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Be careful what you wish for! Every artistic expression, no matter how slight, how off-the-cuff, how seemingly innocuous, has as its base motivation megalomania—which, though it can be fun, is nonetheless a dangerous member of the mania family, and should be approached cautiously. Manias, like many other poisons, produce an initially euphoric effect, and can be used recreationally in small doses. The Beatles referred to the strange behavior of their fans in the mid sixties—screaming, weeping, tearing their hair, attempting to rip off pieces of their heroes’ clothing—as “the mania.” All that enthusiasm caused the band, eventually, to stop playing concerts, then to break up altogether; John Lennon was killed by an obsessed fan and George Harrison had to sign autographs for his radiologists’ son on his deathbed. You might like the White Album, but would you, personally, want people to treat you like that? Our culture loves to iconize, and then when some stratospherically successful superstar in their chosen .eld has a breakdown, collapses, checks into rehab or jumps off a bridge, overwhelmed by the adulation and expectation they have brought upon themselves, we shake our heads in uncomprehending sadness, bewilderment, and perhaps a little bit of disdain; meanwhile we’re in the copy room at work, sneaking off copies of our screed, which we hope, in our heart of hearts, is going to change irrevocably the life of everyone who reads it. How would we react if our own subliminal desires were realized, if our dreams came true?

It happened to me. There I was, copying in the back room, after hours in offices, on the sly in a university building, or utilizing a vast arsenal of illicit tricks in national chain conglomerates— from re-setting counters to manipulating magnetic strips, I knew them all—with the proletarian anger of punk inspiring me, plus some pretty good academic rationalizations (“we have to rethink our conceptions of literary forms or genres, in view of the technical factors affecting our present situation, if we are to identify the forms of expression that channel the literary energies of the present” —Walter Benjamin, and etc). I wrote these nine zines originally between 1994-1998; I got the idea in the summer of 1994 during a visit to Brooklyn. One afternoon as I was getting off of the subway and ran into an old friend of mine, who was, unfortunately, boarding the same train I was disembarking. We recognized each other, but only had time for a quick smile and wave before disappearing from each other’s sight. I wished, at that moment, that I had something like a small brochure I could have handed over, encapsulating the basic narrative of my life at that moment, an instant version of the ten or .fteen minutes of catching up we might have ideally had.

I set to work constructing this imagined object over the next week or so. Burn Collector was not my first attempt; I had made similar objects before, under varying titles, with different themes and contents. But somehow this one stuck, got a particularly good reaction, and so when the next one wrote itself, a few months later on a Greyhound bus, I called it #2.

I liked the idea of a personal fanzine, and still do, fundamentally: the idea of having a small, relatively recent accounting of yourself, on hand and in pamphlet form, ready to distribute to others. It’s a direct and immediate form of communication, plus I liked not having deadlines, and never getting a rejection letter. And more so, I liked the letters that I did get, which were encouraging and thoughtful reactions from real-seeming people. That was the goal, and the apex of expectable results for the format I was working in. #3 wrote itself over my second winter in Providence. Then I moved to Portland, OR, where I spent a miserable and fruitless year and managed only to produce one slim booklet of comics, which was #4. #5, 7 and 9 wrote themselves in North Carolina, while #6 and 8 were a little different. They were my first attempts at constructing a narrative from events of the past: my teen years in North Carolina in #6 and that strange, lost year in Portland in #8. I was writing to salvage some humor or certainty from those experiences, which had seemed grim and ambiguous at the time. This, I came to realize, was the theme of the zine: a celebration of failure. The best response to the downhill slide of life seemed to be to laugh it off, to find transcendent moments or situational comedy in your defeat.

Did I have literary aspirations? Of course I did, just as everyone who plays the guitar might harbor some arena rock dreams. But, like 99% of guitar players, my follow-through on the career plan was lackluster. My ambitions were low. I do not say this in a spirit of modesty or self-effacement: as usual with me, it’s a matter of upholding serious moral principles. Ambition, after all, is a terrible thing. It is the root source of almost all conflict. Compared to deep-rooted ambition, a little mild megalo is nothing, a walk in the park. Ambition destroys friendships, makes your colleagues into your competitors, whittles away your ability to feel enjoyment in your small successes. It plays you like a puppet on an eternal Sisyphusian treadmill. A healthier, saner strategy for success is to play it cool, and hope that things will fall into your lap.

