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Burning Man is a traditional fire festival performed
annually on Midsummer Night's Eve in a natural
environment. Its central feature is the assembly,
erection, and eventual destruction of an elabo-
rately crafted human figure, equipped with mov-
able arms, standing more than four stories high;
a giant puppet that mimics human mortality.

When the figure is hoisted into place—arising
suddenly, as if from out of the ground itself—he
is larger than life; he inspires feelings of both fear
and delight. With the coming of night, he is burned,
but is not destroyed, the fire imparting the last
touch of life to the form.

A contemporary version of the Burning Man figure
will be displayed, beginning on the Summer Sol-
stice, between the Herbst and Festival Pavilions
at Fort Mason. Mounted on a barge in the Bay,
sheathed in neon, the intent is to display Burning
Man's prodigious scale against a vastly larger
cosmic scale. Calling attention to the operation of
great natural forces in people's lives, Burning Man,
huge and luminous, flanked by buildings yet sup-
ported by the sea, conveys the power of myth.

Marking the mid-point of the solar year, the solstice
is the longest day of summer. The sun, having
reached its highest point in the ecliptic, thereafter
recedes from the northern sky. This occurrence
has been perceived from prehistoric times to rep-
resent the culmination of Earth's seasonal cycle,
signifying both the fulfilled promise of spring and
a first premonition of oncoming winter. The erec-
tion and destruction of a monumental human fig-
ure is meant to dramatize this passage of time.
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Burning Man on display
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The performance, on Saturday, June 22, opens
with a documentary about the ceremony, filmed
in the Black Rock Desert near Gelach, Nevada
(Cowell Theater, 7:30 and 10pm). At 8:30pm, the
figure will be raised upright on the barge, with
audience participation, and illuminated. The figure
remains on display through June 28.

Admission is free; sponsored by the Capp Street
Project. For information, call 626-7747.
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