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:::hris Burden 
'IJoah's Ark 1992 
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connoisseurship entails even begins t.o sr.r.m mlevant to 
these works. Much as we might think of the absent origi
nals, the lack of colour and facture in Levine's photos, 
there is something to look at here - as miniatures in 
relationship to the originals, detail is condensed and 
they invite a close attention. The visceral experience of 
the work remains important. Ultimately, the relationship 
to the original seems far from irreverent, there are ele
ments of desire, longing and lament in this series. I 

Mark Durden lectures in History of Art and Design at 
Staffordshire University. 

• Chris Burden 
London Projects London September 9 to October 5 

Chris Burden's biography indicates this is only the third 
time he has shown or performed in this country. It's to 
the gallery's credit that this absurd omission is finally 
being corrected, although this installation of ti'Vo modest
sized sculptures supported by documentation of perfor
mances is more of a footnote than the kind of 
introduction this important artist needs. 

Without a history of commentary on his earlier work, 
it may not be easy for Noah's Ark , 1992, the larger of the 
two sculptures, to find a context here. An assembly of 
salvaged components precariously hanging from wire a 
few feet off the ground, Burden's piece initially gives the 
weary impression of parodying the linear sculpture 
developed by David Smith. Close up, though, any gestalt 
collapses into an array of disparate fragments wittily 
combined into a fanciful vehicle. Appended to the main 

structure, a tandem frame joined to a roof rack by 
screen-door mechanisms, are electrical conductors, 
broken motors, meccano extensions, toy arks and other 
bric-a-brac . Small farm animals wander over its surface 
and a glass jar holds dandelion seeds. 

Suggesting the outline of a boat and incorporating 
debris from redundant vehicles, Noah's Ark reiterates 
Burden's earlier preoccupation with confounding notions 
of physical and religious transport. One of a series of 
imaginary ships and spacecraft , it seems a paean to 
resourcefulness, the wistful dream of saving the planet 
by simply emptying out the garden shed . This might 
appeal in a country remembering the flotilla of small 
boats sent to Dunkerque or which has nurtured its inter
stellar fantasies on Thunderbirds, but this touch ing 
anachronism dislocates the continuity of his work. After 
pitching his body against an indiscriminate environment 
or visualising the scale of military destruction, Burden 
here recycles childhood residue into proj ections of disen
gaged wonder. There is the sense of a boy rifling his attic 
for objects of obscure mnemonic value, tinkering them 
into a shuddering afterlife to remonstrate against more 
efficient machines. The poignancy of these pieces lies in 
their idealistic faith. Burden envisages spacecraft that 
renounce the very means of ge tting them into space, 
repeating the paradox of Utopian science fiction that 
yearns for access to a community through a technology 
that alienates and desocialises. 

Equivocal in its own way, this group of sculptures nev
ertheless sidesteps the disturbing ambiguities of earlier 
work. It is still open to debate whether the enumeration 
of mili tary hardware (All the Submarines of the United 
States of America, 1987) or the exhaustive listing of war 
dead (The Other Vietnam Memorial, 1991 ) don't also 
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laud what they criticise. Perhaps ifs just not possible to 
convey the problematic of institutionalised vio lence 
without its li teral embodiment. The same doubts are 
raised by other artists' equally extreme work, as for 
example Ernst Junger's writing in Total Mobilisation, 
19 31, where his visionary Darwinism describing the 
ascendancy of our species through military annihilation 
can only, at a long stretch, imply auto-critique. 

Facing Noah's Ark is an editioned book, under Plexi
glas, comprising documentation of the earliest perfor
mances. Although several pages are displayed on the 
gallery walls, it is regrettable that we can't see the full 
extent of this driven work. The extreme, if misguided, 
passion of these events may give the impression that 
Burden is now taking things easy but, as the sculpture 
shows, his strand of quasi-religious faith is still present 
even where its means of realisation have changed. 

Being crucified to the roof of a Volkswagen (Trans
fixed, 1974) must have seemed an exquisitely provoc
ative redemption of the sybaritic motorised community 
of Southern California. Combining Houdini's risky show
manship with a se lf-aggrandising religiosity, Burden 
enacts the rituals of martyrdom and spiritual ecsta~y, 
incurring repeated physical harm but emerging intact 
enough to organise his next near-death experience. 
Qualified by an impish humour, this disregard for the 
flesh (getting shot in the arm in Shoot, 1971; lying on the 
freeway in Deadman, 1972; or using his body as an elec
trical conductor in Doorway to Heaven, 1973) has its 
sacrificial aspect. With the abnegation of the body there's 
the appropriate lack of emphasis on sexual content and 
not even the monastic practice of shutting oneself away 
(inside a tin locker in Five Day Locker Piece , 1971; or 
perched on a shelf overlooking a gall ery in White 
Light/White Heat , 1975) escapes Burden's relentless via 
crucis. 

As mostly spare black and white images documenting 
the irruption of a calculated lunacy into the mechanised 
flow of secular American life, the photographs have their 
resonances. A metaphorical obviousness that would give 
other artists pause only serves Burden as a licence for 
maximum explicitness. Technology can confine, maim, 
electrocute and burn flesh and, in case this knowledge 
had somehow escaped us, Burden acts it out. 

There is always the uncomfortable feeling that 
Burden might have undergone these trials as an un
solicited offer of salvation, as if by enduring them in our 
place he might spare us sufferi ng und er our own 
technology. Yet in spite of these qualities, the photo
graphs record a compelling body of work whose impor
tance only ga ins from provoki ng irreconcilab le 
interpretations. Its confrontational directness and the 
viewer's incredulity at such recklessness make this a 
memorable glimpse of an artist in whom this country 
has shown limited interest. I 

Mark Harris is an artist working in London and 
New York. 

• Tacita Dean 

Tate Gallery London August 12 to November 10 

The dismantling of moving images has lately been mani
fest in the use of surreal or circular videos and fi lms that 
defy the wholeness of narrative. Some examples are the 
works of Ansuya Blom, Douglas Gordon and Sam Taylor
Wood. Among other things, their distortions foreground 
the telling minutiae .of human behaviour so easily lost in 
the larger movements of conventional plotting. In her 
new work, Foley Artist , Tacita Dean takes this tendency 
further by creating a film in terms of its soundtrack, 
cinema's invisible partner in illusionism. 

White and bright as a clinic- the opposite of the noc
turnal cinema situation - the virtually empty space con
trasts with the dark, dramatic sounds of stormy weather 
and running footsteps that fill it. The first point of inter-

Tacita Dean 
Foley Artist 1996 
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