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SYNOPSIS
Chris Burden guaranteed his place in art history in the 1970s with a series of often dangerous and at times stomach-churning performances. After having himself shot in Santa Ana, confined to a locker for five days in Irvine and crucified on the back of a VW bug in Venice, Burden reinvented himself as the creator of truly mesmerizing installations and sculptures, from a suspended gigantic flywheel that seemingly spins on its own to an assemblage of illuminated, antique streetlights outside the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Urban Light (2008), which has become one of Los Angeles’ most photographed and iconic symbols. In BURDEN, Timothy Marrinan and Richard Dewey look at the artist’s work and private life with an innovative mix of still-potent videos of his 70s performances, personal films and audio recordings, latter day footage at his Topanga Canyon studio and comments from friends, fellow students, colleagues and critics, all peppered with Burden’s thoughts and musings from throughout the years.
A CONVERSATION WITH FILMMAKERS TIMOTHY MARRINAN & RICHARD DEWEY
Why did you want to make a documentary on Chris Burden?

Timothy: We had been working with Chris for quite a few years. Initially we interviewed him for a magazine article we were writing. Off the back of that we made a short film following one sculpture he was making. After that, we pitched him the idea of making a feature documentary about his life and work. So it came about gradually. We were both in Los Angeles during the time his piece Urban Light was being installed at LACMA. We saw that going up, and had some familiarity with his early performance work. What initially struck us was how different those pieces seemed from each other. His controversial early performance work raised interesting questions about the limits of art and what constitutes performance — he was one of the pioneers in that field. We were also fascinated by the interesting journey he had been on in terms of the larger sculptural works he was doing later in his career. 

Richard: It's really one of the great, untold stories of the art world. For whatever reason, his story went untold for a long time. The entire Los Angeles art scene was an untold story until The Cool School came out, which Tim and I both watched. The film shined a spotlight on the L.A. art community and it was only a matter of time until someone told Chris's story. Also, the civic monument Urban Light brought a new focus on him as well.

Timothy: Getting to know Chris over time was essential in terms of gaining his trust and developing a working relationship with him where we could go back into his archives and look at his early works as well as follow his latest works. In the early part of his career his private life was quite entwined with the artwork. So in a sense he was living his life in public, but as an older artist he moved in a different direction by becoming more private and a bit more reclusive. 

Describe the climate Chris Burden came out of in Southern California — and in America in general — that created the space for an artist like him, and a performance like 1971's Shoot.

Timothy: There was a lot in the air at the time with the Vietnam War, which was a big issue for people of Chris's age. What's interesting about Chris and how he was able to do some of these extreme and sometimes violent things in Los Angeles at that particular time was the fact that the city wasn't seen as a major art center compared to New York or some European cities. To a large extent, artists were left alone in Los Angeles. They weren't heavily scrutinized. So there was a level of freedom and experimentation on the West Coast in the early 1970s; the art press wasn't focusing on Los Angeles, so artists could push the limits of what people were doing in art. Performance art wasn't exclusively an L.A. thing either, but it flourished on the West Coast due to that sense of freedom.

The University of California Irvine had a lot to due with Chris's freedom at the beginning of his career — it was a new school, in a new city, in a relatively new county...

Timothy: One thing Chris emphasized to us was the notion of headspace — how being in a new city felt like a blank canvas in terms of putting your own stamp on the culture. Chris had a peripatetic childhood in Europe and on the East Coast, and he said he felt the weight of history in those places, particularly in European art cities like Paris and Rome — whereas being in Southern California at the time felt fresh and new. You could do what you wanted and add something new to the culture.

Richard: At UC Irvine, the art department was brand new and so was the faculty — even Orange County was brand new. All of that was liberating for Chris; he had free artistic rein to think and do whatever he wanted. People on the faculty weren't tenured either. People like Robert Irwin, Larry Bell and Ed Moses were only teaching there for a year at a time. That let things like 5-Day Locker happen more easily.

Marina Abramovic and Vito Acconci appear in the documentary — and the early '70s was a big moment for performance art, endurance art and body art in general. What was Chris's role in performance art during this heady time?