I was very surprised by how well the zine was received. In retrospect, I think a lot of its success had to do with Lisa Oglesby’s invariably over-the-top reviews in heartattack magazine, which put it on the required reading list for its demographic target audience. (Lisa was also the .rst to note that, while the individual stories in the zine might be entertaining, when taken as a whole, “one starts to worry about the narrator.”) By 1998, I had an enthusiastic audience of like-minded individuals, a small but high quality subculture, big enough that I was struggling to keep up with demand for copies. These little pamphlets served me well, flew out of my hands, seemed to communicate a lot of things to all kinds of interesting people. What more could you want? When the Owens brothers, Mark and Matt, suggested re-printing the zines in book form via their record label, it was the icing on the cake, the dream come true, fulfillment of the secret fantasy of having my name on a square-bound, non self-stapled object, having an ISBN number, being a “real author.” Why not? I thought. It would save me the trouble of keeping the old issues in print, which is a pain.

That was my moment of megalomaniacal indulgence. I knew it at the time, and in the original introduction I even expressed a little trepidation—”the idea of a book perturbs me,” I wrote. A pretty mild formulation, but then I had no idea what was in store for me. Even when the first copies appeared at my doorstep, the strange effect that it would have on my life was not immediately clear. It took a little time, a bit of circulation, before I noticed that there was something odd about the cumulative effect of putting everything under one cover. It was like nutmeg: a measured dosage flavors things nicely, but eat the whole jar at once and you experience psychedelic hallucinations. People began to act strangely. “What is it like to be a real author?” they would ask, even though it was the same old photocopies. I hadn’t changed anything, I hadn’t even bothered to correct spelling mistakes. It was just a question of the binding. How could people be duped so easily, by such an obvious trick?

Maybe it goes against the original, disposable spirit of these things to be here, down at the copy store, again, preparing this for another round of circulation. These were supposed to be impermanent records, on cheap paper, quickly pawed and tattered into oblivion. Making this into a book changed it, and it took me years to understand exactly why: because the object, a book, has an aura, meaning it has a weight apart from its physical weight. There is a different impact. That ten minutes of catching up with a friend I’d wanted in the subway station transformed itself into a serious long-term relationship with a bunch of total strangers. I felt this when a kid from Philadelphia, crashing in my living room on his way to Chiapas, felt compelled to corner me in my kitchen and berate me for half the night about my views on gentri. cation. Or from a crust punk in Texas, who asked me the current whereabouts of the members of the band Manpower, and, when I told him that Bill Tsistos was teaching sociology, shook his head and scowled, as if that were the most tragically disappointing outcome he could have imagined. A major label rock band named an album after a story in the book, getting my name mentioned in both Rolling Stone and Guitar Player magazine! Without even having to touch a guitar!

The zines had an aura, too, albeit a more subtle one: they were hand-made objects. I collated, folded and stapled each one, sometimes catching my thumb on a staple and sending out copies spattered with droplets of real authorial blood. I’ve never believed in divisions of creative expression, I think many people have all sorts of talents and the compartmentalizing of yourself into writer, or musician, or artist, is a social construct done mainly for resume purposes. Some of the writing in here was an intense labor of love, other pages are pure filler and my main pleasure was in doing the layout. I was always, and am still, happiest when I’m doing a little bit of everything, and not taking any of it too seriously. Still, it was one of the nicest things anyone ever did for me, that gift of the Owens brothers, to place what I had produced in a different context, and thus entreat readers, and myself, to confront the question of what it means to be “real:” I had always known that being a writer or an artist was just a matter of doing it, producing pages, making things. But it wasn’t until this book existed that I actually believed it.

My suggestion to the reader now would be to think of this as a series of individual magazines, as nine points of view, rather than as one book. It seems to be easier on your constitution that way. In any case, I’ve never liked the term “zine,” but I do like the expression “personal fanzine,” because I like to think of it as making a magazine expressing my fandom for the people I’ve encountered. They are the ones with the wisdom in here. If you take this as a series of individual components, it helps you focus less on the author, and lets you remember that he is just your humble narrator, telling you what is out there.

And to the creative people in the audience: aim higher than failure. It worked for me, but that was a one-time thing. Set your sights as high as possible and you’ll probably achieve it. Just remember, and be warned: be sure that what you are going for is what you really want, because you may get it.

If you aim to fail, you probably will, perhaps even spectacularly.

-AB
Berlin, March 2010


This is a collection of zines- photocopied, cut-and-pasted, glue-sticked, mostly written in quick bursts of nervous energy late at night, pecked out on a borrowed word processor or my own trusty antiquated artifact of the technological dark ages, the Mac Classic, whose hard drive contains exactly two programs- Microsoft Word and MacPaint. My writing is really nothing compared to some of my truly ingenious MacPaint creations, but that is, perhaps, better saved for a postmortem retrospective of my lesser-known works (something must be left undiscovered for posterity, I figure).

