Beat Street: A Review of Sasha by Kelli

Beat Street

The king of the beat

You see him rocking that beat from across the street

And Huh Huh!

Beat Street is a lesson too, because you can’t let the Streets beat you!

-Grand Master Flash

I’m not sure what we’re looking at today. It could be Sasha dressed in a gentlemanly ghetto blaster robot suit, a slide show of said character or simply the costume shell, lifeless without the human soul of Sasha residing within. Whatever presentation we’re seeing there is sure to be a tailored, “classy,” ghetto blasted humanoid involved. I’m certain we’re all laughing. The suit and media are the efforts of team Sasha and Sean.

The photos are hilarious. The suit is pretty impressive for a couple of guys who just learned how to sew two weeks ago. The costume photographs splendidly and I can’t wait to see what this guy does next. Not that he really does anything bizarre. The strangeness is his cartoon form blundering about, trying to figure out how to get by in this crazy world. 

He needs a name because I can tell he has a soul, so for my purposes he will be B. Street. What does B. Street do? Nothing you or I haven’t done, defecates, drinks some beer, hangs out with friends… no… wait… he’s alone. Even when sitting with Mike, Violet and Belle. He is alone. An outsider isolated by his own strangeness. A monster. 

Luckily, the idea of a manmade monster is a well-rehearsed topic of discussion. A Frankenstein read of the suit seems like a great place to start. He was created, this time by a duo of men who desired to give life to a cast of soulless parts. He watches the family, he learns from them. He imitates art. He has a heart but no control. He is loud and disruptive and has been known to incite riots. Robots also have a history of being replacement friends. Dr. Smith on Lost In Space pals about with the B-9 robot because the Robinsons think he’s a jerk. Buck Rogers abducted Twiki and “augmented his programming with personality traits of a 20th century person, thus insuring that Buck had something familiar near him to remind him of his past.” I’m not certain who’s controlling whom in this robot to man to man relationship but it appears as though all parties are having a great time.

In the eighties a boom box was an icon for hip-hop and break dance cultures. According to the Wiki “ghetto blaster” was once considered a derogatory reassignment of the box that boomed on inner-city streets. Here it’s cast in tasteful colors and classic fabrics, it has DIY class elevating materiality. Bluntly put the thing is more white then a snowman. I suppose post-modernity let the origin of meaning become farcical so perhaps this twist is irrelevant. However, I seem to think it reflects a long-standing social trend of middle and upper class whites adapting and mutating the street culture of blacks in an attempt to be hipper. In its original context the boom box acted as a way to disrupt the environment in which it was played, it’s a loudspeaker for the player, publicly announcing that the holder is present either metaphorically through song (Lloyd Dobler plays “In Your Eyes” to Diane in Say Anything re-enacted here by B. Street) or literally through excessive volume. The ghetto blaster was once an icon of street rebellion but has since become an icon of a time period. 

Nostalgia is hot and this work is dripping with it. The robots, the boom boxes, the plushy toy quality, the cartoon like antics of B. Street even the material he is spun from has a nostalgic quality. Nostalgia (as defined by several of the experts that lectured on the topic this year in our critical studies series) is “A longing for home.” Generally, this home only exists in our imagination and can’t ever be revisited because it’s not real. “Home” is a romanticized version of the past, a place, idea or memory. It has also been described as a longing for an alternate future. By this I am referring to the game of “what if.” What if JFK had never been shot? What if Communism had succeeded? What if all the abandoned boom boxes were made into gentleman robots and we could hang out with them? It might be absurdly funny. Or we might get sick of their constant loud yammering and ignore them. 

The final quasi-theoretical subjects I see surfacing in this work deal with issues of familiarity and narrative. The strange robot is found in all our familiar hangouts, all over campus, in lounge, in the bathroom… He is strangely familiar. He looks at home but is re-contextualizing home by making home strange and introducing us to an alternate reality. We are voyeurs on our own stomping grounds but seeing it through new eyes, the eyes of a robot. The idea of narrative voice seems obvious and is another buzz-topic these days. Ever since the BIG project I have become acutely aware of the stories behind everything. Maybe I’m finally accepting the fact that what appears real is just an interpretation and we are all living in the Matrix. If that is the case, I like that a cute robot guy has been written in.

The myth building of monster/fucked-up-character/robot seems to be rampant these days in art and culture. Nam-June Paik made several TV robots. Paul McCarthy and Mike Kelly have made some interesting characters enacting their own visions of alternate reality. In the design world Geoff Mcfetridge has been using a yeti as his avatar for years. Young artists internationally are exploring the idea in perverse and strange ways and animatronics seem to be at the top of the method list. Peter Caine, Joe Bock, The Royal Art Lodge, Forcefield and other noisy art stars are all over this. The combination of music and weird costumes is not really new per say but nonhuman and creepy seems to be the flavor of the month. Scared away by our childhood nightmares, cute and nostalgic are running for the doors. So what does this mean? To me it means the world is fucked up, let’s make it weirder or funnier or more absurd or just simply reflect that in art. That coupled with the idea that being a kid was cool, I remember my stuffed animals, boom box and video games, those were great times and I’m going back there because adulthood totally sucks.

B. Street is fun and provokes an honest spirit of play. I want to dance with him in front the Triton Pools until the crack of dawn. I’m not sure I can though and this could be an interesting avenue for exploration. I’d like to see B. Street transcend the imagined world and become a part of the “real” world. What would people think? Maybe they would continue to ignore him, figuring he was selling the latest Kodak camera, or maybe they would just dance. B. Street could be placed into some interesting scenarios that might really start to reflect the actual weirdness of our everyday society rather then just making “weird random stuff” like some work in this genre does.

