MAKING MYTH

During the past six years I have designed and directed a performance
work entitled "Burning Man". The Man is a giant architectonic figure
assembled from component parts, hoisted upright by its audience, and
eventually destroyed by fire. This year, on June 22, 1991, with grant support
from Capp Street Project, the figure will be mounted on a barge moored
between piers at Fort Mason Center in San Francisco and illuminated by an
interior system of concealed neon lighting. Later, on September 1, Burning
Man will be transported to the desert and burned. Our aim is to create a
"hallowed" presence. Displaying Burning Man, huge and luminous,
surrounded by the desert and sea, is meant to convey the felt force of myth.

Burning Man exists on the ambiguous frontier which separates
religion from art--- and skepticism, quite rightly, forces certain questions. Is it
indeed possible to authentically invent sacred ritual without recourse to
supernaturalism? How, without a background of belief or inherited culture,
can such experience be claimed in moral earnest?

The Burning Man Project suggests a solution to this problem by
employing means that are purely pragmatic. I believe religion, in its sacred
essence, is primarily something which is "done" in response to an immediate
perception and all dogmas, creeds, of metaphysical constructions are, in the
words of William James,"...after-effects, secondary accretions upon a vital
phenomenon.” In this work we've tried to reproduce this phenomenon by
evoking the concrete and immediate experience from which religion springs.
The quality so captured can be best called the "numinous"--- a sense of
hallowed presence.

"We recognize the numinous", writes Erik Erikson, "as an indispens-
able aspect of the devotional element in all periodical observances... [and] of -
all institutions religion has the strongest claim to being in charge of the
numinous: the believer, by appropriate gestures, confesses his dependence
and his child-like faith and seeks, by appropriate offerings, to secure the
privilege of being lifted up to the very bosom of the divine which, indeed,
may be seen to graciously respond with the faint smile of an inclined face.
The numinous assures us of separateness transcended and yet also a



distinctiveness confirmed, and thus of the very basis of a sense of "1,"
renewed (as it feels) by the mutual recognition of all "I's joined in a shared
faith in one all embracing "I am." This last sentence, in fact, describes
concisely the observable response to Burning Man with remarkable accuracy

We are not, however, believers. Burning Man is neither cult nor
creed; we cite no supernatural sanction. I have, instead, attempted to design
the work empirically. Guided initially by intuition, over the last five years
we've relied increasingly on audience response to fashion the performance.
In so doing we have discovered two basic approaches, practical methods, for
inducing an ingenuous, an immediate and compelling, response.

The first approach relies on our experience of "work"--- for Burning Man
is a giant work-object. We purposely avoid ritual elements not inherent in
the practical tasks of assembly and erection. Lifting the man is a bona fide
chore. Participants must clasp a leveraged line attaching to his navel and
must pour themselves into the effort. We strive to instill a sense of exigency.
The audience is tasked; asked to perform an act perceived to be at the limit of
our means of accomplishment. Ritual becomes a self-evident act, strenuous,
engrossing, which leaves no margin for self-consciousness.

The second method we employ is "play". In his book "Homo Ludens"
the historian Johan Huizinga writes, "When a certain form of religion accepts
a sacred identity between two things of a different order, say a human being
and an animal, this relationship is not adequately expressed by calling it a
"symbolical correspondence" as we conceive this. The identity, the essential
oneness of the two, goes far deeper than the correspondence between a
substance and its symbolic image. It is a mystic unity. The one has become
the other. In his magic dance the savage is the kangaroo. We express the
relationship between him and the animal he "identifies" himself with, as a
"being" for him but a "playing" for us. He has taken on the essence of the
kangaroo, says the savage; he is playing the kangaroo, say we... Hence it
remains an open question whether we do not come closest to the mental
attitude of the savage performing a ritual act, by adhering to this primary,
universally understandable term "play”. In play as we conceive it the dis-
tinction between belief and make-believe break down... [and] the concept of
play merges quite naturally with that of holiness.".