They are presented as they originally appeared, inclusive of typos, layout errors and tell-tale signs of haste or fatigue which leave the occasional unexplained weird margin or crammed paragraph or something- the whole point of the form, it seems to me, is its imperfection, the guiding mantra of my creative output: quantity over quality. I’ve churned out thousands of these things, on copy machines in varying states of decay and disrepair, changing toner cartridges in desolate all-night copy shops all over the nation, usually being mistaken for an employee as a result. That’s always vaguely humiliating in some undefinable way. Is it because in my moment of artistic/ socially subversive triumph (I’m rarely paying for the copies, so it’s always that glorious sense of subverting the fundamental building block of capitalism, the cash transaction, through sheer assertion of ego in the form of lifted photocopied pamphlets), someone ignobly asks me to clear a paper jam for them, or fetch them the scissors? Or do 1 just have the strange, docile look of someone who’s been employed underneath florescent lights for too large a chunk of his life? Indeed, sometimes I get so mistaken for an employee that I end up actually working at these houses of carcinogenic ill repute, gambling my future health on the potential of immortality of some slight sort, if 1 can just smuggle a few more boxes of these things out the back door.

Quantity over quality: sure, there are thousands of these in circulation, many of them nearly illegible from being copies of copies of copies, or from a machine which was copying gray that day. Quality control would imply some sense of individual worth as an artifact, an implicit admission on my part of trying to do something bigger than what I’m actually doing, of trying to produce socially significant cultural documents or summations of situations, times, lives. I’m not; I’m just making zines.

As to my motivations for doing specifically that, as opposed to anything else I could be doing with my time; well, I can’t really explain it- or, if I can, 1 can’t see how it’s going to hook me up to do so. If I talk you into what a good idea it is to make your own zine, well, that’s just one more person trying to scam copies, or using up paper, ruining the whole racket for me by your overcrowding of the subcultural microcosm. If you get it, you’re probably already doing it. If not, that’s fine. More room for me.

The prospect of a book perturbs me. It seems to imply that I’m somehow graduated from the trenches, that what I wrote and put forth was somehow any more real or legitimate than anything any other kid did. Of course this is not the case. I never really meant, at the outset, to come to the point where the glue sticks started wearing out, peeling paste-up type off of yellowing sheets of non-acid-free copy paper— 1 never meant to get to the point where the copies of copies started to be illegible, and still there was someone interested in reading something that I wrote. This is just a record of my impulses, nervous energy late at night, pecked out for no reason. But thanks anyway, for paying attention.

