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MACHINE DREAMS

Survival Research Laboratories’ Heavy Metal

FTER TWO YEARS of
fnlse starts and close
enlly, Survival Research
Laboratories’ first full-
scale performance has
made it to New York.
The San Francisco-
based performance
proup, renowned for
apectacles hoill around
the internctions of what
they enll “menncingly
reconstructed industrinl
ar weientifie equipment,” creates big loud
uply events presented as “socio-political
sabite.” Anvone who has seen SRL shows
ean voueh Uit they resemble Road War-
rior sel pieces staged by Grand Guignol
prease monkeys,

e barogue byperbole that surrounds
the group thelped along by such Litles as
“A Cruel and Helentless Plot "Th Perverl
the Fleal of Deasts Lo Unholy Uses") hns
inspired a poosey press that mimics and
inflatea (he apocalyplic pose: “Sirens
screamed,” one journalist wrote of an
SII, event, "1 watched mechanically re-
animated animal carensses perform a bi-
zarre ballel before they got shredded by
terrifying monster machines. Fire and
poisonous Tumes were everywhere, Killer
vehicles ronring through unleashed
fiames ... sadistic humanoid robots de-
stroying cach other mercilessly ... glass
exploding . .. blood spurting . .. rockets.”

I actuality, SRL events tend to horri-
fv less than unnerve. ‘They’re louder than

mud-hog racos, and glass does explode.
IYire and fumes are everywhere. Robots
loom. But the terror they provoke is
maostly relative Lo your nearness to the
apparatus and fomilinrity with the exils.
(AL n 198G Senttle performance I attend-
ed, a robotic velicle with snapping pin-
vers “enpnged” Lhe audience by lunging at
the front row.) ‘The satire can be diffuse:
SHLa manifesto sternly claims that the
picces “leature no human perfonmers
whatsoever.” Yel, na the artists lond artil-
lery, minnipulate the turehing machines,
sel. ofl the Shock Wave Cannon, and ex-
pose themselves to the dangerous display,
their pregence and vulnerahility come lo
geem centrad to the purpose. SHIs
founders do nothing to discourage Lhe
usunl critical epithet of "lotalitarian art”
or their doomy Knlkacaque image of
flesh-Lhreshing madmen in a thrall, But
the violent wiltzes they choreogeaph with
the refuse of postindustrial America have
a distinctly eleginc Lang: machine dreams.
It's not all henvy metal, however. In a
1985 Los Angeles performance entitled
“lixtremely Cruel Practices; A Series of
Bivents Designed 1o lnatruct Those In-
terested in Policies 'That Correcl or Pun-
ish,” two machines played tug-of-war
with a pig carcass until it split and spat-
tered the audience with guts—the Peck-
inpah factor, “We put our anger into the
performances to confront people with
their own worst fears,” SRLs founder,
Mark Pauline, says, although this isn't
exactly the response SHL provokes.

- BY GUY TREBAY

In a fenced section of the parking lot at
Shea Stadium on a bright Thursday,
Mark Pauline is taking a motorized mon-
ster for a lest walk. “Pretty neal,” a by-
stander says of the Inchworm, a car-sized
black vehicle with a hydraulic strut that
bristles articulated claws. Pauline is
wearing dirty work clothes and holding
the radio-mnchine controla in his good
teft huand. T'he other was blown ofl sever-
nl yenrs ago when n detonator he was
huilding necidentally exploded. Surgeons
managed Lo reconstruct lwo workable
digita using Pauline’s toes. ‘Iypically, he
blnmes the mishap not on the hypervoln-
tile rackel fuel he'd handled, but on hia

own attitude of feverigh hubris. “Up until

then I'd always been close Lo accidents,
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put 1'd never potten hurt.”

MARK PAULINE GREW UP in Floridn, n
pun-happy adolescent, car thief, and
committed member of the Fuckers laland
Gnng. As a kid, he once used an ncetylene
toreh to melt ofl the Lop of a shatterproof
gumball machine. He nt{ended art school
in Florida, moved to the Bay Aren in the
10708, and formed Survival Research
Laboratories in 1978 (later joined hy
Matt Heckert and Eric Werner), The
name came from the back pages of Sol-
dier of Fortune, “Some defunct compnny.
I never sow the ad yoin” e dives inoa
factory i on industrint disteict of San
Franerco with his th machines,

I'anline buzzes the Inehworm back and
fortly through nn oil slick near the trailer
that transported SRL across country.
There sre enbles looped neatly on the
promned, and o blue tarp strung from the
truck to shade the crew's lunch, Pauline
halds the radio control in his left hand
and pokes at the controls, Matt Heckert
riddes his bike in nervous cireles wailing
Ine an assistant 1o return with cannisters
ol diesel, The rest of the 1H-member crew
sets ap machines and props for Thesdny's
shinw (which will have happened by the
tine vou read this), a combnned stratepic
ellorl ol Creative Time, the Kitehen, and
the New Museam,

“Fhis s ol being done inon rash,™ says
I'ovdine, after shulting off the Inchworm,
The proldems of conxing ity hureanernty
to permil a spectacle that might invelve
live explosives, dend  animals, human
prostheses, amd open Hames were unex-
pectediy settled Tast month, “We waited a
loop time tor a site and seddenly they
enbled us nnd said it was on,” says Paul-
ine. Leaning on the chain-link feonee, he
adds, *We haven't slept much., We wanted
to do it in a leisurely way, Il they got
the okay for the site and it was time.”

