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By Susan Gerhard

If the *90s is the decade of
disbelief, we’ve got good
reasons for ourcynicism: former
L.A.punker Phranc didn’teven
get an encore in once-leftist
Berkeley Say/8, whilemegaman
Morrissey got more than
compensated by crowds of New
Wave Sassyteens forafewlame
twists of the hips. Add to that
the fact that the Dream
Warriors had to cancel at the
Kennel Club because they
couldn’t manage to get an
affordable plane ticket West (?1),
and you’ve got a week that
would make an atheist of
anyone. Those last bastions of
American mass-worship —
transcendent rock, rap, or folk
shows — failing me like the
apostles at Gethsemane.

JustwhenI’mready tochuck
my faith in public rituals, along

comes the biggest erection of

the year to washaway my grief.
Yes, yearly solstiqe ritual The
Burning Man returns — legit
(in the eyes of the law) for the
first time. The four-story-high
wooden construction, begun as
the 10-foot-tall project of seme
carpenters with a creative itch,
has gone up in flames five years
inarow. Now the Man’s grown
to a height of 40 feet, and he’s
built like abrick house—only
he'smade with lumber. Amacho
7-8 times the size of your
average adult, he’s the result of
| blueprints, home-construction
principles, fundamental physics,
and totemic impulses.

“We want people to be able
to experience the force of myth
intheirlivesinawaythatdoesn’t
require them to check their
brains,” explains Burning Man
founder Larry Harvey. “We're
trying to produce the benefits of
religion and ritual without the
bigotry, to recreate myth in a_

_ non-believing age.”
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Though Harvey never refers
overtly to the sexual
connotations of hismonster toy,
using instead words like playful
to describe it, it’s hard to
overlook the utter phallocity of
the40-feet-highand rising Man.
“We’re stripping spirit to its
naked body” —and burning t.
Take this act of destruction any
way you like: Harvey just hopes
to inspire un-self-conscious,
childlike awe in this mammoth
Christmas tree of sorts.

Seems the spell didn’t quité
work on the police last year —
they stopped the afinual
“underground” Baker Beach

Burn, baby, burn.
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burningmidway and eventually
catapulted the Burning Man
process to its current legit
levels: A safe SF erection,
followed by a long Labor Day
haul out to Nevada’s Black
Rock Desert for burning, Last
year, the Man was reduced to
rubble only three weeks before
the trip .— chainsaw
massacred by an unknowing
non-believer — and rebuilt in
a short four days with bionic
effort. This year, with help from
Capp Street Project, American
Neon, the Red and White Fleet,
and other sources, the Burning
Man should go up in flames
without a hitch. Festivities
begin withthe Summer Solstice
audience-aided ascendance on
abarge at Fort Mason Sat/22 at
7:30 pm, preceded by Bumning
Man films. Though the Man
won't burn this weekend, his
numinous neon glow hints at
the Labor Day backdraft-to-
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