-Al Burian, Chapel Hill, NC, late December, 1998.
Printed in Canada
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If you want a really crappy idea for something to do, try conceptualizing your life in terms of cinematography, thinking of the dialogue as actually scripted and the awkward silences between sentences as you try to think of something, urn, clever to say as dramatic pauses shot from innovative angles with dramatic back-lighting. It’s one of those things, like saying to someone, “hey, have you ever thought about your tongue? I mean, really thought about it?” - it opens up this whole can of worms; you end up unable to shut off the cinematographic impulse, and you find yourself rather quickly reduced, in the eyes of the film-viewing public, to a bumbling moron, unable to speak coherently (which, by the way, also furthers the tongue analogy). Everything is kind of like a movie; life imitates art but only the kick-ass parts and even those, art gussies up and casts babelier people in the lead roles. You end up with this really tedious, shitty movie that meanders down all these strange, tunnellike, badly contrived sub-plots, involves way too many arty awkward silences, and including some really mortifying masturbation sequences on your part. You come off looking, basically, not that cool; your life overall is a Siskelian (or is that Ebertian?) “thumbs down.” I’m watching the clock in my room: the second-hand moves forward a second, then back two seconds, then forward, and so on, moving slowly and as inefficiently as mechanically possible in a roundabout counter-clockwise direction. How did the clock get this way? What trauma occurred? Or did it simply slip imperceptibly into senility as the days turned into months? This movie sucks; it’s one shot, no cuts. How long can this last, how long can I go on like this? I used to ask myself such questions in more tormented days. But the truth is, 1 guess, that it’s not you who “goes on,” “going on” just sort of happens to you, like an endless car wreck, and the best you can hope is that they got it all on film and that you look sufficiently like Burt Reynolds so they can use the footage of you as a stunt-double in the next Cannonball Run movie.
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The “life as bad film” neurosis seems particularly acute in my personal litany of hang-ups these days. Generally, I suffer not-that-stoically from a bad case of realization-that-life-has-no-plot-and-accompanying-extended-freakout syndrome, for which there is no twelve-step program that I am aware of (You know what would be funny? If I got a postcard from someone which said “there’s a one-step program, Al-Jesus.” Man, that would be awesome). When people in North Carolina asked me why I was moving to New England in February, surely the worst possible timing for traveling North to the land of grumpy bastards and frostbite, I would respond with a stock moralization I had developed, some spiel about how I would be experiencing life more acutely if I was in the most extreme climate available (which, on a purely surface-of-the skin level, is undeniably true) and how it all relates back to the guy in Catch 22 who wants to live as long as possible so he does the most boring things he can think of to make time seem to go by really slowly. I would cite “the path of least resistance” as my mortal roe in life, leaving the phrase hanging in the air like a right-winger does when invoking “welfare mothers:” no explanation even needed of why that’s evil, I mean, it’s just so obvious. As most everyone picked up on, I had absolutely no idea what I was talking about, but was in fact merely contriving some kind of reasoning after the fact for decisions which were either being made on some much higher or much lower level than the one which my cranium navigates me half-assedly around. The artifices I rig up give me comfort, even if they seem pretty transparent, and I imagine I’ll continue constructing them to the best of my ability. Lately, though, everything just seems really particularly, astoundingly arbitrary, and that, my friend, is a grade A blower. I take comfort in TV: on the Simpsons, Marge tries to wrap up the episode by revealing the moral, throwing out a barrage of trite phrases; Homer responds, “there’s no moral. It’s just a bunch of stuff that happened.” Thus, I give you an account of some of the things I’ve been up to lately: just a bunch of stuff that happened.
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It’s always been my contention that a healthy state of psychological well-being must come from within, and that your surroundings, though a factor in determining your happiness, basically exist as a minor variable to either enhance a rich internal life or present a minor obstacle to overcome through creative use of the resources at hand. Then again, I’m probably not a good person to take advice from on the subject of inner happiness. I was fine up until the age of ten years old, when suddenly some kind of dismal, inky hormone kicked in and I just started moping and complaining to no end, a practice which I’ve maintained with (I think you’d have to concede) admirable consistency throughout my life thereafter. In any case, environment being or not being of whatever significance it either is or isn’t to whatever it is that it is significant to (you follow me? That’s the kind of shit that gets you an A+ in college), I figured it was time for me to expend a little quality moping in locales heretofore only dimly familiar to me. To this end, I packed up a few meager belongings and set out, ending up after a short drift at good old Harrison’s little apartment in Providence, RI. In most respects a pretty standard student domicile, there was something very unnerving about the apartment, and I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Eventually I realized: the light in the bathroom never turns off. While this may not, on the surface, appear to be particularly sinister, it somehow, inexplicably, cast an aura of sketchiness about the place which was unshakable, and, in point of fact, kind of pleasing in an embrace-the-apocalypse sort of way.
