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Monster Robots Bash
Paradise in Mock Battle

By STEPHEN HOLDEN

Weather permitting, tonight at 9
o'clock, the parking lot at Shea Sta-
dium will be the site of an hourlong
battle involving flame throwers, artil-
lery, explosives and anthropomor-
phic metal machines that crush
everything in their paths.

The event, which promises more in-
tense combat than most of the sport-
ing events inside the stadium, has an
enigmatic name, *The Misfortunes of
Desire (Acted Out at an Imaginary
Location Symbolizing Everything
Worth Having).”” Over the course of
the evening, a set depicting a mech-
anized man-made paradise, including
a giant wheel of fortune, will be ritual-
istically crunched and smashed to
bits by roaring, fire-spewing mechan-
ical beasts.

While this machine-made destruc-
tion may resemble an actyal military
mancuver, it is really an art event put
on by the San Francisco collective
known as Survival Research Labora-
tories. “The Misfortunes of Desire,”
co-sponsored by three New York ex-
perimental arts organizations —
Creatlive Time, the Kitchen and the
New Museum of Conlemporary Art
— and budgeted at $30,000, is the most
elaborate production to date in the
collective’s 10-year history.

The 22 tons of equipment involved
in the performance inciude a 12-foot
shock wave cannon, a'10-foot-high,

_ 4-legged walking machme a 20- Loot-
long robot, nicknamed “the big arm,’
which can pick things up and throw
them, a 300-horsepower flarme
thrower, a small
tank, a 1,200-pound catapult and a 20-
fool-long device called ‘‘the inch-
worm'’ whose giant melallic pincers

* can lift and carry thousand-pound ob
jects.

Since arriving in New York eight
days ago, the members of Survival
Research Laboratories have been
camped out at the Shea Stadium site,
Ilvmg urftier a flatbed truck and work-
ing day and night to assemble the ma-
chines and fireworks.

Mark Pauline, the 34-year-old mas-
termind behind Survival Research
Laboralories, is a native Floridian

radio-controlled -

and journeyman welder who moved
to San Francisco in 1977 1o be an art-
ist. He started ‘out doing billboard
modifications and other forms of
what he said in an interview last
weekend was “‘creative vandalism.”

Then in 1978, he formed SUrgvival
Research Laboratorics, choosing the
name because of its official corporate
ring and the anonymity it gave him.
He began by collecting hecavy ma-
chinery from factories thal were
going out of business. Two' yecars
later, he teamed up with Matt Heck-
ert, who designs the sounds for the
performances, and in 1981 they began
building fantaslic, unwicldy devices,
many of which look like prepistoric
beasts, and using them in perforim-
ances that parodied demolition
derbies and other familiar furms of
cultural violence.

Today, Mr. Pauline presides over a
6,000-square-foot machine shop on the
edge of the Mission District~iir San
Francisco and makes his livitig 4s an
engineering consullant and "profes-
sional fabricalor of oddball devices.
While consultancy is his livelibood,
Survival Research Laboral6ijes is
his passion. In 10 years, the group has
given 35 performances arourd the
country and made several videns that
have spread their reputation in
avant-garde circles.

They recently completed~a 15-
minute, 16-millimeter film, ‘Millor
Message of Hopeless Grief,” &r which
they created an mmguwly_world
where machines acted out lhcn own
mechanical wills. This evening's per-
formance Is an extension of that film.

Accompanied by 20 Assistanls 4

Survival Research Laboratories
has built up a cult following. A corps
of up to 50 volunteer workers {gllows
members of the group around the
Wesl Coast when they give perform-
ances. For their trip Eas( . they
brought 20 assistants, whgr are
divided into different tearhs” One
group specializes in compujeg and
electronics work; another is.deyoted
to props, and a third to mechanical
operations. ol

Crealing imaginative warlike ma-
chinery involves a certain amuont of
risk. In 1982, while experimenting

with rocket fuel, Mr. Pauline was
blown into the air and lost four fin-
gem of his right hand. Bul because he
is leTt-handed, he was able to continue
developing his arl. The accident, he
says, taught him a valuable lesson.
“When | examined the situation, |
realized | was just another white
male who had lived a lile of privi-
lege,” he said. “'Nothing bad had ever
happened o me, and I'd golten

sense of hubris. It becomes destruc-
tive when vou think you can do any-

thing and pet away withit.”

VIDEO MUusIc

Because of the nature of the work,
Survival Research  Laboratories,
whise only other New York appear-
ance was a small-scale performance
three years ago al Area, a downtown
club that is now dcfun(l had diffi-|
culty in finding a suit ihle New York!
site. ““Ihe Misfortunes of  Desire'
wad originally planned for September
but had to be posiponed when the
picte was rejected by the Intrepid
Sea-Air Muscum. The Port Authority
subsequently authorized use of the,
adjacent Pier 84, but vescinded it
permission after its engineers de-
cided that the pier wouldn't support’
the weight of the machines, The
group then approached the Depart-
ment of Parks and Recreation, which

~approved the Shea Stadium p‘nkmb

lot site.

While the behavior of the wholhkc
monsters in Survival Rescarch Labo-
ratories performances is L.nefully
chorcographed beforehand, the me-'
chimical destruction that audiences
will withess seems random, unpre-
dictable and frightening. Above all,
the  pevformances e meant o
create ai-aura of technology run'
amok.

Butif the work is loaded with meta-
phors about the relationship between
humans and machines, Mr. Pauline is
reticent about describing its speciflic
meanings.

1 don’t take a d()gm.lllc view 0[
why what happens happens,” he said.
“The show is about the power of the'
things we've ercated. U's about un-
adulterated, uncontrollable greed.

It’s aboul how paradise once gained,
is soon lost.”

Tickets are $12, and a rain date is
scheduled for May 19, For informa-
tion, call 219-1222.
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One of the machines that will be used in the “art event” to be staged by

Survival Research Laboratories at the Shea Stadium

parking lot.
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