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Y ou're Under Arrest

Armerica's Most Explosive Performance Group
Goes to Court

Photographs by Marla Anfruth

The diaholical machiners of Sureival B T Lahz iz a "phyeizist's wet
drearn," in the words of founder Mark Pavline. For two decades, the
performance grovp's metal monsters - some the size of sermis, with inon claws
and WWII rocket motors for mouths - have been ramming into each other,
clawring apart dead cows, and breathing five for happw, twisted audiences.

BLE founder Blark Pauline [cemter and far right]) says his mighty metal
momsters are being banished from performing in Bam Framcisco.

Panline's geninzs has cost him. His hand wras mangled in an explosion in his
workshop in 1982, and a 1990 Sk Frmshow in Lewiston, Mew Toik,
wrag censored when Pat Robertson and other members of the Relizions Right
condemned it as an onwage. Stll, notong of the gronp's 25 core members has
ever been arrested for their prrotechnics . Tatl nowr.

O 11 March, Panline and SRL manager Mike Dingle will go 10 a pretial
hearing to address charges that, according to Pavline , will male it almost
impossible for them o mangle heavy metal in their hometown of San
Francizeo, Their srrests came in connection with the 26 November £z
TFseahow, an extravaganza of hip heavy ardllery, with live Lntermet and
audio feed. The show - financed by Pauline's credit cards - featired a
jumping, exploding Tnabomber puppet and an Avmored Atack Helicopter, as
well a3 a bound-and -gagged Execution Guw.

The charges {urdawinl open burming and nze of explosive materdsls) wil
probably be dropped in exchange for community service, becanse it's a
first-time offense. For these cash-starved performers , howeser, this is meore
than a slap on the wrist. SRL can'tafford the pricew permits required by the
Ban Franeizca five department, 20 the group is effectively banished from
home. Says Pauling, "We won't be able 1o do the shows we'e accustomed w0
doing and we're known for. Perdod. "

Angry but not defeated , Pavline says that he'll take 3RL on the road o other
states and counties. "Most arfists wrould rather do a painting, write a book, or
do some computer graphics, becanse wou don't hawve to worry about machi
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Chronicle of a Crime

by Dezzo holnar

For Survival Research Labs's (e
Maseshow, we had 24 heurs ina
parking lot at the base of the Bay
Bridge to set up, perform, and mowve
out. Both a clandestine and owvert

activity., The show location was kept
a secret to even our own workers
until the morning of the
performance. The neighbors
wratched with binoeulars from their
high-rize condos as months of
preparation unfolded. Live Internet
feed informed the dedicated about

our previously unannounced show.

On-site, We gave vagle answers. A
convertible-load of young upwardly
mebiles demanded, "What's geing on
here?"

"We're shooting a film. " T answered.

AndinlVideo

"Ch yeah! What film?"

AN\

"Sixteen millimeter. "

To reenact the crime as it happened ,
click first on the top left picture.

Enhance the show with a RealAndio
soundtrack [14.4 or 28_8].

Diiscuss the arrest of Survival Research Labs.
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and a lotof complicated technologs," he says. "But peopls like moyself like
taking risks. We like insalving other people in those dsks. Most peaple don't
think thew can prowoke the wrath of the gods and get awray with it "

Though BREL shows can get a little scary, today's climate of intolerance and
lack of support for experimental or provocative act is even scarer. We asked
Dezzo Molnar, an 8RL enginesr who creates the robot jet engines , to re-or

1o

wrhat you missed at Az FFRsw inoall its fiery glocy.
Crrime "Ware

Andin!¥iden

sy

Discuss the arrest of Survival Research Labs.
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THE LARGEST DALY CIRCULATIC

San

Je sk e g e e THURSDAY, Al

“THURSDAY, APRIL 9, 1992

By Ingfei Chen

Chronicte Staff Writer
The construction of a new
Museum of Modern Art in San
. Francisco literally got under
way with a bang yesterday,
amid a bizarre performance of
roving robots, ear-popping ex-
plosions, caeophonous FOars
that sounded like dinosaurs
feeding upon women, and
flames that had to be extin-

guished by firefighters.