Richard: Performance art was already in the air in 1960s Europe, with the Viennese Actionism artists, which predated Marina and Vito. Chris said that performance art in America partly came out of the inflated art market — artists wanted to take the control back and make art that couldn't be bought or sold. Also Minimalism played a role. Because of the recession in the '70s, a lot of the funding for art dried up in the U.S., especially public funding. So it was a confluence of those events that led to performance art happening in L.A. with Chris's work, but also in New York and Europe. It spread throughout the art community and inspired people for a generation or two after Marina, Vito and Chris.

Timothy: Both Marina and Vito, when we spoke with them, credited Chris with being one of the top people in performance art during the era they began working in. Vito said that Chris's work made him question whether his work was extreme enough. Marina cites Chris as hugely influential in both America and Europe. It's also a mixture of societal things, like the inflated art market, plus the activism of the '60s — taking action with your body, or putting your body where the issue was. For Chris it was also personal factors. He viewed his performances as sculptures, using his body as raw material. As a student graduating from art school he didn't have money for materials or storage of large-scale artwork. There was something practical about using what he had access to, which was his own body, and being able to carry around his body of work in a bag with a bunch of negatives in it.

Richard: One of the reasons Chris's work became so influential to so many people was because his pieces or performances could be described in a sentence or two. So their notoriety spread throughout America and into Europe. 

The '70s themselves were very dark — nihilism was in the air. After Shoot and Trans-Fixed, Chris effectively burned out. What was going on with him during this time?

Timothy: It was a combination of things happening in his personal life and in his career. He had become disillusioned with the way he was being portrayed in the media and how his artwork was being portrayed. By the time he was doing something like Trans-Fixed, he already knew how the media would depict it. If he got invited to do a new piece somewhere, sensational articles would suddenly appear — look out, Chris Burden is coming to your town! I think he became frustrated and disillusioned by all this, and ultimately didn't want to become a caricature of himself. There were also personal factors, like the breakdown of his first marriage. When that happened, he went off the rails a little bit. He was less anchored and his work became less specific — in addition to all the drinking and drugging. There was also the struggle of moving away from performance art towards something new. When you've become known for something in particular, it's tough to transition into new areas. The public wants to pigeonhole you in a certain way. I think there was frustration in trying to break away from his image from the '70s. It's something that a lot of artists or creative people feel, but it's maybe more sharply defined with him because he was so much a part of his early work. 

Even the underground satirized his work in the 1970s — John Waters poked fun of Shoot in Female Trouble, during Divine's performance art piece in which she asks her audience "Who wants to die for art?" and the spectator who says "I do!" gets shot...

Timothy: When we asked him about performance art after he finished doing those early pieces — whether or not he remained interested in it, or kept abreast of the medium — he said there came a point where he had done everything he had set out to do. Performance art was played out for him. He had no interest in re-doing works that were touching on the same ideas as Shoot. He wanted to move onto new things. After a while, what's radical becomes institutionalized. 

In the 1980s, his art changed dramatically — it became less based on performance and more focused on sculpture and engineered installations. Why was he moving in this direction?

Richard: A number of things happened. He had to move away from doing performances, but even back in the early '70s he was building things like B-Car, and his father was an engineer. So all of these things were in the back of his mind. In the early '80s he also started teaching at UCLA, so he probably had more resources to start building things and finding places to store them. He started out as an architecture major and took classes in the hard sciences — it was an inevitable path for him, even though pieces like The Big Wheel and Beam Drop still incorporated aspects of his early performances. There's a clear bridge between the performances to the later sculptures — Chris always had these ideas in the back of his mind, but didn’t to have the resources to pull them off until later.
He was smart to buy that plot of land in Topanga Canyon...

Timothy: Definitely. What he built in Topanga over the years has been so important to his work — it has a strong character of its own, and we tried to bring that out in the film. Even though it's so close to L.A., Topanga really does have its own unique slower pace. It's very rustic there. Chris started out without the space and resources to make sculptures, but over time that changed. Even with the early performances, architecture and engineering were never far from his mind. 
He approached Shoot and Trans-Fixed with an engineer's or scientist's mentality: starting with a blank page, investigating his subject, shooting yourself as being a big part of American society, as he said. He went about experiencing this almost like a scientist might investigate what it means to be shot. How you actually do it. In some ways that translated easily into creating more engineered, architectural and sculptural works. In some ways a big leap but in other ways a natural transition.