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My first impression of Providence upon arriving there for this somewhat extended stay was, perhaps, not specific to the place, but comforting in just that non-specificity: like all locales where any number of people have to deal with each other in any sort of interaction which might be even remotely socially awkward, the great social lubricant, demon alcohol, oozes ail-pervasively, like the sticky fluid between joints. And just as the night before I had found myself in Amherst, Massachusetts, suspiciously eyeing the last inch of a bottle of something with the approximate flavor of burnt hoof, offered up by the local beatniks, so it was with a sense of comforting familiarity that the I watched the age-old struggle to find something to pour down the collective gullet begin anew in Providence on a chilly Monday night, like some ancient ballet or those two guys in that movie Highlander who get together every few centuries to beat the fuck out of each other. The chase is always better than the kill, as I believe both Motorhead and Billy Bragg have commented on, and the state of Rhode Island seems to be taking these British rockers to heart (and it figures, being how the place is so old and Waspy-1 bet you can find some old geezers around here who still wish we were an English colony), instituting a set of liquor laws designed to provide a zesty challenge to the would-be inebriate wishing to commence activity after sundown. All venues of alcohol-purchase locked up for the night, our protagonists, gathered over at the house of my friend Marie, pondered grimly the only option available: try to score some beer from the meatheads in the upstairs apartment. Now, my personal position on drinking is this: anything which facilitates you doing something kick-ass is a good thing, (i.e., drinking a cup ofcoffee so as to avoid a fruitless date with sleep) and, if drinking seems to serve this purpose, so be it. However, I’m not that in to drinking as an activity in and of itself, and all too often it does seem to be, rather than an instigator or enhancer of kick-ass activity, a means by which to convince yourself that sitting on your couch is itself something pretty worthwhile. (While I’m on the subject ofmyself being a weird puritanical zealot, let me recount a little anecdote about something that happened to me in Chapel Hill once- it kind of tangentially relates to drinking, but moreover it illustrates nicely how Chapel Hill sucks. I was at this friend of mine’s Dirthday party, right? I walked in and immediately was offered a beer. Being in a room full of scary people I didn’t know, I opted to keep my wits about me and declined. Not missing a beat, the hostess offered me a cigarette, which I also declined. Minutes later, I was pouring a glass of orange juice to drink, when the same person accosted me, warning me, in all seriousness, that 1 could not drink the juice because it had preservatives and sugar in it. The rest of the evening people kept coming up to me and telling me that they “admired my ethics.”) In any event, I was far more interested in a chance to anthropologically dissect the source of the grunts, muted yelps and thundering crashing sounds emanating from the upstairs apartment than I was in procuring the bottled elixir of Beelzebub, and in my enthusiasm to lock horns with the bovine specimens upstairs, I was recruited along with this girl Debbie, whom I had developed an instant rapport with based on her rad Black Sabbath T-shirt, to be the advance shock troops in the infiltration of the retardation nation. Up the stairs we went, knocking boldly and entering under the cleverly constructed lead-in, ‘hey, dudes, are you having a party!” This invocation of sacred scripture enthused the upstairs neighbors, who were quick to show us around their abode. I must say, I gaped in astonishment at what I witnessed there. The tenants, “entrepreneurship” majors at a local community college, were certainly putting their learning to good use, having almost completed construction in their apartment of a fully furnished and stocked sports bar! This bar came complete with pool table, wide screen TV mounted on the wall, black lights, and, of course, the piece de resistance, the bar itself, soon to be filled with all manner of liquor and kegs of swilly, trough-grade beer. The plan, apparently, was to run an illicit “speak-easy” of a sort, charging an exorbitant entry-fee and continuing to milk the locals by the drink. One might of course have been moved to ask how all this was going to work in these post-prohibition times, but this was a mere detail in these young goofball’s grand design, besides which, the elaborate network of flaming hoops of Rhode Island liquor law (alluded to earlier) would certainly bring in, at least, under-age clientele. These were men with a vision, I realized, not just a bevy of goons making a lot of trampling noises from upstairs, although their vision, the downstairs dwellers realized with furrowed brows, would certainly entail vast buffalo-stampede simulations to ensue in the future. I got so wrapped up in their world-view that I almost lost track of the mission, but Debbie snapped me out of it, casually remarking, “so, can I get a beer or something?” “Help yourself, in the fridge,” the boss-man of the brigade politely offered. We sauntered into the kitchen, and proceeded to stuff our pockets with cans of beer. Unfortunately, one of the entrepreneurs walked into the kitchen in time to see Debbie stuffing a beer into her bra, at which point we saw a fight bulb atop his head not exactly click on, but certainly someone was sloooowly turning up the dimmer, and it was time for us to beat a hasty retreat down the stairs, where we were welcomed as the victorious conquistadors we most assuredly were.
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view from Harrison’s house.
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Having been “jumped in” to the ways of social life in these parts, and finding it comforting and familiar, I woke up the next day ready to glean further comfort and familiarity from my surroundings, in the form of good deals. Harrison had drawn me a really lovely map of the town while inspired by the demon alcohol, which of course allowed the evening to fit my paradigmatic conception of productivity-rising-from-debauchery and generally made me feel pretty good about life. I set out, following this little graph-paper map, and walked around Providence, familiarizing myself with its layout as best I could. Providence is a really nice town for walking endlessly around; though rife with very steep hills, the architecture is so distractingly pleasant that you barely notice that you should be using a pick-axe and rope to get around. I like towns to be just like this: filled with interesting-looking people, and yet inexplicably boring beyond belief, so that the interesting-looking people can be found wandering up and down the street aimlessly, bleary-eyed and half-catatonic from inertia. It’s like a nut with a really, really thick shell that you can’t crack, and the weird conversations with understimulated kids seem enticingly to get you closer, but never quite there. The chase is always better than the kill. I got some free bread from Geoff s bakery and fifty cent day-old pastries from Silver Star bakery, and that was what I grubbed non-stop for the first few days. One thing which really sucked: New England, I was rapidly learning, is a place where the phrase “free refill” prompts coffee-vendors to perplexedly reach for there Swahili-English dictionary, in the vain hopes of deciphering this young lout who stands before them speaking in tongues. The very concept “good deal on coffee,” elicited only blank stares from anyone I broached the subject with.