“somber, red-brick building top-
ped by a zebrastriped skylight
tower, will open in January 1995
on Third Street near  Mission
Street. With 200,000 square foet
of spacious galleries as well as an
auditorium, lbrary, cafe and
hoo the Modernist build-
ing will double the institution’s
current space at the Veterans
Building on Van Ness Avenue.

“it will be 2 beautiful, but

The $60 million museum, a

Wlld Start for S. F Museum

PHOTOS BY FREDERIC LARSON/THE CHRONICIE ! A

A Fire Department official took performance artist Mark Paulim by the arm after a fire was-
started at the ground-breaking ceremonies for San Francisco’s Museum of Modomn At

Fires, Screams, Roars, Naked Flgures

This fire-breathing cannon started several smdl bkmu

more importantly, a functional
home for the Museum of Modern
Art,"” said museum director John
Lane at the ground-breaking cer-
emony.

Mm:io Botta, the architeet”

from Switzerland who designed
the new building, told a crowd of
art enthusiasts and civie digni-
taries that he was excited to see

ﬁack PageCol. 1

mn ‘will shine on that exact spot.”

© “That's the power of architec-
ture, to transform ... an enclosed
space into a space for man,"” said
Botta, whose words in Italian were

. translated by -his associate, Ugo

Frub. “What we are doing is to
tramformapieceofnature into &

~ piece of cul

The event drew amixofSnn
Francisco life. Well-heeled muse--
um  sophisticates, corporate. sup-
porters and eity politicians sipped
bubbly from plastic
glasses within the fences put up
around the site. Outside the fences-
wer'e a younger crowd of arﬂslx
from South of Market.

The first shovels of :dirt con-
tributed to a modern artwork di-
rected by San Francisco artist Da.
vid Ireland. City officials and mu-
seum fans began excavating a cres-
cent-shaped incision in the ground
as a recording of Botta's voice was
‘broadcast. Once the i trench is-
cleared, concrete will be poured

" rohot walked around with an arm

+-and human’ hand -outstretched."A

‘large canvas of naked men and
women making love was then un-
veiled.-above the shelter, and soon
after, the recorded screams of
women joined the acoustic assauit..
. Am%mnonwact;niy a
erman pulse engine
came out, shooting flames: and.
‘smoke, generating explosions that’
shook the windows.of nearby of-
ﬂce buﬂdings and wrecking the

By the end of the performance.
-‘the human: figures ‘were crushed
and the balloon and shelter were
- on’tire. A San Francisco fire en-
gine arrived.to put out the flames.

“Looked like a bunch of death
~and destruction to me,” said Carl

. Acritic’s view
O! the performace art”
SEEMMMH .

‘Kiby, a Pacific Gas and Electric

Co. worker across the streef. “I..

can’t believe they couldn't come . -

i R
into the moid to produce the muse— 4P With' something better. That's
; Pﬂ:::ty modern, I have to giva them - .

“lthougbtitwpwmw

uin's first new sculpture. .

The event was then brought to

a violent aid explosive eonclusion -

with a “cyber-mechanical” -
tion by performance ,,M,,E- )

Pauline and the Survival Research .

Laboratories. -
On & lot next to the museum.
site, Pauline and his crew had built’
a stage set that included a number
«of roly-poly naked human figures
lying on their backs with hands
-and feet sticking out in disapray,
to a tower and & wooden shel-
miovered with a billowing green.

balloon,

like :a herd of roaring dinosa
as & remotecontrolled six-lezged!

Ursg —._.

Pauline. himwif sald that the
purpose of the performance was {o ©
“create s .. hallucination in broad
dayught for & few minutes” and
“contrast a.“barely controlied kind
of anarchy” with the typically ra-
‘tional-and: orderly atmosphere of -
downtown,

The Fire Department was not
amused, Captain John Drocco of
the Bureau of Fire Prevention cit-
ed Pauline with a $60 ticket for ~

.creating 2 fire hazard with the jet

engine.



Performance art makes
statement at ceremony
for Modern building

By Kenneth Baker
Chronicle Art Critic

is not on the agenda of most institu-

So give the San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art credit for jazzing up
what might have heen a very staid oc-
casion yesterday with plenty of
flame, nerve-shattering noise and

ty.

Or blame it, if you happen to feel
that explosions, raunchy imagery and
visceral fear have no place in museum
festivities,

In a daring move that seems to have

come off harmlessly, SFMOMA hired

~ Survival Research Laboratories to

stage a machine performance to mark

groundbreaking for the museum's new

permanent quarters, a $60 million
structure to be built on Third Street.

