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Moving Pictures:
Performance Art
by Jo hn Kehoe

A man locks h imscl f in ;1 bus stati on locker
fur three da . s wit ho ut Iood or water; anm hc r
ma n chains himself and a coyote 10 an art
gillk ry \ all : OJ :m-full( na il i. d ropped from
I L feel in the ilir to pierce a Cadillac right
betwe en the sea ls. There is an lne rcas lngly
active per ormance art . cene emerging in the
So uth Bay, and il is becom ing 0 public that
it' hard nor to no tice.

Performance art i a gene ric term ~ r tern­
po rul art \ or ' crea ted by IIne artists. A 'ICP­
chil d In the art \ o rld " happe nings " of the
ea rly ' 60~ , performance an is sornctim s ere­
.lleU hy anise, ac tive in painring , . culpture.
fil m o r video ami is xo mcrirncs crcarcd by
a r ll ~ l ~ who spe cial ize in performance . A
piece can I:ISI Ior min utes , hours (Ir weeks.
Some pieces arc v ideo taped as p art of the pe r­
l'or IlHlIl t:<: . nthcrs urc no t. A few un ists tak e

care to doc ume nt thei r wo rk wh ile other per ­
formance artists prefer their work to exist
on ly in the minds of rhosc who witnessed the
performance . :

In con trast to the fa ir ly well ordered world
o f pain ting or sculpture . where work can be
purchas ed . held and viewed . pe rformance art
is a worl d of ideas. concepts and wild action
where the ini tia ted can revel in cross-refer­
e nces and jo kes and the casual spec tator ca n
become involve d in the aes the tic insa nity.

The cu rrents in thc Sou th Bay perform­
ance art cireuit o f late have indicated a
healthy sce ne . Late In I yea r performance art­
i -I Dustin Shuler cxccurcd a piece he called
"Death of an Era" on the campus 31 Cal Sta le
Dominguez Hills . Sh uler fa hioned a giant,
one- IOn na il which as hung from a construe­
lion crane po. itioned on the lav n of me Fine
Arts Building. The nail was suspended over
the great whitc hulk of a 1959 Cadillac. whieh
\ as itse lf held three feel in the air o n (sym­
bulk') oil drums. Al:1 ignal from Shule r. the
c rane operator relea se d Ihe nall , whi ch
plu nged 10 the grou nd to impa le lh,' car neatl y
al midsection. like a bu ucrfly on a pin . The

large cro wd which had gathered to witness the
eve nt cheered for almost a minute . and then
wat ch ed us Shuler directed the cr ane til topple
the stuck ca r 0 1110 its side. It was one of the
largest cro wds yet for a performance piece .
and by thut tokc n on e of the mo st successfu l.

A differen t kind of performance piece
look place recently at the Only Ope n So me­
times An Gal lery in Manhattan Beach. o­
tice of a sho o f co nceptual art environments
by Lawrence Knack. a mysterious figure \ ho
wa suppo edly declared legally dead in 19HO
after disappearing in 1973. told ofhnv Knack
never phy ically realized any of his work but
kept his ideas al ive through diagram 3nd
schematics . His wife. Sarah , donated piece

7 to the Gllllery pecifically for the even t.
T he public viev ing lime was given as 9 to I I
p.m. on the notice . but when early viewc ,
arrived at 8:30 Ihey were greeted \ ith a pad­
lock on Ihe gallery door.

AI precisely 9 o'clock the li!!ht. we nt on
inside the gallery and it became apparent the
windows were painted over except for a se ries
of tiny, qunr rer-inch squares ut chc t level.
Bending 10 see through the sq uares . spccra-
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IIlrs clIlild see the ficure of ~ I man drcs ed in
hiad ch llhes lying -'''I the l'lnur of Ihe ull
wl;ic. ' roum, The angk " f view Ihrnugll the
~quarcs and the spacing Ill' rhem gave the im­
pr.:ssi;lIl of prccis... me••surcments. Al II
,, ' .·I<1.:k the Iightx wcnl orr. keys 10 Ihe pad.
I<" 'k were pn xhrccd ;111<1 the cruwd OUlsKle
went in . Once there , a lare rccurding of the
U (lWU at ihc beginning <1f the piece III':l.S

turned on and a bucker I,f black poll III':l.S

thro wn inro u corner Ilf the galle ry. cnding the
piece.

Sleven Lee and Habib Kuhcradya r, -an­
i",,, who produ red the piece. may have also
produced the legend l,f Lawrence Kn:ICk.
K nack , described in the . how notice as an art
rhinkcr Ilulragcllu.ly ahead or his time. lS un­
J ....umcntcd IIUISilic the On ly Open Some­
limes Ga lle ry, T he usc Ill' humor and iron y is a
I" ngsl:mding trudition in pe rformance art.
and many of the better-know n artists 'hake
exte nsi ve lise of humur in the ir work. Wi lli:lm
Wegman works with his dog MOl" Ray anrl
produces wiuy pcrturmunccs in the vein of a
puint -smauc red Rober t Bcnch lcy,

Other ;lrt islS 1V0rk in a more ' el emental
r'Ilr m. Harr y and Harr y Kipper. Veni ce rcs i­
de nts kno wn professionally as the Kippcr
Kids. smear themselves and some times their
audi ence with l"lltld and refuse. An art icle by
Linda Burnnam mid til" when Ihe Kids . in II

gm ndio e finale III II 1979 piece, sprink led
':l.:an ing powder lin Ihc ir bodies and down
the ir jockc 'ho rts . punched each mher,
squ irted shaving ere m on each other 's heads
and then blev the cream off with firecrack ers .

A [ew performance art ist s are cltlrcmcly
'\(lphislicaled in their approach . Bob an d Bob
are artisn who became sl igh tly fam ous by
performing a piece Ihcy ca lled . "011 grt'tII.
11, 11" wtun?" The piece cons isted of Bob a nd
Bob ordering expen sive meals at Beverl y
Hills restuurant s , pretending 10 discover they
we re broke lind suy ing , "Oh great, no w
wha t?' Bob and Bob's art aes theti c combined
\\ilh their Suturdu y Nighl Live sense of hu­
mor creates u type or Picasso vaudeville.

The deadly serious performance Uri of
Chris Burden . who like the Kipper Kids and
Bob and Bob lives in Venice . is completely
di fferent in uirns and inte nt. II was Burden
who per formed the notorious Shoot . where
he was intcmlonully sh m in the left arm by II

frie nd wi th II . 22 cal iber rifle, Burden is the
mil. I unpredictable and 'provocative Ameri­
can performance artist, line of Ihe few Ivilh
rntcrnario nul stature.

The performance scene in Ven ice and
Santa Monica is 010 ing into the South Bay.
Bob and Bob. Burden and the Kipper Kids
have all recenlly performed al the Tortuc 0.11­
lcry in Sant a Mnnil:a. and there arc plans 10

bring artis ts of thei r ca liber into the South Bay
through the Only Open Somet imes Gal lery .
There i. al. 0 cunsidcnuion IIf the ac tive pur­
suit of pe rformance art through the ga llery at
C..I State Dom inguez since the well received .
heav ily puh lici zcd Shu le r piece . Picasso
vaudeville, Dali drama . whatever il is. it's
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