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One day, as I was wandering about, the pangs of intense hunger overcame me, as they often tend to do, since I nave (by necessity) developed a pretty fuel-oriented approach to dining (which is not to say that I can’t appreciate some good food as much or indeed quite likely a great deal more than the next person- you’ll often find me singing the praises of some particularly enticing meal to no end, but rest assured that I probably procured said dining experience through some sketchy invite or illicit means, which is, of course, precisely the factor which makes my palate so sensitive, because it is just an irrefutable truth that the tangy flavor of freedom is the best garnish), and, just as I approach fueling a car by the time-tested strategy of driving until the needle is way past empty, then panicking and frantically searching out the nearest gas station, I tend to ignore signs of oncoming hunger until the point at which some internal switch is thrown, my eyes glaze over, and my vast, towering intellect focuses like a laser on one goal, expressed by me with a finger pointed rigidly at my gaping mouth and the command, “put something to grub in here. Right now!” barked at anyone unfortunate enough to be in my vicinity. So it was on this day, and as I founa myself on the campus of Brown University, I quickly put the nearest Brown… uh, what do they call them? Brownie? Browner? Anyway, the nearest student-looking type in a headlock and demanded directions to the school dining facilities. Unfortunately, the equivalent of the plans to the Death Star which R2D2 carries with him in Star Wars and which detail the one Achilles heel of entry to that insidious construct did not exist for me in relation to the maximum-security Brown dining hall. Despairing, I retreated to the bathroom to ponder a plan of action, unconsciously mimicking in this activity the Fonz, with his bathroom “office.” My debt to Seventies culture overshadowed in enormity only by my raging hunger, I was pleased to see an employee of the dining hall, dressed in traditional college kitchen garb, in my office, and struck up conversation with him. Cutting quickly to the chase, I asked whether he could sneak me in, but he only confirmed the totalitarian methods of social control exercised in this supposed institution of free and democratic ideals, “the boss is always watching,” he whispered, casting a nervous glance under the stalls. Dejected, I trudged away, pausing outside the cafeteria to peruse some flyers, which I hoped might detail the activities of some renegade free food organizations in the vicinity. The kitchen worker, I was surprised to see, emerged from a side door, glanced about nervously, and proceeded towards me, clutching a small, plastic-wrapped package of approximate entrtie dimensions, I was more than pleased to behold. “Here, man,” he said, “I didn’t want you to go away hungry.” What a saint! I beamed at him, my smile only wavering slightly when I realized that he was holding out a steak. He beamed back at me. “Go ahead, man, eat it,” he grinned. Hesitantly, I unwrapped it, examining the dry, brittle thing in my hand. I took a cautious bite; it had been several years since I had consumed meat in any significant sense (not counting things like chicken flavoring in oodles of noodles and the like), and this seemed like a reckless leap back into the world of the carnivorous. Satisfied with my bite and my lavish praise of his willingness to fight the oppressive system, the patron saint of non-PC culinary experience scuttled back into the kitchen. I was left with my steak and my thoughts, which were mainly along the lines of “time to eat this quite reasonably priced dinner.” I ate it in a corner, feeling like a stray dog chewing awkwardly on bones and gristle. It was kind of gross, but so deep fried and dry that it was essentially gross in the way dining on a greasy piece of cardboard would be. I didn’t get sick and throw up or anything, but I did have some moments of concern for my morality and ethics. What are my morality and ethics, anyway? They seem so malleable and subject to the dictates of the situation. The only real consistents seem to be appreciation for a good bargain and a vague hatred of anyone who seems to be keeping me from getting one, these infidels being collectively referred to in my cosmology as “the Man.” I related the story and its accompanying ideological dilemma component to Marie, who explained me to myself. “Oh, that’s easy,” she said, “you’re a freegan.”
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My main favorite place to hang out in Providence would have to be the train station, and here’s why: in terms of pure, undiluted human drama, the place is a veritable well of emotion, what people in the oil business call a “gusher;” and if emotion is indeed reducible to liquid format, it must certainly be quite oily and probably relatively salty as well, so the analogy is pretty apt. This liquid emotion, which I envision as tasting like soy sauce, but completely clear, mind you, accumulates on the temples and other pressure points, evaporating into the air in billowing clouds (so the theory goes), and filling the room with a static-electric charge that accomplishes totally naturally and without harmful side-effects what Bruce Lee was trying to achieve with high-voltage electrodes when he accidentally overdosed and died, which is stimulate big muscles to form (if you don’t believe me, check out that movie Dragon- irrefutable documentation!), except in this case it’s not actual, physically present big muscles, but instead big muscles of the soul, or what some more fruity people might call “building character,” or what I call, “some good shit to tell people about later.” In just the space of a few hours, the following phone conversations were overheard:
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- An obese guy calling for a call girl, to meet him at whatever location ne was taking the train to. Literally glistening like a glazed pig, he demanded: “Is she real pretty? Really good-looking? I don’t want her to be too fat.”