Spectacle Speciulists
SRL is a local team of guerrilla in-

specialize in public spectacles in which
remote-controlled machines clash vio-

and crew alike.

People are drawn to SRL's perfor-
- mances as to a big fire or the scene of
an accident, hankering for experience
. that seems more real than regular life,
- while taking guilty pleasure in not be-
ing its vietims. One of Pauline's aims is
to confront people with the violence
implicit in a high-tech world and their
secret attraction to it. Whether to call
what SRL does art, he says, is not his
‘problem.

card consisted of shoveling in a symbol-
i erescent-shaped trench dug in the as-
. phalt by San Francisco conceptual art-

Physical danger to invited guests |

tions’ groundbreaking ceremonies, |

good old-fashioned litigation liabili-

ventors headed by Mark Pauline. They:

lently, with uncertain risks to audience.

The event’s decorous artistic under-.

Museum Dedicates Site With a Ba

T

_ ,?.
ng

"San Francisco Chronicle

*:@

THURSDAY, APRIL 9, 1992

BY FREDERIC LARSON/THE CHRONICIE

Mark Pauline’s fire-breathing machine art was set off at the Museum of Modern Art groundbreaking yeslgr'd_:_l?

constituents in studded leather and
multicolored hair, And there were even
more earplugs than nose rings in evi-
dence: the real tip-off that this was
SRL's crowd.

Finally, after SFMOMA director
Jack Lane had cited Baudelaire’s call
for a “gritty urban art,” and architect
Mario Botto had blessed the site, Pau-
line’s machines cranked into action
with a bang.

As in all SRL events, many- things
went on at once, though the program

was said to be an allegory of predators

and vietims.
Flumes and Blasts

Preying on the nerves and ear-

drums of everyone present were the
frighteningly mobile flame-throwing

cannon and a companion sonic boomer.

hose intermittent blasts caused the
dows in th

Wells Fargo building to throb visibly.

While the flamethrower careened
around the middle of the asphalt lot,
other contraptions — a multi-legged
thing with a long metal arm, a wheeled
pair of giant pincers, a sort of mortar
that spat molten metal — assailed ram-

More on Museum
Groundbreaking
SEE MAIN NEWS, PAGE Al

shackle structures of cardboard and
sheet metal.

Meanwhile, hydraulic devices shook
loose from tall poles swathes of blue
plastic that had veiled a sort of portable
mural of an orgy. i

The whole thing ended, not surpris-
ingly, with an out-of-control fire, which
a team of blase firefighters (SRL's se-
verest critics) soon arrived to quell,

en a forklift came into play to de
S R R

contain some of the burning wreckage,
only the fact that SRL hadn’t manufac-
tured it made the forklift seem out
place. .

‘Typically, this SRL piece seemed
consist of elaborately turning one ki
of mess into another. ;

Atention Getter

The SRL event served its purpose
for SFMOMA: it was nothing if not a
attention getter. And it offered
spades the sense of contained emergen-
cy that much so-called avant-garde art
aspires to. o

But it is depressing to see a majo
museum — and art itself (if you count
SRL's stuff) — competing for m
flash with “Alien 3," the Space Sh
launch and the Third World atr
the day. S e
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Put ‘Artists’ in Jail

Editor — On CNN just now was a story about
your city's arf museun sponsorin? some ‘“‘perfor-
mance art’’ — mechanical beasts belching smoke and |

flames. ‘

—We are still laughing. On the other hand we feel
sorry for the residents of San Francisco in whose name
such chicanery is perpetrated in the name of art. Who |

ever sponsored that ridiculous exhibition should be
fined under California’s very stringent pollution laws.
That is the best that can be said for what you poor
people have been once again duped into paying for.

In Florida we call it fraud, not art, and we put
them in jail. |

W.J. (Bill) Scallan |
Orange Park, Florida

i ders.

