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Bruce Conner and the Primal Scene of Punk Rock

“Itʼs better to burn out than to fade away.”

! The exhibit I visited was at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Denver. Titled, 
Bruce Conner and the Primal Scene of Punk Rock, it depicted the punk rock scene in 
the late 70ʼs. I felt that it was very raw, and very well put together. Raw is a term that is 
not usually used when talking about an art exhibit, but I felt that there was little bias in 
the curators decisions and the art really embodied the punk rock scene. When I read 
the pamphlet about the exhibit it seemed like this was a challenging exhibit to put 
together. Bruce Connerʼs photos capture the raw quality mentioned above. 
! The first room of the exhibit has a selection of Bruce Connerʼs photographs. He 
was middle age when we took these photos of the young punk youth. Punk rock is 
identified by its rebellious misfits who form mosh pits, create fist fights, and are known 
for their intimidation. This intense lifestyle is incapsulated by Bruce Connerʼs photos. 
Steven Wolf, curator of the exhibit, describes punk rock as a mixture of performance, 
and theater. He mentions a work where a band member covers himself in red Twizzlers 
as the band plays the same song over, and over. Before investigating more of the art in 
this exhibit one must look at where punk rock originated.
! According to Steven Wolf, punk rockʼs origins could be attributed to Andy Worhol 
or the Velvet Underground. He states that most likely it was the alienation of inner 
suburbs, and the disenfranchisement of Latinos in Southern California. Wolf describes 
Bruce Connerʼs affiliation with the “beat” scene of the 1950s as, “...funeral relics of a 
rotting culture.” Pop music was added to experimental film, and Malcom McClaren 
formed the Sex Pistols years later in 1975. For the Sex Pistols first show they only had 
54 people show up, and 37 of them allegedly started bands. This shows the power of 
influence that this band had on the punk scene. Youth was living cheap in Manhattan, 
and SOMA in San Francisco where a lot of the punk culture existed. Obviously, the punk 



scene cannot be attributed to any one person, band, or culture, but by looking at what 
precessed it, one can gain the understanding of why it was such a prevalent and 
interesting period of art, and performance. The nature of punk rock is raw, and I feel, 
commonly misunderstood.
! When the punk rock scene first came along on the West Coast it took people by 
surprise. It was intimidating because of the culture that came with it; mohawks, fist 
fights, and mosh pits. Punk rock went on to influence the American hardcore scene, that 
is around today. This exhibit delves into the beginnings of this insane lifestyle.
! I knew that the scene had loud music, young people and violence. This exhibit 
changed my perspective completely. It made me realize that punk rock was more than 
loud, violent mosh pits, and ripped pants. It was a way for youth to express themselves 
and not care what anyone thought, a way for misfits to fit in, and belong to something 
bigger. It was a time of intense emotions, and these emotions needed a means for 
expression. Punk rock provided this outlet for the youth, and frankly seems pretty damn 
fun. 
! The photos by Bruce Conner depicted the rawness of punk rock by showing the 
performances. Bands jumping, screaming, and flying into crowds allows the viewer to 
see the intensity that the shows would have embodied. One young man is lying on the 
ground with his hands splayed out like Christ on the cross with a mic in one hand. He 
seems to be bleeding from the mouth and has round welts all over his shirtless torso. 
One side of his pants is torn all the way down the side of his leg. We can see the crowd 
ripping his pants, and smiling as they do it. The distress of the young man seems 
minimal. This seems like this could be a normal occurrence at a concert. This photo is 
titled, BIAFRA, August 13, 1978, 1978-79. Punk rock in its most raw form is embodied in 
this photo, and other photos by Bruce Conner have the same qualities.
! My favorite work was an installation of text. It is Courtney Love reading Kurt 
Cobainʼs suicide letter. The text in its entirety is blown up to about 4 by 5 feet. It is 
located as you leave the Bruce Conner photography room, and right before you enter 
the next room of art. It records the public reading of the suicide letter by Courtney Love. 
Courtney and Kurt were married, and Kurt was found on April 8, 1994 dead by a 
shotgun wound to the head. His band Nirvana, was no doubt one of the greatest cult 



bands of all time. The nature of punk rock is heard in their music, and the intense 
lifestyle was no doubt a main factor of Kurtʼs life. He struggled with drug addictions, that 
might have been part of his demise. In the suicide note he explains himself, and gives 
the greatest insight on the pains and struggles of punk rock. 
! Courtney Love reads his letter, and breaks it up by inserting her own comments 
throughout the letter. It starts by her commenting on his death, and saying that it was 
inevitable, but it happened too soon. Kurtʼs letter starts with him addressing his 
disappointment in himself, and his loss of love for performing. Courtney adds her 
comments by saying, “Well, Kurt, so fucking what -- then donʼt be a rock star, you 
asshole.” Courtney has such angst towards the words he says. One can tell how sad 
she is that he is dead. Kurt says that he feels like he committed a crime because he 
was “faking” the fun he seemed to be having. He says that he tried so hard to 
appreciate his life, but it was not enough. He appreciated his fans, and the people 
touring with him. It seems like he is confused in what he thinks. This makes sense 
because ones emotions, and thoughts cannot be normal when you know you are going 
to kill yourself. Kurt says, “Thereʼs good in all of us and I simply love people too much.ʼ 
ʻSo why didnʼt you just fucking stay?ʼ” Courtneyʼs response is understandable given her 
love for him, but he felt such a strong sense of sadness that it over powered his love for 
her.
! The line in this letter that became well known is the final line, “Itʼs better to burn 
out than to fade away.” The emotion that runs through the words in this letter is 
unprecedenting. I can feel his pain, and the world that sucked him in. His only escape 
was suicide. I feel that art is supposed to elicit a great, and real emotion from the 
audience. Courtney Loveʼs final response to this letter creates a ball of stress deep 
within me, because I can feel her hurt and her loss. This work is the epitome of raw. 
Nothing is bias, we are looking at the real text, and are free to interpret it and feel it how 
we please. Punk rock was an outlet for people, and a lifestyle. The stress and intensity 
of the punk rock lifestyle can be experienced with this piece of artwork. It was genius of 
the curators to put it before the next room of punk rock art. This artwork sets your mood 
for the rest of the exhibit, and really makes you consider each piece of work with the 
perspective of someone deeply involved in punk rock.



! The last work that struck me in this exhibit was a sculptural work by Mary Ehrin 
titled, Meteorite II, 2009. It was made from patent leather which is associated with the 
“punk resistance.” She is combining fashion and sculpture to create an interesting work 
of art. The separate sculptural pieces resemble rocks, or meteorites as she titles it. The 
Rule Galleryʼs website mentions that she works with natural forms, but expresses 
societies obsession with wealth, and commodities (http://www.rulegallery.com/MARY-
EHRIN.) This is seen in this work through the use of patent leather. Punk rock seems to 
not be concerned with wealth at all, but wealth for some was a product of popularity. 
Honestly, I thought this work was aesthetically pleasing, but after leaving the installation 
Courtney Love reading Kurt Cobainʼs suicide letter did not seem to fit in this exhibit. It 
was made in 2009, and does not seem to be intended to embody punk rock. The work 
is well constructed, and aesthetically interesting, but again does not fit with the essence 
of punk rock.
! I have come to characterize the essence of punk rock as lacking a material 
world, having freedom for youth to express themselves, and the intense concert 
performance scene that accompanied it all. Bruce Conner and the Primal Scene of 
Punk Rock educated me on a movement that I was not fully aware of. The art displayed 
embodied the punk rock era, and in my opinion was very successful as displaying punk 
rock for a new generation to see.
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