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"A rigorous knowledge can only exist about that which is and always remains the same.  What is limited in time and changes from moment to moment  can be described, sometimes, by a mythic language".  (Ernst Cassirer, Individuum und Kosmos in der Philosophie der Renaissance, Leipzig, 1927)





	Eternity is the problem: how can an artist escape isolation and time that runs out, for him as for everyone.  On January 5th, 1973, at eight in the morning, Chris Burden was on the beach next to the Los Angeles International  Airport. The airplanes, here, are more frequent than birds. Having pointed a pistol at a Boeing 747, Chris fires. It's a pathetic gesture if we think about, as if it was an abstraction, the simple rage of a wingless Icarus. But Burden was only one of the sandpipers, his legs too big, two hands instead of wings. He could not possibly beat down the flying monster, even firing all the grains of sand.


	Hard to know if rage, or sadness, was prevailing for the isolated being in his human body, a being who could not give up fighting the seeming power of the many things that are beyond his grasp. From aloft, he was a small indistinguishable point, no different than the bullet: a point shot at time, the real fact of a moment. 





"I thought: a few minutes of performance, that I will never redo... it becomes a myth".





	Chris Burden had taken the full responsibility of that gesture -photographed, described, put in a frame as a piece of art. "Art is not easy". The same year of the shot at the airplane, Chris, naked, was suspended by his feet with a rope tied to the ceiling of a gymnasium, aiming through the eyepiece of a movie camera at the center of a target drawn on the floor he was suddenly dropped onto the target; then between May and June he paddled a kayak from California to San Felipe in Mexico, drinking only water for 11 days in 120 degree heat; and one night in autumn he crawled through a rug of broken glass, hands tied behind his back; and before Christmas, on November 15, risking an almost certain death, he pushed two live electric wires into his chest, causing them to cross and explode; it was the same year (1973) that Giuseppe Chiari celebrated the Sunday of art and life and Emmett Williams wrote his FÊTE DUCHAMPÊTRE, (A Valentine for Noël, something else press), trying to get out from the canned, ready made history, to find the fluxus again and enjoy. Chris Burden was different.





"performances were structured, so conceptual..."





	He had studied architecture and physics, and art in a minimalist mode. Chris is Monday. Art, with him, goes back to work, rearranges itself to accommodate events having a duration, makes its home in contingencies. At least until the end of the '70's he was not interested at all in creating objects. His body was either an instrument or an accomplished work. Naked on the floor of his studio, in Venice, California, his shoulders covered with two wings of glass, two six foot sheets of plate glass, sprinkled with gasoline and ignited, Chris  suddenly freeing himself, the broken wings crashing to the ground, along with the rhetoric of the flying artist, the mysticism of fire. Art is that unrepeatable instant, the shrug of the shoulders of a body without clothes. The risk for the artist is not in his ambition to touch the sun, the risk is in wearing wings.





"I could conceive the whole thing, but I needed to have that physical experience"





	To presume that only the art of reasoning can either grasp primary truths or convey them to someone else is one of the mistakes of our age. Rousseau pointed this out about two hundred and fifty years ago. Not such a long time ago. Chris Burden, who is not ignorant of history, says that a thousand years, after all, is only about thirty generations. Following his logic, indeed, two centuries and a half would be seven generations and a half. By neglecting the language of signs able to reach our imagination  "we have reduced precepts to words, we did not put anything in our actions. We have lost the feeling of the energy which belongs to languages"(J.J. Rousseau, Emile, 1764). Chris Burden has brought it back with the uncompromising attitude of the person who would not even want to enter the world of words.





"Maybe I should never talk about my work".





