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Raw

Karen Finley isn’t trying to please,
and she doesn’t play to standard
assumptions. If this is comedy, it's
comedy of the catastrophic kind: It
hurts while it heals.

Comedy 1

By Joseph C. Koenenn

AREM FIMLEY hos been called the Temale Lonny Bruce
pnd Ut bodhers hee. It's nol thal she objects o the
pomparisan; it s Umt no one sver thinks of Lurning
thoae comparisons around — of calling a man; for in-
atance, the male Phyllis Daller,

“A woman still his to be compared with mole priists because, |
think, unconscivusly cur socicly does not wank Lo give a position
to o female thal a male might be able o have, and that is sonse-
thing T wamnt o expase,” Finkey sakd gquictly o8 sha sippeed eodTee
her Mynck nparfment.

She exposes Ul ineguity ond some of seciety’s other ills in
ligrhevnltoge, high-decibiel porfermance that is capable of shock.
inyr Lhie e propared and rousing Che woccscerned, Tl lmgunge is
raw, Tull ol words and phirnses thal speak bluntly of bodily Tune
tions, The imogery is usunlly of anal or oral sex, with Finley often
aasuming a male rode

Appencing at Lincoln Center's “Serious Fun" festival last sum-
mer — o of several recent indications of her prowing promi-
neee a5 & performance artist — she plantel ber Teet fiemly on
simne with imitation machizno, She swiggerel, pil aml ol leose
n brrage of sound unmaiched nmong Lislay's monaodugiiists. [n
wome of her nppenrances, she g smeared food on her body; in
pthers, she has performed feats that defy delicale descriplion

Finliy Iins been performing sinee 1979, mastly ns a solo set, but
she has propaced a new groop piece, “The Theory of “lolal
Mams," which she and lve other setors will intreduce o Now
York Wednesdoy through, Snturday ab the Kitchen, 512 W, 19th
.

_‘h— I"hx play con be viewed.as either a black comady or an Amern-

con trogredy, she said, “I6 trios o show how people are sluck in

SUHDA Y emotional time in their family life. When people go bock Lo Lheir

familics thoy siill reverd o certain dynemics that they were

Lyl mz o childl"”

“he Tleory of Total Blame™ is cenbered on s fnmily in which
the fther commila suicide, as Finley's did in 1970, IL is not strict-
Iy anbobiographical, sho said, bil iiakiEhit e viewed s influenced
Ly hheer Tife mauch ns ‘Tennessee Williams" plays were colored by his.

This e piece pepresenis o move by Finley more in the diree-
tion ol Usealer, allseil pneonventiannl Lhealer, 1 think audiences
that po to treditional theater aren’t uaod to people starting over,
which | do muny times in my plays. They arne nol igsed L thie fet
thal i smeone Tag an epileptic seizure we stop Lhe show and

Mriw v

Finleys new groug pieca, *Thia Thedny of Toisl Disme.’ cpess ol The Kiizhes Wednescay.
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Finley’s Comedy in the Raw

wi'll aee how Che person s, or i the lights aren't
poing right, we wnil,

“In my work, it's life that goes on, not the show
s o,

Finley u I.aniu.nge of many levela, “On my (st
level, ia the fact that languape is free and cheap and
anyone from any oconomic class con wse it | think
thal's the reason why my work 1= se threatening. [
can really alfect p *s political idens nnd emotional
loundations."

On another lewel, she snid, Inngunge is o bethol
weapon, most oflen aimed st wonen, “When 'm
walking with a mon, I'm viowed ns his property, but
when | walk alone, I am mmedialely ed ab as
open property, Whenever [ am in a subaay or what-
ever, | have Lo constantly be very probectone about my

Women will never be considered traly equal to
meen, ghe said, until ey are ne longer looked al ws
thizir progerty or ms ohjects of desire subject to verhbal
abugs, “That's why [ kind of reverse the siluation, by
La.kLn,[: on the male voice” in some of her pieces, she
LE 1T

Although ber monelogpwes are sulTused with sexual
references, there i3 much more to them than that.
"The Constont Sinle of Desire,” lor example, deals
wilh rampanl conSunmersm even il ik 1 wodeesl in Ehin

aiphm words of insatiable sexwality.

A sociaty that is based on sensntion, on consumer-
izm, ig alw faced with ﬁmtlﬂhcl:.}nu mind Lhat ia
the hesis of our entire political society: ‘Lhat we are
nevier bo stay satisfied.”

In contrast to her agitated ive perlormance
styla, Finley nl'l'uhmmml't- , with & strong fla-
v all her Chicago background in har aseant. She is
unfuilingly polite, and generous with smiles. Her con-
vierantion is G-rated, al she says that her sta
luigeage ls nol thal diferent from what is heard i
mined familins doday,

"I think when stineone B mad, they don't yell, ‘Oh,
glass of milk."

“Alsp, [ want to show the perverslon of our lan-
fenge todny, which is that whenever we're mad we
always use body poris to express it. Or that we use the
maak beauliful wet of love to describe the deepest,
it gricvous painis in our life . . . T think after o
F.rhilva ol listening to thase words, tey lose their Laboo

w L1

F‘iniey. who is 32 now, first noticed the injuetices

thal still goneern her when she realized she couldn't
be an altar boy, Her apartment s (ull of stalues,
muny of Lhem of sainls. She loves thol pard off her
Cathodic bradition, she aaid,

What she doesn't like i “the political idea in reli-
mion, the (ect that God is & mon. Pope John Paual likes
to meke us think that in order lo get God to talk to
you, you have to be g man,"”

A similar atlitude infects the sscular world. Mo
female artists will ever b ablo to do work that is
primacily esthelbs untl the oppressive conditions o
women in the arts are removed. How con T follow in
the teadition of thealer, arl, Plﬂurnwm: ET g T TTE =TS
when I've nover been ineluded or sccepbed?™”

thee visunl arts, she said, fewer than 10 pércent ol
the m-:-ﬁnmnd artisla are women. [ collapge, none of
her teachers were womien, In music, women ara
mittad only s selo artisls, ehe said. “They don'L l.n:ni
women working as groups, because then they'd be-
come more powerful and be oble @0 exercise Lheir
rights,

‘ HE ONLY thing Lthal women are aceepled
in is biin l.|3|I'."E'I1'|I.II.H.HI-lli paste far suiciely
or being _||~r:b= of desare.
Az o visunl artisl — her palslings in
wilsrand, primary colers alse compele lor
n[: i laer nperimank — shir resenls Lhe f.eu:t Ehnt
illu.t trouble fnding & gallery.

t she 5 becoming an inerensingly recogmized
Ieader in the avant gorde, For ahoul Lwo peirs now,
she has made a living wilh her periormances.

Alter the engrpement ol Lhe Kilchen, she is going
Lo DusseldmT in an anlistie exchange belween Ger-
many and the United States, Later, sha will be part of
a Mew York musie festival In Hotterdam®s wpera
house, There will alsn be some club dales in Paris

She i also becoming a recording artisl, wilh an
mlbwm, *The Truth = Hord o Swallew,'” sul on Lhe
Pow-Wow Internalional labol nne she has a book of
evrnlopues and peeley due e publicotion next year.

A listonar to a Karen Finley recording or porfor.
maree wollld probably assunse thot sl harbors a lot
of anger. Mo, she said, “not necessarily anger, bul
sensitivity Lo the oppression of people. Anger Loward
all of that, anger in 8 positiee way. -

"I"'mv not & negalive person, but one whe goes into
every alluation e see what's wrong with il bebere |
eee wht's right with it | like Lo got past the smaling
faee pod 2o the rolling seul underneath.' /01




