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Burning Man
Words: Jamie Christian Desplaces

“The mind-altering experience of Burning 
Man is its own drug,” writes Molly 
Steenson, festival participant and website 
contributor. “You bring enough food, 
water and shelter because the elements 
of the new planet are harsh and you’ll find 
no vending.”

An earlier incarnation of Burning Man 
took place on San Francisco’s Baker Beach 
in 1986 in honour of the summer solstice 
where it continued annually for four years. 
In 1990, the date changed and the event 
moved to its current location, renowned 
for its total isolation.

“Nobody at Burning Man is a spectator,” 
continues Steenson. “Ride your bike 
on the expanse of nothingness with 
your eyes closed, find your love and 
understand each other as you walk slowly 
under a parasol.”

The giant statue watches over the giant 
camp for the entire duration, awaiting 
his fiery fate. Each year, a new theme 
is assigned. Past ones include “Rites of 
Passage”, “Hope and Fear” and “Fertility 
2.0”. Art is created accordingly. 

“You belong here and you participate,” 
says Steenson. “There is always 
somebody who’s thought up something 
you’ve never considered. You’re there to 
breathe art.”

The art is considered a gift to fellow 
members of the community and ranges 
from the tiny to the titanic, from the static 
to the speeding. There are musicians, 
painters, writers, sculptors and poets. 
The attendance figure tops 50,000, and 
when everyone leaves, everything is taken 
down and erased as if no-one was ever 

Beginning the final Monday of August and lasting for a week on a dry lake in the Black Rock Desert 
of northern Nevada, there takes place one of the world’s most uniquely wonderful and misunderstood 
creative festivals. It’s called Burning Man. There are no rules other than respect your fellow guests and 
respect the land. It is a gathering of free and kindred spirits, an experiment in art, self-expression and 
self-reliance, culminating, as the name implies, with the ritual burning of a giant wooden effigy.

even there. Aucklander Jennifer was an 
attendee in 2005.

“I was studying at the University of 
Illinois at Urban Champaign,” she tells 
me. “My friends and I used to hang out 
round Allen Hall, which was where all the 
hippy-types were. Someone suggested 
we go and I’d always thought it sounded 
interesting. Eight of us piled into an old 
van and off we went. It seemed to take 
forever to get there.”

Jennifer was shocked to arrive and find 
many of the attendees naked. A few 
stiff drinks later, she was just as shocked 
to find herself one of them. “It didn’t 
actually feel weird,” she says. “The ‘not 
naked’ people were the odd ones out. 
It’s like going to a costume party and 
showing up not wearing a costume. The 
ones in jeans and t-shirts end up feeling 
out of place. It’s just that there, the 
costume is nakedness!”

The overriding atmosphere, she says, 
is that of acceptance. The guests were 
friendly, if a little on the strange side: 
“There was one guy running round like 
a pizza delivery boy handing out either 
positive or negative energy! It was very 
funny. Another poor guy got sun-burned 
in a rather delicate area of his body.”

I ask Jennifer what comes to mind 
when she now thinks of that week in the 
desert and she says the heat, the smell 
of marijuana and Bob Marley’s ‘Buffalo 
Soldier’. The climatic burning of the man 
is especially spectacular, she tells me. 
Many dance and sing, others chant and 
some stand and stare, utterly transfixed. 
“It’s similar to a religious experience, 
definitely,” she says. “It’s almost cult-like.”

And the following morning, with the 
charred remains still smouldering, the 
exodus begins.

Concludes Steenson: “You leave as you 
came. When you depart, you leave no 
trace. Everything built, you dismantle. But 
you’ll take the world you built with you. At 
the end, though your journey to and from 
Burning Man has finished, you embark on 
a different journey – forever.”

“Nobody at 
Burning Man 
is a spectator,” 
continues 
Steenson. “Ride 
your bike on 
the expanse of 
nothingness with 
your eyes closed, 
find your love and 
understand each 
other as you walk 
slowly under a 
parasol.”