[image: Image]

- Another guy, thirty-ish, stranded in Providence because he had missed the last train to Boston, where he needed to be within hours, apparently, to punch in to his night-shift job. His estranged girlfriend asks, “do you want me to call my dad to give you a ride?’ He stares at the ground in humiliation; she screams at him, “ANSWER ME!” He nods. “Yes,” he mumbles meekly. (That’s actually not a phone conversation, is it? It’s a conversation which occurred by a phone. Oh well, close enough.)

[image: Image]

-The worst one: A guy who calls a number every five minutes, leaving a message each time along the lines of, “Hi, I’m calling for the birthday girl, I just wanted to wish you a happy birthday.” On the millionth try he finally intercepts her: “Hello? Is this the birthday girl? (starts singing) HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU, HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU, HAPPY….…..uh, hello?…..Hello…? (pause) Oh, It’s you. What? What do mean I can’t talk to her? Put her back on the phone! God damn it! I’m her father!” An extended argument ensues, obviously a small constellation in some vast galaxy of an ongoing custody battle. Dad finally brow-beats his ex into putting the birthday girl back on the line, and continues his song, ending with the populist twist, “you look like a monkey and act like one, too,” (trying to put across zany, fun-lovin’ dad, the kind of dad who will definitely let you eat Cap’n Crunch and stay up late watching Melrose Place, not like mom who makes you go to bed at eight-thirty so can you please just mention your preferences to the judge?) but the wind is obviously taken out of his sails, and he delivers the punch line grudgingly, spitting it out in a humorless monotone.

[image: Image]

Providence, Rhode Island: A hot-bed of misery and despair. I like it.
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interview

Marie goes to the Rhode Island School of Design, studies prinrmaking, but mainly seems to build boats. When I first met her she was making a pair of shoes with tire tread soles, which I thought was pretty rad. She has always impressed me as a real good artist, and also she seems to have enough of that aforecited existential angst hormone (an overabundance of which has been my personal key to being such a scintillating conversationalist over the years) that I could probably rely on her for a transfusion if I ever run dry. On the evening in question, she made a bunch of red velvet marching band costumes, rigged a bunch of drums to people, and the makeshift parade proceeded to clatter its way chaotically and noisily over to the R1SD cafeteria, for the purpose of disrupting a hippie drum circle. Things didn’t go exactly as planned; the drum circle leader, it turned out, was a veteran of MCing drum jams between inner city gangs, warring religious sects, and the like, so that our motley collection of annoying art student types posed no threat to his grand design. Having defused our plan by cleverly tricking us into incorporating ourselves into one of his insidious hippie beats (God, I hate those hippies!), he continued to spread good vibes whilst Marie retreated to her house beneath the entrepreneur meatheads, where we had the following very serious debate on contemporary issues in the field of art.
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Al: A lot of the art you make is really collaborative, which I think is interesting, because one of the things about a lot of art, a good and bad thing is that it’s isolating. Which is good, because it’s a pain to have to depend on other people in a way.

Marie: Every time I do something collaborative I always promise myself, I’m like “fuck that! Next time- ail me.” With the kind of events that I do, like the thing that we just did, if I could do everything in the whole world I would do it all myself, but there’s just not enough time in the world, so I have to be like, “OK, you do this part. Do whatever you want. I may not like it, but it’s got to be all you for this.”

Al r You have to learn to, instead of having an idea and wanting everyone to fit into it, you have to learn to fit everything into your idea.

Marie: Yeah, right. Exactly. Like that guy tonight. He was the perfect example of that. We went in there and he just made his idea get bigger. How insane was that? Specifically posted: “no snare drums. No drum sticks.”

Al : Yeah, like the people who came specifically to fuck with him, and he was like, “I was hoping people like you would show up.”

Marie: i ‘ve come into contact with people like that before. Working with retarded people and in schools, where they’rejust into being good, not being good on a selfish level, but being in to people trying. I was so set up to hate him and ruin his life…. When I first looked at the flyer I was like, “OK, there’s this corporate fucker who goes around and IBM pays him;” but thinking about it now, it’s a guy like us who gave a proposal to a company and said “give me all this money. I want to go everywhere and do this thing,” so he’s just this insane guy who had this idea and the company was “wild and crazy” enough to pick it up.

