightclub, the music now diegetically inscribed. The soundtrack 

thereafter gives way to the sound of laboured breathing and we see Sean in bed before the 

camera cuts to a close-up of the reddened River Seine, the protestors having poured red dye 

into it. A series of jump-cuts pull out from close-up to an extreme overhead long shot to 

visualise the river of ‘blood’ snaking through Paris, at once alluding to the disease, the 
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contaminated blood controversy2 and the unstoppable force of both virus and activist intent. A 

final overhead long shot is employed when the group scatter Sean’s ashes at the insurers’ 

conference. The use of long shot in these scenarios therefore almost always privileges the group 

rather than the individual. 

Alongside a propensity for close-ups, highly stylized scenes entailing slow-motion and 

surreal effects are intercut with its social realist sequences. During an attack on Melton Pharm 

(reflecting ACT UP’s real attacks on various pharmaceutical companies), for instance, 

documentary-style cinematography follows the group as they infiltrate the building but at one 

point, cuts transiently to an overhead shot of a bath full of fake blood (which is mentioned by 

Helene [Catherine Vinatier] during the earlier planning meeting). On their return train journey 

from Melton Pharm, images of the city seen flashing by through the train’s windows become 

increasingly blurred and syncopated, eventually intercutting with night club scenes that feature 

extreme close-ups and close-ups of the group dancing. The strobing lights of the club, which 

echo the flashing train visuals, afford the spectator only partial images of pulsating bodies – 

once more emphasising a sense of vitality and livingness - before morphing into microscopic 

particles floating through the air, illuminated by shafts of light. From this surreal sequence 

materialises what one assumes to be an HIV-infected human cell. The cell is initially out of 

focus, but then focus sharpens, the edge of the cell defined by blue-tinted rim-lighting, and 

vesicular structures on its surface creating a threatening alien-like effect. The film thus 

constructs the virus itself as an autonomous enemy, rather than implicating any bodily host and 

offers a further point of difference from Philadelphia. Such abstract visuals not only suggest a 

connection between youth, embodiment and hedonism, but also imply the pervasiveness of the 

disease and the possibility of air-borne infection, therefore paralleling initial perceptions of the 

virus as obscure and invisible (Street 1988, 499).  

This surreal image then cuts back to realist style in the form of a hand-drawn cell as a 

member of ACT UP, Markus, gives a detailed physiological account of the virus, and how 

protease inhibitors function in limiting the disease (thus further illustrating the group’s 

comprehensive knowledge of the virus). As described earlier, further stylised effects are 

employed when the group hurl fake blood at AFLS speaker, Bernin, the scene replayed several 

times in slow motion and flashback. Slow-motion  editing is also utilised during the 

                                                           
2 The film’s suggestion of contaminated blood refers to the crisis at the French National Blood Centre whose 

director was found guilty in 1992 of ‘knowingly distributing Aids-contaminated blood products’ (Hagan 1993, 

26). Although France had banned the import of American blood by mid-May 1983 (Shilts 2011, 309), Hagan 

reveals 4700 people were contaminated in France, and over 300 died (1993, 26).   
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forementioned Gay Pride ‘pompom’ event. Here low-angle, slow-motion shots, which 

intersperse with fast-edited visuals, are celebratory and enhance the sense of joyousness by 

extending moments when each individual jumps upward. Sound too is important, especially in 

relation to music and breathing. For instance, the repetitive sound of the train en-route from 

Melton Pharm gives way to the hypnotic beat of dance music (reflecting the film’s title), and 

we are made aware of both Jérémie and Sean’s last breath. Given the film’s proclivity for the 

body and embodiment, the significance of the cessation of the cardiac monitor at the end also 

lies in the film’s title.  

Aside from the film’s distinctive visual style, in line with ACT UP’s strategies, 

Campillo engages the body in specific ways. Whereas the body might be objectified as a 

passive victim and source of sympathy in 1990s films such as Philadelphia, embodiment here, 

which involves performance in terms of both the film and in diegetic acts of resistance, is 

conveyed through staged events and ‘die-ins’. Even Jérémie’s death is one of conscious 

embodiment - as he lies in hospital, his voiceover recounts the historical events of the French 

Revolution of 1848 over imagery of ACT UP protests (he is a history student). He describes 

how the Revolution’s ‘corpse parade was the monarchy’s death knell’ and tells Marco ‘that 

will be my political burial, that’s what I want’. His death is accordingly performed in the form  

of a ‘corpse-parade’ with slow motion effects as the group, holding huge placards bearing his 

photograph and the words ‘Jérémie est mort du Sida’, follow his coffin, which is labelled with 

ACT UP’s motto, ‘silence=death’. If Beckett performs heteronormativity as concealment for 

AIDS (and by extension, homosexuality), the protagonists of 120 BPM therefore perform as a 

means of displaying and acknowledging their HIV status.  

