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by chris carpenter

Thirty ycars ago—when AIDS was a dcadly discasc but still
considered limited to gay men—mecdical companics in the US know-
ingly sold HIV-infccted blood to Japan. Morce than 2,000 Japancsc
citizens dicd as a result.

RobertAllan Ackerman’s world premicre play Blood, which will
be presented by LA's The Garage, promiscs to cxposc the truth behind
this shocking, littlc-known scandal. Ackcrman is the Golden Globe-
and Emmy-nominated dircctor of numecrous madc for TV cxposcs
including Nothing Sacred (1998), Life With Judy Garland: Me and
My Shadows (2001) and The Reagans (2003). He recently spoke
with The Rage Monthly abouthis ncw and possibly, mostimportant
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project.
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How and when did you firstbecome aware of the
Japanese“tainted blood scandal?”

Ifirstbccamcawarc of itas it was happening, in
the carly- to mid-1980s.1was living in Tokyo at the
timc and was approached by a film company to writc
ascreenplay about it. They gave me all the rescarch
and I rcad it all and followed what 1 could in the press.
I wrotc a trcatment, but was then advised notto do
itbecausc it could be dangerous forme...I could be
targeted by somconc involved. So, I put it away and
moved on to other projects.

What made you decide todramatizeitnowforthe
stage?

When the tsunami and subscquent meltdown at the
Fukishima nuclcar power planthappenedin2011 and

there were constant reports
of misinformation coming
outofJapan, I thought
“Mayboc, it's timc to take
anothcrlook at this picce.”
1took out the treatment and
turncd itinto a theatre picce.
Blood is afictionalized ac-
count, including making the
mainreporter American,
aswas suggested by the
film company. Also, 1 had
retired from film and TV
and rcturncd to my roots in theatre.
The pressrelease describes Blood as a“political
thrillerwith music,”which seems an unusual
combination. How does the musicfigurein?

Itis predominantly rock music (composcd by “The
Virgins” bassist Nick Ackerman and “Jet” drummer/
vocalist Chris Ccster) and some music borrowed
from Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Mikado.1 cnvisionced
Blood as a theatrical opus incorporating music,
vaudeville and kabuki theatre, kind of cverything 1
know aboutthcatre.1also added humorbecausc it
could otherwisc be a very dark picce. I envisioned the
villains morc as vaudcvillian clowns, which I think is
morc intcresting.

Despite considerable stridesin prevention and

treatment, AIDSremains sadlyrelevantforthe gay

community today. Is there any otherspecifically
gay or LGBT content in Blood?

There arc no gay characters in the play. When the
AIDS crisisbcegan in Japan, it washemophiliacs
getting it through infccted blood. Iremember in the
gay scction of Tokyo, all the bars had signs outsaying
“No Amcricans allowed.” At the time, AIDS was sccn
asagay Amcrican problem.

You've previously helmed TV dramatizations of
majorreal-life figures Judy Garland and Ronald
and Nancy Reagan. How hasyourapproach to the
story told in Blood been similar to or differentfrom
those previous projects?

This is kind of diffcrent. Dealing with Garland and
the Reagans, we were very, very carcful to be histori-
cally accurate at cvery moment we could be. With
Blood,1had to condensc the timeline and cvents. For
cxample, the main trial in Japan (holding thosc ac-
countablc forsclling infccted blood) took cight ycars
but we depict it as just lasting a few months in Blood.
It’snceessary to do so from a dramatic standpoint or
clsc the play would last forcver.

Whatdo you hope audiences will take away from
watching Blood?

I"'m hoping pcoplc begin to fecl a sensc of activism.
It’s a story about taking action against grced, hypoc-
risy and corruption. For me, the cnemy is pacifism,
knowing somecthing is wrong but doing nothing about
itand avoiding responsibility. Whatrcally opencd
pcople’s cycsin Japan, was when a young man, a boy
rcally, went public and said, “Ihave AIDS.”

Were you personallyimpacted by AIDS in the‘80s
and‘90s?

Oh ycah, very closc fricnds and my companion of
20 ycarsdicd. Many of the pcople 1 worked with in the
theatre in New York dicd. 1 very much fecl that Blood
isamcmorial to them. Whencever people today say,
“AIDS is so passc,” I tcll them “No, itisn’t.”

It’s still happcning.

Bloodtakes place at The Garagein the Complex (Ruby) Theatre,
6467 Santa Monicain L.A. Saturday, March 5 through Sunday,
April 3. Fortickets and more information, call 323.960.7745
orgotoplays411.com/blood.
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