	I cannot imagine the reaction of a spectator, unexposed to art,  encountering The Big Wheel, and the loud, small motorcycle which sets it in motion, disconnects, shuts off and sits silent. The Big Wheel has become a classic of contemporary art, welcomed at Beaubourg, in Paris. It was shown the first time in 1979, at the Rosamund Felsen Gallery in Los Angeles. The mechanical giant transferred to the public the prodigious energy which, secretly hidden, had formerly transformed Chris into a human machine breathing water (Velvet Water, 1974), or into a survivor of a shipwreck lying invisible for 22 days on a triangular platform hung just under the ceiling of the Ronald Feldman Gallery in New York, without eating, talking or going down (White Light/White Heat, 1975). The kinetic sculpture -with an eight foot diameter, 3 ton cast iron flywheel-  is a circle that, after the energy input received from the small wheel, spins for two and a half hours. 


	The artist, after eight years of performances, had created a spiral of energy that resides in the center of a mechanical engine, fixed to the ground by a wooden cross. Simply, he said : enough dissipation. The machine is turned on in order to stay. If the motion was perpetual, the idea would have been completely different. The wheel, instead, extends the rush of an instant to the extreme limits of its energy; it melts space and time into one indivisible reality. The instant is still the focus, a point engraved in time. The strength it generates is so intense that it seems it will never end - but we fool ourselves. It is not true at all. 


The instant


trivial as it is


is all we have


unless-unless


things the imagination feeds upon,


the scent of the rose,


startle us anew.                                 (William Carlos Williams) 


	 Chris Burden's myth, or myths, are not things we can either touch or see, nor are they created. They just are, provided that we are awake to the very odd center of animal sensitivity that makes us conscious of ourselves, and is beyond any outer power's reach, difficult to corrupt. Myth, as well as art, is not a matter of opinion. Art is not even a matter of science, though Chris Burden built works more than once like scientific experiments. It is a gesture, an act that liberates from exterior superfluous things. Piero Manzoni used to say that art is also able to relieve us from our subjectivity, so heavy. Art is artist's shit in a sealed can. The signature says it is authentic. A Frenchman, in 1993, looking for a sensational gesture, opened one of Manzoni's cans in an art gallery: what he found was nothing but another smaller can, also labeled "artist's shit", with a signature. Art is not allowed to lose infinity. Chris put his living body in a sort of can in 1971 (Five Day Locker piece). He was locked in a small locker in a gymnasium, anonymous as a burial niche, with a five gallon bottle of water in the locker above him and another empty 5 gallon bottle below. He resisted for five days. The physical endurance had been planned. 


	The logic the artist had to show was an implacable commitment. In order to touch the reality of pain and fear, bringing them into a physical knowledge, belonging to his whole body, he had himself: crucified on the  back of a Volkswagen; hidden behind a wooden wall in Kansas City; covered by a blanket during the night in a street filled with traffic; and hung on the wall of the Utah Museum wrapped up in a sheet. Always without a word. 'Relics' are what remain, providing proof that the fact has happened. 


	Relics are wrecks with no value, signs for memory. Lived life does not come back. Chris is irritating. "You cannot see me, but I am here." Or: "Even if you are watching me, it is like I am not here". He did not give the public permission to devour his image, but the game was dangerous: "I do not eat, you are not eating me, but if you do not have any relationship with me, I can die." Returning to sculpture, essentially Chris Burden did not change. His pieces are not objects, they are ideas becoming slowly clear, taking a shape generated by an inner, hidden movement. Details are always made with a maniacal accuracy, once more they spread energy like many single points put together by somebody, a piece of history. There is always a reason when things happen: 50,000 tanks in the Soviet Union's army (1979, The Reason for the Neutron Bomb). Chris fixes 50,000 matchsticks, one by one, on 50,000 nickels, covering the Hirshhorn Museum's floor, in Washington, D.C.


	The US Navy has produced 625 submarines in its history: the entire fleet, reproduced in cardboard miniatures hung from the ceiling, fills up a room at the Hoffman-Borman Gallery in Los Angeles in 1987. "Jesus Christ, what did we do in Vietnam?" Chris Burden has engraved on a book with copper pages, 7 feet by 12 feet, three million names: the names of all the Vietnamese killed during the war (The Other Vietnam Memorial, 1991).





"You can make your tombstone out of cardboard, but then the graveyard won't look real, will it?"


