Making Myth

Occupying the Ambiguous Territory which Separates

Religion from Art

DARRYL VAN RHEY

Imagine the plain of a great desert playa and
picture in this place a giant man. His body is
grid of spokes and curving boards comprisin
seven hundred feet of lumber. He stands fou
stories tall. Each year this huge tectonic scul
ture is transported here, raised upright by it’
audience, and destroyed by fire.

Burning Man, as the figure is called, was ex-
hibited earlier this year on June 22 at Ft. Ma-
son Center in San Francisco as part of Capp
Street Project’s Experimental Projects pro-
gram. Two months later the sculpture was
removed to the Black Rock Desert in Nevad:
Here an audience of more than two hundred
people looked on as the neon-lit figure was
ignited in a cloud of fireworks and burned to
the ground.

This is assuredly a sacrifice. According to
Larry Harvey, designer of Burning Man, it is
also a sacrament. “We are not, however, belie
ers,” he says. “Burning Man is not a cult or
creed. It’s a commonplace, after all, that if on
compares the dogmas and creeds of religion:
each based on some supernatural sanction—
they simply cancel one another out. Yet if we
put aside over-beliefs and consider direct ex;
rience the evidence speaks strongly for some
thing both profound and universal; somethin
true. We've trained our attention on this vital
experience; religion as something which is
done and felt in response to an immediate pe
ception. Burning Man is fashioned in the im-
age of this precept. We strip spirit, I like to sz
to its naked body.”

This experience Harvey variously defines as
“numinous’'— the sense of a hallowed pres-
ence— and as “conveying the force of myth.’
Burning Man clearly occupies the increasing
ambiguous territory which separates religior
from art. This, however, provokes new ques-
tions. Is it possible to invent “sacred” ritual
without resort to supernaturalism? How, wit
out a background of belief, can such experi-
ence be claimed in moral earnest?

This challenge, Harvey claims, has been met
over the course of six years in performance.
“We've evolved two basic approaches for in-
ducing an ingenuous response,” he states. T]
first, he suggests, is through the shared exp¢
rience of work. “Raising the man is a formi-
dable chore and we avoid ritual elements
which aren’t inherent in the task itself,” he
explains. A glance at the audience, arrayed
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along a hauling line attached to the figure’s
navel, confirms this. Clutching the taut rope as
~ the three-quarter ton mass pivots upward,

Fl they seem single-mindedly intent, submerged
in their chore. Ritual has become a self-evident
act, strenuous and engrossing, that leaves
small margin for self-consciousness.

“The second method we employ revolves
around the act of play,” he continues. “The
tone of everything we do is sportive. Burning
Man is an enormous doll we fondle. In one
phase of the performance, for instance, partici-
pants are allowed to clamber on the figure —
much as children who appropriate a parent’s
body. We have convened a ‘play sphere’ and
there is, after all, little difference between a
playground and a consecrated spot. Each is
hedged round, a place where special rules
!'!' obtain, removed from the ordinary world. At
a certain point holiness and play begin to
merge, just as in the act of play itself the
distinction between belief and make-be-
lieve breaks down. Toward the end of our
two day encampment everyone is inti-
mately bonded to the figure, attached
with a peculiar passion.”

At this point, he theorizes, Burning
Man becomes more than a ‘work-
object’ or ‘play-object.’ He is trans-
formed into a ‘self-object.” “People
often assign the properties of a
Jungian archetype to Burning
Man, yet I've been more influ-
enced by Hienz Kohut,” he con-
fides. “The work of Kohut,
doyen of Post-Freudian Self
Psychology, addresses narcis-
sism. He posits a nuclear self
which is formed and sus-
tained by experiences of
mirroring and merger with
parental ‘self-objects.’ Par-
ents, of course, know that
‘Pick me up!” and ‘Look
at me!’ are the two most
urgent requests chil-
dren make of us.
Kohut proposed that
out of such relations
a nuclear self is
precipitated.”

The performance
H does indeed ap-

...our most urgent passions

are instinct with the

energies of nature. It's the
function of myth to locate
us — not only in ourselves,
but in the great world that
surrounds us.

pear to embody this vision of the primal scene.
The act of raising Burning Man equates the
efforts of the audience with the overwhelming
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. Partici-
pants lift up the man, yet feel uplifted by him;
behold him as the center of attention and feel
witnessed by him. The construction and on-
site assembly of the figure becomes, accord-
ing to this formula, a literal ‘remembering,’
just as its erection recapitulates a mythic past;
reliving those acts on which selfhood is
founded. “It is an identity engendering experi-
ence,” says Harvey, “and myth and ritual, as I
understand them, are primarily concerned
with founding identity.”

In the final act of this performance Burning
Man is ignited and destroyed by fire. He is so
sited in the desert that the morning sun as-
cends his spine and likewise, as he burns, his

Burning Man in the Nevada Desert, 1991.
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arms outstretched, fountains of fireworks
burst from the top of his head. “This is, of
course, an image of sublimation,” Harvey ex-
plains, “but I think it is more than that. The
metaphor suggests that our most urgent pas-
sions are instinct with the energies of nature.
It's the function of myth to locate us — not
only in ourselves, but in the great world that
surrounds us. I think we need such reassur-
ance. It's been lost in our secular world.”

An audience-participatory, large scale, site-
specific installation requiring the performance
of certain ritual actions: such is Burning Man
rendered in the language of modern art. It
therefore comes as something of a shock to be
reminded that these practices approximate
religious rites. “I think many artists are intu-
itively reaching toward a reconstituted form of
sacrament,” says Harvey, “but they founder on
the question of belief. I would say, along with
religionists, that it really is a question of faith,
of immediate experience, not belief at all. In
the end, as they say, you have to be there.”

Darryl Van Rhey is a freelance writer living in
San Francisco. %
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