[image: Image]

Al ‘. It’s weird to say, “yeah, he’s just a corporate whore for IBM” because one thing that I’ve realized is that there’s no such thing as selling out except in the really limited world of like, you know, our specific world-view. Like when the Eightball comic guy did the OK Cola can, you’re like “what a sell-out!” but there’s no anti-corporate ethic in comic books. And in the art world that’s completely standard.
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Marie! Yeah, in the seventies there was a push with performance art and stuff like that to make art that was totally un-buyable. Performance, rotten fruit, anything that can’t be bought. But the thing is, then that kind of thing needs grants, so you get tied in to banks and the government

All So is the lesson of that that there’s no way to avoid selling out?

Marie: I guess I’ve always felt kind of weird about that, saying “sell-out” because I kind of look forward to the opportunity to use artwork to get money but then, I guess hearing about the band my brother is on tour with, and the ways they’ve had to compromise (on a major label)- they’re on tour right now and getting booked in horrible places and they can’t say where they want to go, they get booked with shitty metal bands…….

Al: So what’s the future of art?

Marie: The art system is going down. The NE A is going to be gone in, like, 1996……

Al: Art is a sketchy thing to be pinning your hopes for the future on.

Marie: We were reading all this stuff the other day about taxes and tax deductions for making art. It’s all.about trading art with other people so that you can get a tax deduction, let’s say we were both going to donate a piece of art to the RISD museum, I could sell my piece to you and you could sell your piece to me for $10,000 and then we could donate that to the RISD museum and get the tax deduction.
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Al: The art of tax loopholes?

Marie: Yes.

Marie Lorenz fan club c/o Al Burian- 307 Blueridge Rd. Carrboro, NC 27510.
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I ate a lot of good food in Providence, RI. Jeff showed me the ropes for getting into the RISD cafeteria, for which I was extremely grateful. There were art openings with their accompanying cheese and crackers, bottles of juice and wine. Harrison and Marie made me lots of food and marveled at my stomach capacity. I told them that I was iust filling up for the days when they didn’t feed me. I met a lot of nice people there as well. It made me happy but also really sad; I was happy to know that you can go to some random place and meet a bunch of people that you get along with and feel entertained and possibly even inspired by, but at the same time it feels really bad to go to a random place, make a bunch of connections, and then leave. And it sort of alludes to all the millions of other random places with other random people where you didn’t happen to show up, where you missed out on something great, someone amazing. This train of thought drives me crazy. I’ve got a backpack full of notebooks with phone numbers and addresses scrawled down, so many that it immobilizes me, I just sit there and twitch and feel stupefied by the weight of a world that is really, really big.

After I left Providence, I went to Brooklyn to stay with Elizabeth for a while. One day, I met her after work, whereupon we got a cup of coffee and I proceeded to detail my day for her. New York is brimming with strange looking individuals, and all the more so because this plethora of personas facilitates a sort of one-upmanship to occur where the only way to stand out from the masses is to look that much crazier, and so on and so on, building up like the arms race, until finally the net total of berserk looking outfits in Manhattan alone is enough to destroy the world eight times over. You see all these people all day, but you never get to talk to them, you never have an entry into their conversation, and it makes you feel that much more anonymous and hopeless in regards to your relation to that gigantic horde of humanity, an infinitesimally tiny fraction of whose numbers and addresses I carry on my back with me, pack-rat style, brainless. It made the sense of loss I felt in Providence that much more acute. This is the essential burn of New York City, I ventured, sitting there explaining the variety and shades and textures of the many burns I had been feeling in the past few weeks. “You really like to just kind of go around checking out the burns of various places, don’t you?” Elizabeth said. “You’re kind of a burn collector.” I thought that was pretty funny.

al burian

307 Blueridge Rd.
Carrboro, NC 27510
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SPRING FEVER !!

Spring exhales its way nauseatingly into summer; things get too humid and hot. Over almost as soon as it’s begun, spring stretches from some weekend in late April until the first two consecutive sunny days in May, just long enough for meaty fraternity guys to have a wild spring break weekend, these festivals of volleyball and guttural mono-syllabic conversation being the only reason, culturally, that the season even still exists in late-capitalist industrial society, the society of instant gratification and responsibility-avoidance. People don’t realize how skewed their seasonal priorities are, because they can’t internalize the concept that often anticipation is far better than the actual pay-off; it would, in fact, be tantamount to treason to admit this. And so, we lurch through spring, barreling headlong into sticky, languid summers, ending up face down on boiling pavement, eyeballs frying like eggs, wondering at what a tremendous let-down this all is.

In Providence, RI, the first signs of warmth do elicit an intense sense of jubilation.
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