"What is real?  What does it cost to do that?"							


	The first reality is the certainty that the artist exists. The second is that art is impersonal, something going beyond the person, beyond the artist. Chris is almost fifty. Half a century. With time, he has split the art works from his own body, he has let them grow more naturally.  Sometimes he told himself: "it is good, maybe it is not art". In 1988 he proposed a project that brought despair to the architects of the newborn MOCA (Museum of Contemporary Art) in Los Angeles, who were worried about their building's steadiness. He dug into the floor at the point where the concrete wall meets the ground, the point at which the building foundation begins, though it is usually hidden. (Exposing the Foundation of the Museum, Dec. 10, 1986 - June 19, 1988).


	What appears is a solid philosophy of history. Having rent the neatness of architecture, the  floor's wound, 3 trenches 9 feet deep and 16 feet long, brings back to consciousness our uneasy link with the changeable and uneven face of the earth. History, maybe forever, has been disconnected from the ground where human feet walk. That is why human beings have built either small or big stories of power, replaying, continuously, everything that has already been done.


	Patient like a Robinson Crusoe, Chris Burden has rebuilt the physical model of the wheel, recreated the original television, and in the B-car the essential automobile. With a large fantasy and sense of humor, he has made a flying kayak in a room. He has built models of cities, hung from the ceiling huge ships made from broken glass, memory's waves that become a ship. Chris, as an artist, is a living menace to every kind of architecture, if that word means the more or less elegant, the more or less organized covering of some essential matters of fact that, once packaged, risk disappearance: the eternal problem of disorder, and the mental architecture that, though controlling, is not able to give it up. The illusion that thoughts are something clean, or do not have hands to make dirty. Exposing the foundation of the Museum, Chris Burden not only dug the grave of any aestheticism, he brought back art to the "partial judgment" that belongs to humans and does not satisfy them.


	His work is no different than the child who empties the sea with a spoon. Toys and small models of houses are the matter for The Tale of Two Cities (1988), whose story changes each time the piece is rebuilt for a new exhibition: "It keeps going, that's okay". Every time the hands touch an area of ground, they remake the history of the castles, huts, palaces, bourgeois houses, and that of transportation systems, weapons, geography; they utilize bricks of time in an arbitrary way.


             the past must be Invented


                     the future Must be 


                                 revIsed 


                        doing boTh


                                  mAkes 


                               whaT


                    the present Is


                               discOvery


                                     Never stops


No capitals, no periods for John Cage's mesostic turning around the vertical string, IMITATION, to avoid sentimentality. If it is only a matter of fact, history can be reinvented; if it's an idea, the artist can translate it into something real. 





"I think sometimes the issues of art seem too narrow for me"





	He can translate it, for instance, into a thing from another world: a mounette. A new world, today, has to be built, invented. The scale can only be planetary, if the feeling of infinity is to be kept alive. In 1994 Chris conceived five small moons. He calls them Mounettes, numbers 1, 2, 3, 4, 5. This time it is the ceiling of the Anne Villepoix Galerie in Paris that risks collapse. The hung bodies look, at first, like clods of dirt suspended by a very thin thread.  Their surfaces are twisted like gloves turned inside out. The spiral surface is covered by railroad tracks and trains, overrunning the wrenched little planet. The wagons, the crane, the shipping containers, the merchandise, are fixed; otherwise they would fall because of gravity.  Each moon is a small, extremely heavy cement block.  But it moves. The shape is dynamic, chaotic and controlled as in chaos mathematics, which is measurable but unpredictable. The mythological hero, or the artist, are burdened with the weight of the world. They try to make themselves lighter. Had the artist transported clods of the old earth into his lunar system, with crust and internal organs as they have become over millenniums of history, encrusted with work, the mounettes would not have different shapes. Time and space are inseparable as in The Big Wheel.  The moon's body is anthropomorphic, restless.  Perhaps in the night, when no one is watching, it fills with people, changes, breathes... but no one, nobody, is allowed to look at it.
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