Although worn, Uauline (alks aboul
Survival Research Laly with the fervid
tone ol someone possessed: “Originally
we were supposed to appear at Hunters
Point, but That never pat past the concep-
tun} stnge. The pier next to the fatrepid
was our next sile and for a while that
nctually looked like it was pgoing to hinp-
pen. Ultimately they were alraid. ‘T'he
foundation is just wood pilings, and they
were worried about the weight. 'That
show was set lor Seplember and they
canceled al the last minute.

“I'his show is titled ‘Misforiunes of
Desire,” with the qualifier line, ‘Acted Out
at an Inmginary  Location Symbolizing
Fverything Worth Tlaving' 1Us sort of

SRUs Paradise Lost. We're crealing an
onsis in the parking lot here with a water-
ing hole. We're using parts of trees, onks
mainly, wited together to look like palns,
and painted. We're putling a flower gar-
den in front. We've got a thousand wood
ansh windows that we'll use o build sky-
scrupers, and hundreds of barrels that
we're welding topether into big rings
called the 'Wheels of Misfortune.' Sus-
pended in the middle will be eight-foot

anthropomorphic figures that we can rig
to jerk around.

“The flamethrower we use now is more
powerlul Lthan the old one. It burnn diesel,
0 it's sale, but it's capable of producing a
100-fool fame. 'That's Matl Heckert's
toy. 'T'he Inchworm moves like a big ant.
It can dig or lift stufl or move itsell in
circles. The Catapult will be used to
Inunch leaflel hombs, with approprinte
mesaages for the crowd. And the new
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Wave Cannon is more scienlific |
g our old one. I funuels the explosion |
Jerente n colunm of standing air. Ity

,':'ulllv shukes things around, Mows out
windows,

“I'he new ennnon is computer-timed
for six explusions a secoml. 'The other
had a high explosive charge and had to be
set ofl manually. In the heat of n show, it
was a problem (o et close nnd keep set-
ting it ofl, We also hiave w big hook that
propels isell end over end by its covers, |
wanted to et pianl photo blowaps Lo put
an the covers, It we just ran out of eash,

“The show will be about 45 minutes, ns
usunl, We've worked a lot on crenting an
active ehh and low of the energy, a chavs
that builds and fulls, We've been getting a
lot more high-tech help now from disaf-
fected military types and techies from
Silicon Valley— Livermore Labs, Hewlett-
Packard, and Dell Northern. With the
new level of skill, you can program the
machines to perform on their own, The
walking machine, for example, doesn't
need (o be driven anymiore: iUs got a
ennned program.

“I've golten to the point where 1 don't
want to run (he machines as much. |
want them to express themselves, to cre-
ate n wider range of nctive possibilily.
When we were relegnted Lo a fixed seript,
there was less chaotic potential. It made
the experience less intense. Now, we can
ealablish a hypnotic rhythm that comes
from there being just enough happening
that it's beyond your power to remember.
It pulls people into the show.

“Since the Seattle performance in '86
we've done n couple of amall shows. Seat-
tle wan a disappointment because of last-
minute problems, The fire department

came down and made un take a lot of the-|'

cquipment apart. T'he plywood house was
supposed to hurn, We were going to fan
the flames. We tricd to hide things from
them, but they came in and followed the
lines and aaid, ‘Disconnnect that and roll
it up.' We had charges we were going to
sel off. We had the dead chickens thag
were supposed tu be shredded. But, by
the time (he marshals were through, with
1000 people waiting for n show, we had
ne time (o reconneet all our stufll So the
ahow didn't have the same rhythm 1
would have liked.
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“Since then we've done a demonstra-
tion at Stanford. We were speokers al
their international design conference:
they consider us designers, 1 guess. We
also made o film ealled A Bitler Message
of Hupeless Grief. That was a new direc-
tion because it allowed us to build an
imnginary world for the machines. 1L wns
very complete. That's partly what we're

% ttempting hiere. The machines have be-

come 8o charneterized-—maybe too char-
acterized, too defined - that we want to

g sel them in their own world and see what

they hiecome.
“SIIL has moved inereasingly into the

5 arenn of military technology. [ feel pretty
"1,1‘;2 strongly that, in the next years, the in-

portance of the military is going to de-
tine—soon, Partly it's because the tee
wlogy has become so compelling that §
more fun Lo play with than use W de-
stroy. Now that we lhave machines with
some of the qualities we enjoy in people,
there's less incentive to use them to kill,
“Qur purpose is Lo take these servile

- N g
mechanisms and see (o what practical

extent Lthiey ean expand the parameters of
* erentive imagination, We're ndapting the
tools of war. ‘Ten years ago Lhis stull was
important, hut now it's just industrial
© junk. We're taking advantage of the sim-
ple fact of its obsolescence.

“I'm never happy describing SRRLL be-
eause it's not about n dogma, 1t's a loose-
ly urganized group of people who feel like
they don't completely it into society. For
them, SRIL represents an opportunity o
follow their real inclinations, and make
wrt in ways (hat society sanctions or,

p1 idiom. Ultimately, how people label the
£ roup doean't matter. Th me the perfeet
4 audience in 3000 people who come away
A with 3000 completely ditlerent ideas of
what happened ™ ]