In our performance we've convened what Huizinga calls a "play-
sphere”. Burning Man is site-specific and is always displayed within what
functions as a sacred space. But as Huizinga points out, "... there is no formal
difference between play and ritual, so the consecrated spot cannot be formally
distinguished from the play-ground. The arena, the card-table, the magic
circle... all are in form and function play-grounds, i.e. forbidden spots,
isolated, hedged round, hallowed, within which special rules obtain. All are
temporary worlds within the ordinary world, dedicated to the performance of



an act apart." Burning Man, within this sphere, is perceived as a play-object.
He is, in practice, an enormous doll; a puppet which we fondle. In one phase
of performance we allow paricipants to clamber on the figure-—

much as children who appropriate a parent's body. The tone of our
proceeding is sportive, intentionally playful, and I have found this quite
effective in allaying the ironic distance which might otherwise inhibit a

response to the work.

This experience of Burning Man as "play-object" and "work-object"
instills in participants a passionate regard for the figure. Indeed, the man may
be viewed as a "self-object". People often assign the properties of a Jungian
archetype to Burning Man, but I've been more directly influenced by the
teachings of Freud and, in particular, the Post-Freudian field of Self-
Psychology. Its chief exponent, Hienz Kohut, posits a nuclear self which is
formed and sustained by experiences of mirroring and merger with parental
"self-objects". Parents, of course, have always known that "Pick me up!" and
"Look at me!" are the two most urgent requests that children make of us.
Kohut proposes that out of such relations a nuclear self--- continuous in time
and coherent in space--- is precipitated. Further, he suggests these narcissistic
needs which animate the child in the family apply no less to the individual
within a culture or, I would add, to that culture in the vast surround of

Nature.

Myth and ritual, as I understand them, are primarily concerned with
founding identity. A living myth is a genetic code, an active instruction for
the assembly of self— not merely a symbol of certain ideas, but a knowledge
conveyed through initiation. Our ritual, as staged, embodies Kohut's vision
of the primal scene: it is an identity engendering experience. The act of
raising Burning Man physically equates the efforts of the audience, their
straining expenditure of energy, with the over-awing mass of the figure.
Arising suddenly, as if from out of the ground itself, he is larger than life---
the size of one's parents remembered. Participants lift up Burning Man yet
feel uplifted by him; behold him as the center of attention and feel witnessed

by him.

His architectonic form--- so different from a solid figure--- derives from
the technology of home construction. Built like a house, he evokes the dual
function of all architecture: to shelter from the outside world and to project
an image of the life within--- And what is this if not the function of a self?
Burning Man's construction and assembly from component parts becomes a
literal "remembering", and his erection recapitulates a mythic past; recalling

those acts on which self-hood is founded.

William James, the psychologist and philosopher whom I have quptf%d,
anticipates the program we've evolved. In the final chapter of "The Varieties
of Religious Experience" he speculates briefly on what in essence 1s required



to inspire the religious urge. "The practical needs and experiences of
religion”, he writes, "seem to be sufficiently met by the belief that beyond each
man and in a fashion continuous with him there exists a larger power which
is friendly to him and his ideals. All the facts require is that the power should
be both other and larger than our conscious selves. Anything larger will do, if
only it is large enough to trust for the next step. It need not be infinite, it need
not be solitary. It might conceivably even be only a larger and more godlike
self, of which the present self would then be but the mutilated expression...".

In the final phase of our performance we transpose Burning Man's
prodigious scale against a larger cosmic scale. He is so sited in the desert that
the morning sun ascends his spine. Likewise when he burns, his arms
outstretched, fountains of fireworks burst from his head. This is, of course,
an image of sublimation, but it is more than that. For it is not only the
function of myth to locate us in ourselves, but also to place us in the great
world which surrounds us. This metaphor therefore suggests that the
passions which drive us and inform our ideals are instinct, at last, with the
energies of nature--— powers which exceed our strength as we exceed the
strength of children.

We inhabit a rational age. The myths which have so long sustained
religion seem increasingly like stories we might tell to entertain our children.
Orion, after all, is not a man who spans the sky, but a fortuitious combination
of stars. It seems childish, naively egocentric, to believe otherwise. We do
not, however, live, said Robert Louis Stevenson, within, "...external fact, but
in the dim phantasmagoric chamber of the brain, with its painted windows
and its storied walls." Our most urgent motives, science itself has taught us,
are profoundly irrational. Any life merely lived upon rational grounds is a
proposition without meaning-— for we belong to the world of passionate
attachment, of mirrorings and merger, as surely as we belong to ourselves.
Burning Man is our attempt to reinvent myth in our world; to guide our
audience backward to that primal moment, unreasoned and immediate,
when spirit itself is created.

Larry Harvey
Creative Director
Burning Man Project