At what point during the making of the film did you come to learn that he was dying?

Timothy: Very late in production, actually. We were filming with him in the Topanga studio in late 2014. He had had a doctor's appointment and had some bad news about his prognosis. But he didn't make us aware of that immediately — he kept the information private from the art world in general. Only a handful of close friends and family, in addition to the people working in his studio, knew that he had cancer and that it had spread. Ultimately, his staff told us what was happening with his prognosis and it came as a big shock to us. Once he knew his cancer wasn't going to get better, he wanted to prioritize his work. With the small amount of time he had left, he wanted to complete one final piece without being distracted, while also spending time with his close friends and family.

Urban Light has become such a permanent feature of the Los Angeles landscape — how did that piece in particular impact his career?

Richard: That piece gives a good insight into how Chris worked. He bought all those lamps without knowing what he was going to do with them. He collected them over a period of time before slowly figuring out how to position them in a grid in order to form this new structure of light. There was real craftsmanship and artistry in those old lamps — they served a civic purpose in the city of Los Angeles for decades until many of them were destroyed. There was this notion of saving these great things and repurposing them. It's a good window through which to view his process in general — how he thought about raw materials, how they functioned on different levels and came to be viewed in different ways by different people. 

Timothy: That piece is important in terms of the evolution of Chris' career. It became such a huge sensation. I think a whole generation of people who recognize his name and work don't necessarily know about his early performance work. Most people don't connect the dots that he's the same person who had himself shot as a performance piece in 1971. Urban Light is also a big piece for him in terms of getting out from under being known as the guy who shot himself. Chris himself says in the film that he likes Urban Light because people go see it and enjoy it without knowing or caring who the artist is. And that's fine with him. The piece lives on and remains important to people for a variety of reasons. That's an interesting contrast from his early work, in which he was physically the center of the pieces. Urban Light also symbolizes the crazy laboratory for his experiments and thoughts — all the things that were lying around his Topanga studio. Every time we went out there, there would be some interesting piece of sculpture or toy that 15 years down the line might have become the center of another piece. He collected these objects that interested him for a variety of reasons until they became something like Urban Light.

Over the course of the film you show a bad boy who becomes "cuddly" and even acceptable to the mainstream. Los Angeles has also changed over the years; now a world-class art city. How does someone like Chris Burden go from being a bad boy to being cuddly?

Timothy: Who doesn't change from his early twenties to even his late twenties, let alone his early twenties to his sixties? Part of it is the natural progression of him as a person and part of it was finding a personal equilibrium and peace with the space he carved out in Topanga, not to mention his lifestyle calming down in middle age. But I think also the times changed. As a young person in the '70s with all that was happening politically, in addition to the violence in society and all the protests — I'm sure he felt close to it all. Then probably his concerns changed slightly and gradually over time. There's still challenging and interesting things about his later works even though they are less overtly violent. They still cause the viewer to question things.

Richard: Even when the performances seemed violent and transgressive he always had a sense of humor about things and a real curiosity about the world. If you knew him like we did for four or five years, the word "cuddly" is a more superficial analysis, which is fine, because everyone changes over the course of their lives. But underneath, the person and the ideas remain the same.  

What do you think is Chris Burden's enduring legacy as an artist?

Richard: Part of his legacy will certainly be the performances. I think he was so far ahead of everyone else in the thinking of those pieces and the documentation of them — the descriptions of them let alone the photographs! I think Urban Light and Metropolis II won't go anywhere in the next 100 years. So the civic monuments will be a legacy. But probably where he fits into the art history books will be more in the performances of the 1970s... 

Timothy: Los Angeles has become a global artistic center since Chris began living and working in L.A.; the city has changed beyond all recognition. It went from being not on the map artistically — totally separated from the major artistic powerhouses of New York and Europe — to being an art world epicenter. And Chris is definitely a key part of that transition, from the works that he's made and for the fact that he chose to work and teach in Los Angeles. Helping to put Los Angeles on the map as a major artistic center is one of his legacies. But he's also been influential to a generation of artists not only through the art he's created, whether performances or sculptural works, but through his teaching at UCLA. He'll be remembered as someone who was always pushing the boundaries of what was possible in art, whether through early works that were shocking and violent or with later works that took years to create and install in major museums but left a permanent imprint on the landscape. He was always pushing the edge of what was possible as a sculptor or artist.

