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FACE THE DRAGON HEAD-ON

VALENTINA SANSONE: In 1971 you pre-
sented a performance that consisted of being
shot (Shoot). Later on you claimed that you
did it in order to “be taken seriously.” As an
artist, what did the notion of 'limits’ represent
Jor you at that time and what do they represent
for you today?

Chris Burden: ‘Limits’ is a relative term.
Like beauty, it is often in the eye of the be-
holder. When [ did the performance Shoor
in 1971, I knew I was making art in a way
that few others were. But, you must know
that in order to do Shoot, 1 had to con-
vince myself that the marksman would only
scratch my arm with the bullet and that one
drop of blood would roll down my arm. The
question for myself would have been, “Have
I been shot?” Obviously, the wound was
more serious than that, but as you can see, |
was trying to find where the edge was. T have
always had an active imagination and 1 am
not sure that my idea of limits is any differ-
ent today than it was in 1971,

Sonia Campagnola: When you think back to
the early "70s and your first actions and per-
formances putting your own life in danger,
what is your take on them now that your work
moved elsewhere and the surrounding world
changed?

CB: First, my early actions and performanc-
es were not suicidal, and did not put my life
in danger. Today, I am proud of those carly
works. They were important in my artistic
development and they have become a part
of art history. However, I no longer have an
interest in doing performances.

V8: During the performance Jaizu in Newport
Beach in 1972, you sat immobile in a chair
wearing dark glasses. Visitors thought that
you were looking at them and they refused
to speak. Actually, your lenses were painted
black inside so that you couldn't see. After the
action, you said that some people were aggres-
sive and that a few of them even had hysteri-
cal reactions.

Maost of your performances feed on rage and
physical pain. Could you speak abowt these
topics in relation to your work?

CB: No rage and very little physical pain.

VS: Early in the "70s you often railed against
the Viemam conflict. Do you think artists
coming from countries that have been under a
totalitarian government are more likely 1o re-
alize extreme actions and performances deal-
ing with strong political issues? Do you see
a connection between these artists’ practices
and performance practices in '70s?

CB: Adrtists in totalitarian socicties are less
likely to be able to realize extreme actions
because they are usually jailed, and/or ex-
ecuted.

VS8: In an interview in 1975 you defined art
as “a free spot in society, where you can do
anything.” “Anything,” vou would add, “that
society will let you do.” Could you give any
examples of how social conditioning has re-
stricted yvour work?

A Tale of Two Cities, 1981, Installation of two miniature citics with
approximately 3000 toys, 55 sgm.

Opposite: What My Dad Gave Mo, 2008. Approximately 000,000
stainless steel Mysto Type | Erector parts, nuts and belts (sky-
scraper: 19x3m Semx I m, 7 om; base: I5cmx3m Semx I m,
7 cm tubular stoel cover with stainless steel veneer; plinth: rein-
forced concrete, 81 cm high). Rockefeller Center, New York 2008,
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CB: There are always two sides to a coin,
Society is usually fixated on only one side of
the coin. For example, being shot is consid-
ered by society to be a bad thing and to be
avoided at all costs. Sometimes it is of some
interest to flip the coin and face the dragon
head-on.

V8: A Tale of Two Cities (1981) represents
a metaphor of war's enormity. Five thousand
tovs created a large-scale installation where the
act of repetition assumes a freaky atmosphere.
Where does this obsession come from?

CB: A Tale of Two Cities represents two
make-believe city-states at war with each
other. The big city is invading the small
city. In this mythic world, the weapons for
both cities are bought from a separate arms-
producing state. Thus, A Tale of Two Cities
is actually a model of the modern world. 1
purchased all the toys in 4 Tale of Twe Cit-
ies, including the war toys, at different pe-
riods of my life. I still collect toys. Toys are
a reflection of society. They are the tools
that society uses to teach and enculturate
children into the adult world. Toys are not
innocent.

VS: The Big Wheel (1979) was a system that
linked a big antique metal flywheel to a mo-
torcycle. What My Dad Gave Mc (2008) is
a 20-meter-high Erector Set skyscraper that
you and a team of assistants built in Califor-
nia and installed in one evening at New York's
Rockefeller Center in June last year.

You have always found in engincering a way
to overcome the most overwhelming phenom-
ena: gravity, distance, weight and water. Are
you still working on the idea of limits?

CH: Yes, I am constantly searching for the
edge.

VSt In Topanga Canyon there is an installa-
tion of vintage lamps that you collected in the
last few years. Does your work also include re-
search on architecture besides sculpture?

CB: I collected the vintage streetlights you
refer to over a period of nine years. They
were initially installed around my studio in
Topanga Canyon, and in 2008 the Los Ange-
les County Museum of Art purchased them.