The Chronicle welcomes letters from readel
Letters are subject to condensation. They must in-
clude signature, valid mailing address and telephone

number. Mait to: il
Letters to the Editor, Sam Francisco Chronicle
901 Mission Street, San Franeisco, CA 94103
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LPower of the Mean Machines

The World According to San Francisco’s Survival Research Laboratories

By John Voelcker
Special to The Washington Post

he members of the industrial perfor- ‘

mance-art collective Survival Research
Laboratories are used to trouble. Fire
marshals try to cancel their perfor-

mances, activists charge them with cruelty to an- 7
imals and mutilation of their carcasses, and spec- |

tators sometimes suffer minor shrapnel injuries
at their shows. And now they are conservative
commentator Pat Buchanan’s “Outrage of the
Week.” :

The latest bout of trouble started earlier this
month, when David P. Midland, president of Art-
park, canceled an SRL show scheduled to take
place in the Lewiston, N.Y., state park on Sept.
1. Midland said Robert Wadlinger, the Lewiston
town supervisor, had alerted him to a provoca-
tive SRL poster that requested the donation of
Bibles to be burned as part of the show and that
suggested donors steal them from hotels or
churches. The Bibles were to cover a “love god-
dess machine,” like tiles on a space shuttle, and
the goddess machine would be involved in fiery
battles. : :

Mark Pauline, SRL’s artistic director and
founder, says Midland knew all along that SRL
shows were controversial, and that Artpark staff
members were aware more than three weeks
before the cancellation that Bibles covering one
machine would be incinerated as part of the
show. Midland had denied this earlier in an-
nouncing the cancellation. Because SRL de-
signed its event specifically to “create the ulti-
mate nightmare for the religious right wing,”
Pauline charges, Midland succumbed to the intol-
erance of local right-wing religious groups rather
than back SRL’s artists in making what Pauline
calls their “collaborative mischief.”

SRL intended the Artpark event—like previ-
ous shows—to make the audience rethink its re-
lationship to the commonplace, especially tech-
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nology. SRL’s small installations and its large
shows, in which remote-controlled robotic ma-
chines engage in epic battles while menacing the
audience, are the real world as Pauline sees it: a
menacing place where commonly accepted tech-
nologies enforce terror, familiar symbols inspire
strife and machines are the masters, with hu-
mans their subjects.

Pauline has several answers to questions of
the “Why do you do what you do?” variety: Be-
cause he wants to challenge audience’s view of
technology and to society’s symbols, Because no
one else is. And because he thinks they should.

“I like to take pieces of technology and twist
them to other uses,” Pauline says. “It makes me

happy to realize that what I'm doing with expen-
sive electronics and aerospace components is ex-
actly the opposite of what they were designed to
do.”

But with the increasing scrutiny of publicly
funded art, Pauline deliberately set out to “really
stir things up this summer,” as he says he told
Artparh. He says he feels his duty is to “create
situations where people see things that are radi-
cally at odds with the status quo.” The canceled
show, he says, was an attempt to “go on the of-
fensive and get at the hypocrisy of [those in pow-
er] by making mischief on a mass scale.”
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In 1978, Sarasota, Fla.-raised
Pauline came out of art school,
worked for the military as a machin-
ist for a while and then moved to San
Francisco, where he started vandaliz-
ing billboards as a means of social com-
mentary. The most noticed was a U.S.
Army recruiting sign whose slogan,
“We’ll pay you to learn a skill,” Pauline
had changed to “We'll pay you to kill.”

SRL’s first show, “Machine Sex,”
was performed in February 1979 at a
Chevron gas station. It involved a
handful of pigeon corpses, a few small
machines and accompanying music
based on Camus’s “The Stranger.”

The shows gradually got bigger, and
Pauline was joined for several years by
collaborators Matt Heckert, beginning
in 1981, and Eric Werner, beginning in
1982. The group wdeotaped its perfor-
mances to document and advertise
them. The tapes were carefully edited,
but nothing that happened during
shows was censored. This tended to
preclude funding from mainstream arts
organizations, which were often re-
pulsed or baffled by what they saw.
Even when SRL did get grants, cura-
tors were understandly apprehensive,

Last year, for instance, visitors to a
small SRL installation at San Francis-
co’s ArtSpace passed through Pauline’s
vision of an “interactive hell.” He de-
signed it, he said, as “a very unpleasant
place for humans to be.” Viewers
walked into an environment of industri-
al noise, concussive shock waves and
randomly flashing lights and images. A
50-foot section of the catwalk on which
they stood separated, pitching and roll-
ing, and moving its occupants toward a
huge carriage rolling on a parallel
track. A baten at the end of a single,
articulated metal finger reached to
within inches~of “viewers’ faces.
Throughout the performance the ma-
chines moved in response to random
computer commands triggered by sen-
sors in the space. One woman was
slightly hurt by the baton (although

Pauline notes no injured spectator has
ever sued SRL).