A further narrative difference in relation to the body lies in the explicitness of 120 BPM, 

both in relation to scenes of gay sex, which are lengthy and onscreen for several minutes and 

to ACT UP’s posters and slogans associated with AIDS prevention. Whilst recognising cultural 

differences and a generally more liberal way of thinking in France regarding sexual content, 

and 120 BPM having a higher UK rating than Philadelphia (12), such candidness nonetheless 

reflects shifts in Western attitudes towards homosexuality. In fact, the film is classed as ‘Tout 

publics with warning’ in France, and rated as a ‘15’ in the UK. Moreover, the diegesis has a 

broader compass, ACT UP involving women, heterosexual individuals and their family 

members who are infected through either contaminated blood or heterosexual contact. This 

retrospective representation of those affected by HIV/AIDS therefore acknowledges that it was 

not a disease restricted to certain communities, a view not fully reconciled during the early 

1990s.  
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The indication that AIDS extends beyond the gay community is significant as socio-

cultural attitudes at that time were often blinkered or grounded in ignorance regarding the 

spread of the disease. The relevance of the news media in affecting public perception is 

suggested in conflict between ACT UP members, Hélène, (whose son, Marco, is a 

haemophiliac infected with AIDS) and Max regarding the contaminated blood. Max argues 

that ‘the infected blood scandal has become ACT UP’s showcase - its sexier for the media than 

hookers, junkies, foreigners or prisoners!’, highlighting the way that the media stigmatised 

HIV/AIDS. Such ignorance about the disease is illustrated in the scene where ACT UP 

protestors infiltrate a school, offering free condoms and leaflets concerning safe sex to the 

students. Two male staff members at the school react angrily to the handout and try to stop the 

group, naively shouting ‘they’re minors. Condoms promote sexual relations!’, (and implicitly 

suggesting that minors do not engage in sexual activity) to which Hélène responds, ‘kids don’t 

have sex at sixteen? What world do you live in, my son is sixteen and has AIDS. I wish he’d 

been protected’. Even as one male student asks Nathan for a leaflet on prevention, another 

female student indignantly retorts ‘no way, I’m not a fag. I won’t catch your AIDS shit!’ further 

signalling a lack of awareness of how the virus is spread and justifying the group’s actions. 

Ironically, in the subsequent love scene between Nathan and Sean, Sean recounts how he 

caught HIV when he was sixteen from his maths teacher. Overall, while such scenes illustrate 

the contemporaneous lack of knowledge about the disease, the visual style – in marked contrast 

to Philadelphia – consistently disrupts the heterosexual, non-AIDs/homosexual AIDS 

dichotomy by positioning the spectator amongst HIV-infected individuals and eliciting 

empathic engagement with them. In this way, the film’s aesthetics, nuanced by narrative details 

reflecting the 1990s setting, illustrate how the successes of treatment over the past decade, as 

communicated by scientific reports and news media, have paralleled a change in the 

representation of  those infected by HIV/AIDS and audience reception of such representations. 

 

Conclusion 

 
120 BPM’s cinematography, framing, editing, and social-realist style combined with surreal 

effects and abstract visuals dramatize the early days of ACT UP-Paris. Following initial 

framing of the disease as a ‘gay plague’, the film flags up issues of political inaction, public 

complacency and ignorance, and the slow development of drugs that was fuelled by a lack of 

funding for AIDS research. However, it was also released amidst a period of optimism 

regarding treatment for HIV/AIDS and some indications that a functional cure is possible. This 
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is reflected in the aesthetics which consistently defy the conventions of otherness and alienation 

seen in earlier productions, with a move away from images of ‘AIDS victim’ as typified in 

contemporaneous visual culture to those living with AIDS. The difference becomes evident 

when comparing it to Philadelphia, released in 1993, in that Demme’s film frames its 

protagonist as a gay AIDS ‘victim’ and replicates the otherness assigned to homosexuality and 

HIV/AIDS common to early media reporting. Contrastingly, 120 BPM effects a diminishing 

gap between heterosexual/non-AIDS-infected individuals and those living with HIV/AIDS, 

fundamentally paralleling advances in medical treatment that have documented functional 

cures. In a similar vein, reports in news media concerning contemporary scientific advances 

generally avoid the discriminatory discourse that inflected and also reflected socio-cultural and 

political attitudes of the early HIV/AIDS period. Overall, films such as 120 BPM offer a more 

optimistic account. They may also, given the increasing temporal distance, operate in 

commemorative modes as homage to those who lost their lives to AIDS and those members of 

activist groups such as ACT UP who fought relentlessly for treatment and de-stigmatisation of 

the disease.  
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