Diamanda Galas

Diamanda Galas is the kind of performer who inspires strong reactions. She has been called a blasphemous performance artist, a radical AIDS activist, a witch, and a modern day Maria Callas. <I>Interview</I> magazine even called her one of their favorite divas.

This difference of opinion stems, at least partially, from a disagreement about exactly what Diamanda Galas does. She is neither pop singer, nor chanteuse, opera diva, classical pianist, artist or rock star – although her work involves a little of each. And if you think that makes her a “performance artist”, just don’t say so in her presence.

“I find that term to be limited,” she says. “It’s very Anglo-Saxon, and I prefer to be looked at in a much less ethnocentric way. I would rather be identified by name, but people seem to object to that. It must be easier to have categories.”

Despite her lack of humor on this particular subject, Galas doesn’t always take herself so seriously. For fun – and profit—she’s worked on movie soundtracks, adding vocal effects to films such as <I>The Serpent and the Rainbow</I> and Francis Ford Coppola’s <I>Dracula</I>.

“I do it for my own entertainment,” she explains. “It’s like being a circus performer – you get hired out, you do your job, and go on to the next thing. It pays well, and it’s fun.” She laughs. “Plus I have a taste for seediness and sleaze that is satisfied by doing these projects.”

She also has a three-and-a-half-octave classically trained voice and she’s not afraid to use it. In performance, Galas wields her voice like an instrument (some listeners might add “of torture”), filtering it through several microphones and tape recorders to produce operatic trills, shrieks, and sounds that few have ever heard produced by a human voice.

Galas couples these sounds with equally elaborate visuals. For <I>Plague Mass</I> (which uses the Old Testament for text), a pulpit and sacrificial blood (which she pours on herself) are the main props. Flashing lights, vivid theatrical make-up and a flair for the dramatic also contribute to the ambiance of her performance.

Unlike most “performance artists”, Galas releases her albums on a major label (Mute Records, home of Depeche Mode) and has quite a diverse world-wide following, ranging from middle-aged arts patrons to teenagers in the alternative music subculture who refer to her as “a goddess”. Galas, unlike many practitioners of “serious art,” doesn’t dismiss their devotion.

“I have no objection to being worshipped,” Galas says with a laugh. “I’ve always been an eclectic person, so I don’t judge people on their appearance or age. I don’t care about that. One of my first performances was in a mental ward. Someone I know joked that now the mental ward has just gotten bigger.”

One point on which there is little confusion about galas is the subject matter of her performances: AIDS. The artist is committed to that cause – she even has “We are all HIV positive” tattooed on her left hand. It is often assumed that this commitment stems from the AIDS-related death of her brother, the San Diego playwright Philip Dimitri-Galas, but Galas emphasizes she would have taken up the topic regardless. Her physical participation in the often-confrontational organization ACT-UP would suggest that her interest stems from more than just grief.

“My work with ACT-UP has been most gratifying. There are certain actions that can only be done in groups, and it’s important to show power because that is what the media and the politicians respond to. I feel it is important to work within every context to fight AIDS.”

A San Diego native, Galas now lives in New York in order to be closer to her management and her record company, and to better pursue her chosen work. Galas sees coming form San Diego as an asset because it provides her with an outsider’s view of the New York art world.

“San Diego is not a marketplace for the arts, so if you’re going to continue it and are interested in it for personal and artistic reasons, you have to move. In New York, there is an emphasis on categories of performance and the marketing of your work. It gives me the opportunity to think more individually.”

Galas is currently on tour, performing <I>Plague Mass</I> and <I>Judgment Day</I> on alternating dates. Her San Diego performance, October 26 at UCSD’s Mandeville Auditorium, will be of <I>Judgment Day</I>, which consists of gospel-influences blues dirges accompanied by piano form her album <I>The Singer</I>, as well as pieces for voice and piano from <I>Plague Mass</I>

For information on her UCSD performance, call 534-4090.

<I>This article originally appeared in KPBS On Air magazine, the monthly publication of San Diego’s PBS affiliate.</I>