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS 
TIMOTHY MARRINAN (DIRECTOR)

Tim Marrinan is a documentary filmmaker based in the UK. His past work has often focused on aspects of art and culture and he’s drawn to stories with compelling characters and strong visual appeal. BURDEN is his first feature documentary. He studied film and social theory at Harvard University.
RICHARD DEWEY (DIRECTOR)
Richard Dewey is a writer and filmmaker based in Los Angeles. His student film, The Leisure Class, was recently turned into a feature film produced by Matt Damon and Ben Affleck as part of Project Greenlight, which was won by Rich’s classmate Jason Mann. Dewey has worked as a freelance writer for RollingStone.com, Ralph Lauren Magazine, Whitewall Modern Painters and also spent six months as the Marjorie Dean correspondent writing for The Economist at their London headquarters. He has an MFA in Film from Columbia University.
DAVID KOH (PRODUCER)
David Koh is an independent producer, distributor, sales agent, curator and programmer. He has been involved in the acquisition, distribution, marketing, production, financing, release and sale of over 300 films. He is currently a partner with Josh and Dan Braun of Submarine Entertainment, one of the leading sales agents specializing in documentary films around the world, and is 
partnered with Stanley Buchthal and Maja Hoffmann’s Dakota Group Ltd where he currently co-manages a combined slate and portfolio of approximately 40+ projects a year -- 75% non-fiction and 25% fiction — in addition to producing and co-producing 10 projects a year. 
Submarine and Grosvenor Park Media recently set up a multi-year documentary fund which David co-manages with Josh and Dan Braun. 
Prior to that Koh was Head of Acquisitions and Production for Chris Blackwell's (founder of Island Records & Island Pictures) film/music label, Palm Pictures, which included Manga Entertainment, RES Media Group, sputnik7, and several music labels and prior to that served as Director of Acquisitions and Co-Productions for Winstar/Wellspring Media, one of the leading foreign language and independent film distributors at the time. 
Koh founded the boutique labels Recycled Films and Arthouse Films and has worked as a producer with world-renowned artist Nam June Paik and served as an editor of Film Culture Magazine with Jonas Mekas. He has worked in the Film Curatorial Departments of Anthology Film Archives, MoMA, and the Guggenheim Museum and while in college was the buyer for legendary Kims Video in New York City, voted Best Video Store in the World and was the Founder and Artistic Director of the Santa Fe Film Festival and Goldeneye Film Festival in Jamaica. 
Koh is currently a Curator/Advisor for the new Faena Rose in Miami, the new Roxy Hotel in New York City, Luma Foundation, MONA Museum in Tasmania, and the new Vincent Van Gogh Museum in Arles. He has worked as a Curator/Advisor for Microsoft, Samsung, the Core Club and Andre Balazs Hotel Group in the areas of film, video, moving image and visual art. Recent and upcoming projects include: the launch of Submarine Deluxe distribution imprint; NFP Submarine Doks - a German distribution imprint; Submarine 360 a museum distribution imprint; NonStop Submarine - a pan-Scandinavian distribution imprint; and the recent and upcoming films Burden, Peggy Guggenheim: Art Addict, Yayoi Kusama: a Life in Polka Dots, Hedy Days (Hedy Lamarr doc), Rats, Leica x 100, Kenny Scharf doc, Troublemakers: the Story of Land Art, Doug Aitken’s Station to Station, The Wolfpack, Meru, Blackfish, The Record Man: Story of TK Records, Mavis!, 20 Feet from Stardom, Dior & I, Searching for Sugar Man, Marina Abramovic: the Artist is Present, Jean-Michel Basquiat the Radiant Child, Cutie & the Boxer, Finding Vivian Maier, Weiner, Life, Animated, Herb & Dorothy. 
Koh studied Philosophy and Literature at the New School for Social Research. He recently served on the Selection Committee for the Creative Capital Foundation.
DAN BRAUN (PRODUCER)
Dan Braun is the co-founder and co-president of New York based sales, production and distribution company Submarine Entertainment. Braun has been involved with the sale of many feature films and documentaries including Sunshine Superman, The Battered Bastards of Baseball, Blackfish, The Wolfpack, Citizenfour, 20 Feet From Stardom, Batkid Begins, The Overnight, Finding Vivian Maier, Best of Enemies, Man on Wire, Woody Allen an Untitled Documentary, Searching for Sugar Man, Tiny Furniture, Joan Rivers: A Piece of Work, Cutie and the Boxer, Black Rock, Food Inc, Muscle Shoals, Buck, Roman Polanski: Wanted and Desired, Peace Officer and The Cave of Forgotten Dreams among others. Braun also heads the distribution label Submarine Deluxe whose releases include Chasing Ice, Love Marilyn, Peace Officer, Station to Station, Drug Lord, Wild Style, Downtown 81, Dear Mr. Watterson, Being Elmo and Peggy Guggenheim: Art Addict.  