SRL appropriated its name from an
ad that Pauline saw once in the back of
Soldier of Fortune magazine. Based in
a huge machine shop in a grungy indus-
trial section of San Francisco (the shop
is also Pauline’s home), SRL’s most
common works are enormous shows in
which a variety of automated robotic
machines interact, usually among
flames, explosions and the destruction
of elaborate sets,

For instance, a May 1989 show in
San Francisco, “Ilusions of Shameless
Abundance Degenerating Into an Unin-
terrupted Sequence of Hostile Encoun-
ters”—a typical SRL title—lasted an
hour and attracted a paid audience of
2,500, as well as 1,500 onlookers be-
yond a cyclone fence.

Disconcertingly cheerful Sousa
marches set the mood, interspersed
with fragments of actual cellular tele-
phone conversations, both recorded
and intercepted live, blaring over a
dozen speakers. The sound of V-8 mo-
tors starting up drew cheers, but audi-
ence noise was soon lost in the din.

In the distance, a four-legged form
slowly lurched forward, exuding bursts
of flame. Wheeled and legged ma-
chines came to life, engines roaring or
electric motors whining.

The machines rumbled among hang-
ing cornucopias of rotting fish and veg-
etables, huge platters of foodstuffs, and
animal carcasses attached to pillars.
Eventually they turned on each other,
enacting mechanical dramas of greed,
conflict and combat. By the end of the
performance, the asphalt was strewed
with wasted “food,” smoking ruins and
the burned, skeletal figures of the ma-
chines that had “lived” there.

Onlookers drifted past to stare at
the wreckage, their ears ringing from
the roar of unmuffled engines and the
hundreds of shock waves emitted by a
six-barreled electric cannon. Some
compared notes on what they'd just
seen. Others just looked stunned.

Like many SRL shows, the event
caused an uproar. San Francisco au-
thorities—by then familiar with
SRL—anticipated the explosions, the
flamethrower and the animal carcass-
es. And they ignored the burning tow-
er of pianos, the machine that sprayed
the crowd with pulverized fish and the
huge spiked claw that menaced the au-
dience while it tore down the scenery.
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The TNT was the trouble: hundreds
of olive-green cardboard cylinders
about 5 inches by 3 inches, with
printed messages saying, “High Explo-
sive—Y2 pound of TNT.” During the
show, a machine was supposed to drop
them near the crowd into a pool of fire
where they would be destroyed. In-
stead, the cylinders were scattered
over the ground. Afterward, crowd
members ventured onto the charred
31::5 and picked up the cardboard cylin-

The next day, the cylinders showed
up all over the Bay Area: alongside ma-
jor highways, under bridges, in auto-
mated-teller machines. The San Fran-
cisco police closed the Great Highway
next to Ocean Beach after some were
seen on the shoulder, More were found
at the base of the Golden Gate Bridge
and near the Interstate-80 overpass
where the show was held.

The little canisters, however, were
not TNT. Despite the realistic fuses
sticking out the end, they were filled
with plaster.

The group has also been frequently
criticized for its use of animal carcasses
in some shows. An Arizona newspaper
once headlined a story about one of
SRL’s videos “Animal Mutilation
Show.” Actually, the carcasses SRL us-
es come from slaughterhouses, the
mummified animals from train tunnels.

Dozens of volunteers collectively ex-
ecute Pauline’s visions through dirty,
exhausting and sometimes hazardous
work. The eclectic group ranges from
leather-clad punks to Silicon Valley en-
gineers in running shoes. All are united
by the shared excitement of creating
events that—to say the least—make
most of the rest of the world very ner-
vous.

