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inSITE97
opens with a
dig at digital

By Anne Marie Welsh
ARTS CRITIC
aurie Anderson’s performance
L Friday on the loading dock of
the ReinCarnation Building in
downtown San Diego had all the
trappings of an Event: a chic arts
crowd, the thrill of a freshly re-
stored public space, a quintet of dig*
nitaries reading proclamations from
the presidents of Mexico and the
United States.

But unlike Ernesto Zedillo and
Bill Clinton, whose greetings
droned, Anderson has the wit and
timing of a good comedian.

Anderson’s “The Speed of Dark-
ness” was a playful, disturbing rant
against the digital revolution —
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you know, those gadgets that let
Anderson loop sound and alter vo-
cals, even for this performance.

With just her electronic fiddle, a
keyboard and a few digital proces-
sors, Anderson relied mostly on
that oldest of instruments, the hu-
man voice. Speaking over two mi-
crophones with her caressing, teas-
ing delivery, she spun yarns with
little morals, like storytellers from
time immemorial.

The big urban crowd might have
been a tribe sitting around a camp-
fire.

T Siill Gutting an agile, elfin, an-

drogynous figure with her spiked
hair and simple black suit, Ander-
son performed with little of the vi-
sual and electronic paraphernalia
that have helped make her interna-
tional reputation.

Sure, her electric violin filled the
block around 10th and J with mas-
sive sonorities, her sound loops cir-
cled and roared, her voice switched
timbres (and sexes) through the
magic of digital manipulation.

But the words were the thing —
a collection of about a dozen songs
and stories that streamed and me-
andered like water through a river-
bed. Her awesome range of refer-
ence spanned Star Trek and St.
Thomas Aquinas, the Unabomber
and Moby Dick. Some fables were
elliptical and enigmatic, others fa-
miliar and a mite banal.

The best passages were straight-
shooting tall tales, like the one
about a simulated journey to the
moon; participants answered ques-
tionnaires to test the trip’s poten-
tial as a family vacation. When they
emerged four days later, the guinea
pigs were sure they’d been there.
Imagination was their saving grace;
it kept them insane.

Anderson reserved her most
caustic comments for the virtual
communication of the Internet,
“that empty highway” where you
can contact Elvis in a seance, learn
how to trap a beaver in Alaska or
wear an electrode-studded rubber
suit to have cybersex.

“A lot of information,” she con-
cluded, “isn’t better than no infor-
mation at all.”

Gradually she depicts a techno-
culture in which human experience
can be completely controlled,
though ironically enough no human
intelligence is in charge. Anderson
deftly makes us aware of another
irony — that she is both a fascinat-
ed perpetrator of this technological
madness, and also, potentially, its
victim. :
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Anderson

Performance artist uses,
- ridicules high-tech

" Continued from E-1

“The Speed of Darkness” actually
sped up as it veered toward its end-
ing. Its last story was about a teen-
age girl on a plane, a savvy kid al-
ready speaking the language of the
future. In her, technospeak emo-
tions switch on and off, moods are
mere modes, and a wrong flick of
the switch can end communication.

Anderson then segued into two
songs. The first was an echo-cham-
ber treatment of “Speed of Dark-
ness” themes; the last was a creepy

“wordless image of the ultimate
-nightmare in technology-reliant
- art.

In that piece, she placed a pillow
speaker — a denture-sized device
— in her mouth. Standing at the
microphone, literally wired, she
opened and closed her lips over the

Highway to nowhere: Laurie
Anderson kicked off
inSITE97 with her playful,
disturbing riff on digital
technology, “The Speed of
Darkness.”

tiny speaker, from which one of her
violin compositions could be heard.
The human voice had been replaced
by a creepy electronic toy. Yuck.

Anderson’s performance was the
kickoff to inSITE97, the exhilarat-
ing exhibit of site-specific public art
on both sides of the San Diego-Ti-
juana border. Her performance and
the festive atmosphere surrounding
it would have been better served
had there been less speechifying
beforehand.

After the realorganizers and
government reps made their state-
ments, one of the inSITE97 artists
gave a mock speech. At first, An-
drea Fraser, dressed in elegant
white, seemed sincere, speaking
the gobbledygook about multicul-
turalism and diversity that wins
grants, but no listeners.

But as she shifted personas, in-
troducing (and becoming) a grateful
artist, an arts bureaucrat, a city fa-
ther, a Pete Wilson clone and the
head of a multinational corporation
sponsoring the event, she reframed

the whole evening in its true late-
capitalist political context.

Though she wielded her cliches
with lethal accuracy and deadpan-
ned with the satiric innocence of
Jonathan Swift, on Friday night,
Fraser only prolonged the wait for
Anderson. She’d have been effec-
tive, though perhaps less discom-
forting, in a solo show.

Otherwise, this was one provoca-
tive and celebratory evening, a cul-
tural christening ceremony not only
for inSITE97, but for the ReinCar-
nation project, for Sushi Perfor-
mance and Visual Art (now with its
headquarters there), and for the
east edge of downtown, which looks
sure to be energized by the project.