JULY SEPTEMBER 2009 - FlashArt 45

Flash Art

eptember 2009



INTERVIEW

Tﬂnr:

Eniu

44 FlashArt - JuLY SEPTEMBER 2009



INTERVIEW

JAIZU

Newport Harbor Art Museum: June 10-11, 1972

Dressed in white and wearing a pair of sunglasses, | sat facing the door. Just inside the door were two

cushions and a small box of marijuana cigarets. Viewers were permitled to enter the room one at a time

They were under the impression that | was observing them, but the sunglasses had been painted black orl\
the back sides and | was virtually blind. | remained immobile and speechless during the performance Many
people tried to talk to me, one assaulted me, and one left sobbing hysterically. The piece was perf'ormed
on two days for five hours each day.

They are now at LACMA and arranged in a
grid that recalls an ancient temple. They have
become a building with a roof of light. Yes, 1
do have an interest in architecture and the
space that surrounds us. It has always played
a role in my art making.

VS: A few weeks ago the opening of your solo
show at Beverly Hills' Gagosian was posi-
poned. The gold bullion originally purchased
for the show by the gallery was frozen by the
federal authorities [according to Reuters, the
gold was sold by a billionaire accused of fi-
nancial fraud]. How was this planned exhibi-
tion originally conceived?

CB: My planned show at the Gagosian Gal-
lery in Beverly Hills was titled “One Ton,
One Kilo.” In the gallery’s ground floor
main exhibition space, 1 planned on exhib-
iting a restored 1964 Ford one-ton crane
truck. I had a 78.8 centimeter cube fabri-
cated out of cast iron with 1 TON i
on all 4 sides. The cube was hung from the
cranc at chest level, It was the first thing
you saw when you entered the gallery. My
1985 sculpture Tower of Power was to be dis-
played in the gallery’s small exhibition space
upstairs. Tower of Power consists of a small
pyramid fabricated from 100 one-kilo bars
of 24K gold. No press releases or publicity
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rt Harbor Art Museum,
, painted black on the

Above: Jaizo, 1972, Performance, New
Newport Beach, Californ : sungla
back. Collection Larry Ga an, Now 2

Shoot, 1971. Photograph of the performance, F Space, Santa Ana
USA

announced either work. Thus, after seeing
one ton downstairs, viewers would logically
have expected to see 1 kilo upstairs. In fact,
it involved 100 kilos. The exhibition was
about weights, measures and value. The new
work, One Ton Crane Truck (2009), seemed
a good partner for the older work of Tower
of Power.

SC: Thinking of vour planned exhibition “One
Ton, One Kilo™: what is a good system to un-
derstand and price the value (cultural and
commercial) of art? For you, what's a good,
healthy relationship with money and with the
commercialization of your work? Is there any
discrepancy between the commercial value
and the cultural value?

CB: There is no relationship between com-
mercial value and cultural value.

VS: Last May you realized one site-specific
Beam Drop in Antwerp. This is maybe the
artwork that best represents your recent work.
Could you tell us a bit more about it?

CB: Beam Drop is a sculpture produced by



CHRIS BURDEN

dropping from a height of 40 meters, with
the assist of a crane, 70 to 100 steel I-beams
of varying length and width, into an 11-me-
ter-square pit of wet concrete. This process
of dropping the beams into wet concrete
takes an entire day. The finished sculpture
becomes a petrifaction of a cataclysmic
event, much like Pompeii. You must re-
member the I-beams are the building blocks
of all corporate architecture, and as such,
are to be taken seriously. Steel workers are
never supposed to drop I-beams. Jackson
Pollock used paint in an abstract expression-
ist manner. I am using heavy steel beams in
an abstract expressionistic manner.

SC: Which is the most important work you
think you have accomplished in your life so
far?

CB: The idea that art is important, and that 1
continue to both believe in it and produce it.

SC: You saw and participated in almost four
decades of art history. What you think art
gained in recent years and what has it lost?

CB: Art does not gain or lose. It is a process.

SC: What influence has the particular culture of
Los Angeles and the artists that inhabit it had on
your way of thinking and working?

Above: Antique Bridge, 1998. Installation view, 1913 Erector. Cour-
tesy Gagosian Gallery, New York.

Static Test, 2000. Installation view. Photo: Chris Burden.

All images, Courtesy Gagosian Gallery. © Chris Burden.

CB: Los Angeles is an ever changing and
vast ocean of people and ideas. Even though
I have lived here for 40 plus years, the pace
of change and the resources available never
cease to amaze and fascinate me.

SC: How would you describe your daily prac-
tice and work routine?

CB: I live in Topanga Canyon, which is a part
of the megalopolis of Los Angeles. My stu-
dio is next door to my house and I employ a
large staff. T walk from home to studio ev-
ery morning. I check on the various projects
that are under construction and I work in
my office answering correspondence. In the
evening, | walk back to my home. L]

Sonta Campagnola s L.A. Editor of Flash Art Interna-
tional.

Valentina Sansone is an art critic and curator based in
Milan.

Chris Burden was bom in Boston, USA, in 1946, He lives
and works in Los Angeles.
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