Braun has executive produced New York-centric documentaries Kill Your Idols and Blank City; base jumping doc Sunshine Superman; upcoming feature adaptation Batkid Begins; upcoming TV anthology Creepy; upcoming feature adaptation The Battered Bastards of Baseball. Braun has produced such documentaries as Fire Music, Burden, Kusama: a Life in Polka Dots and Peggy Guggenheim: Art Addict. 
JOSH BRAUN (PRODUCER)

Josh Braun is the co-president of Submarine, a hybrid sales and production company. Recent films include DINA, CHASING CORAL, WHOSE STREETS, TROPHY, NOBODY SPEAK, THE B-SIDE, I CALLED HIM MORGAN, RATS, CITIZEN JANE, CINEMA TRAVELERS, KARL MARX CITY, WEINER, LO AND BEHOLD, LIFE ANIMATED, ZERO DAYS, THE WOLFPACK, CITIZENFOUR, BEST OF ENEMIES, BUCK, BLACKFISH, 20 FEET FROM STARDOM, SEARCHING FOR SUGAR MAN and many others. Documentaries produced by Braun include BURDEN, RATS, PAGE ONE: INSIDE THE NY TIMES, THE UNKNOWN KNOWN and EASY RIDERS RAGING BULLS. Additionally, Braun was an executive producer on David Cronenberg’s A HISTORY OF VIOLENCE and produced the cult horror hit HOUSE OF THE DEVIL.
AARON WICKENDEN (EDITOR)
Aaron Wickenden, ACE, is a multiple Emmy and ACE Eddie nominated filmmaker with over 15 years of extensive professional experience. He is regarded for bringing a tireless work ethic and playful spirit to each of his creative collaborations, including the Oscar nominated film Finding Vivian Maier. In 2014, he was recruited by Oscar winner Morgan Neville (20 Feet From Stardom) and Grammy-winning author and filmmaker Robert Gordon (Respect Yourself) to co-edit their film Best of Enemies, which had its world premiere in competition at Sundance 2015, was nominated for an Independent Spirit Award, shortlisted for the 2016 Documentary Academy Award and earned Wickenden a Cinema EyeHonors nomination for Best Editing.
Throughout 2015, Aaron edited two documentary features, which made their festival premieres in 2016. The Bandit, (SXSW 16) was a collaboration with Jesse Moss (The Overnighters) for CMT about ‘70s superstar Burt Reynolds, his best friend, roommate and stunt-double Hal Needham, and the making of their unlikely smash-hit SMOKEY & THE BANDIT. The second film, BURDEN, was edited for Dogwoof/Submarine Entertainment.
2016 was also a busy year for Wickenden as he edited a new feature for the acclaimed filmmaker Lauren Greenfield (The Queen of Versailles) and consulted on Once I Was: the Hal Ashby Story for filmmaker Amy Scott. In his spare time, Wickenden can usually be found goofing off with his wife Jennifer Brandel at one of Chicago's dog beaches or promoting his own award winning film Almost There - which is now available for rent on Amazon Prime, Hulu, and Vimeo.
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