Their size, complexity and danger
make SRL events expensive to stage.
SRL members are volunteers who
work on individual shows and admis-
sion fees of $6 or $8 per person cover
only some of the costs. Pauline and his
associates support themselves by doing
custom machine fabrication work, ac-
cepting lecture fees they are offered
and improvising for materials and liv-
ing expenses. SRL has been rejected
numerous times for NEA grants. And
fees they receive go toward rent for
the shop, food for volunteers and ex-

penses associated with construction—
although Pauline admits that SRL does
pay for one $10 dinner a week for him.
Often, even paying for the crew’s food
is a problem, and volunteers bring
their own tools—and sleep under SRL
shipping trailers.

Then where do all those electronics
and aircraft-quality components come
from? Pauline and the rest of the group
just smile. “We have friends,” he says,
adding the group also practices “ag-
gressive scrounging.”

Volunteers’ motivations differ. Jona-
than Levine, a freelance computer en-
gineer from Calgary, Alberta, travels
to San Francisco and lives with the
group for several weeks before each
show. He says SRL is the best applica-
tion of the technology he spends his life
with,

“Look at the current state of the
electronics industry,” Levine says.
“The ones who make the most money
are largely defense-driven. To me, it's
highly unethical to use this technology
in that manner. I want to make people
think about [the technology] they’re
seeing and what it's doing to them.

“Also there's the collective nature of
the shows. It’s a loosely driven group
of volunteers, and that affects the way
people work—I can have a significant
input into the design and the final out-
come of the show.

“People call the shows militaristic,
but that’s the furthest thing from the
truth. We may put on a pretense of a
threat, but we have no intention of
hurting people. We just want to see
how far they’ll go to protect them-
selves.”

For Rick Rees, formerly a software
engineer at Bell Northern Research, a
Palo Alto, Calif., research and develop-

ment facility, “the shows make people

take responsibility for themselves. At a
certain point, the show gets completely
out of control, or people think it has.
Someone who expected to be enter-
tained, the next thing they know,
they’re just trying to save themselves
from a machine that seems like it's
about to decapitate them.

“It makes people view the world dif-
ferently.”

Pauline himself thinks “SRL fills a
very apparent lack, by fighting what
seems like a conspiracy to make this
world less interesting. Society seems
determined to stamp out unusual expe-
riences on every level, but we're a way
to keep people vigorous, by providing
experiences they can’t get anywhere
else. Interesting things are proscribed
all over; they’re disappearing so fast
that the whole world seems like it's
one big corporate buyout.

“We're not corporate,” he adds un-
necessarily,

Is it art? That depends whom you
ask. To Bob Riley, curator of media
arts at the San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art, the answer is unequivo-
cally yes.

“SRL has inherited a serious mission
and contributes significantly to issues
of ‘authorized” and ‘unauthorized’ art,”
he says. “These are not housebroken
artists, and their refusal to be ‘paper-
trained’ points up the oppressive atti-
tudes of the Establishment [art
world).”

Politics, theater, technology, ideolo-
gy and engineering, says Riley, have al-
ways intersected in performance art.
SRL predecessors, Riley says, include
Provo, an anarchist-performance group
centered in Amsterdam, In the 1960s,
Provo presented street theater that
dissolved any distinction between’ per-
formers and ordinary citizens. Its spon-
taneous pieces, including mock assassi-
nations, got performance art banned
from Amsterdam for years.

Surprisingly, the Artpark controver-
sy seems to have invigorated Pauline
at the same time it has exasperated
him. SRL has filed for a federal court
injunction in Albany, N.Y., to force Art-
park to reinstate the canceled show, he
says. He is receiving letters of support
from artists all over the country, and
he intends to continue confronting “the
right-wingers in power” who have
mounted what he terms a broad-scale
attack on artists.

“T had an idea for the next show,” he
muses. “We could invited every major
right-wing organization, give them a
sound system that’d punch through ev-
erything else, and let them say any-
thing they wanted, from this obscenely
ornate pedestal or podium. I think it’d
be great to have those words, those
positions, those arguments booming
out during an SRL show.”

More generally, Pauline says, SRL
will continue its quest for “mischief on
a mass scale” simply because “it’s im-
portant to ridicule” society’s assump-
tions and the attitudes of those in pow-
er.

“Any artist worth their salt should
be doing that today, more than ever,”
he says quietly. “If they’re not, then
they’re not functioning in society in the
wa_ that artists should function.”

John Voelcker is a writer who lives
in New York City. He has worked in
two Survival Research Laboratories
shows, one there and one in San
Francisco.




