EDITED

BY

KEN

#.». A C A D E M Y EDIT I

E D M A N

THE FLUXUS READER

Edited by KEN FRIEDMAN

AI ACADEMY EDITIONS

First published in Great Britain in 1998 by
A C A D E M Y EDITIONS
a division of
John Wiley & Sons,
Baffins Lane, Chichester,
West Sussex P019 1 U D
Copyright © 1998 Ken Friedman. All Rights Reserved. No part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning or otherwise, except under the
terms of the Copyright. Designs and Patents Act 1988 or under the terms of a licence issued
by the Copyright Licensing Agency, 90 Tottenham Court Road, London, U K , W 1 P 9 H E ,
without the permission in writing of the publisher and the copyright holders.
Other Wiley Editorial Offices
N e w York • Weinheim • Brisbane • Singapore • Toronto
ISBN 0-471-97858-2
Typeset by BookEns Ltd, Royston, Herts.
Printed and bound in the U K by Bookcraft (Bath) Ltd, Midsomer Norton
Cover design by Hybert Design

CONTENTS

Acknowledgemen ts
Ken Friedman, Introduction: A Transformative Vision of Fluxus

iv
viii

Part I THREE HISTORIES
O)ven Smith, Developing a Fluxable Forum: Early Performance and Publishing
Simon Anderson, Pluxus, Fluxion, Flushoe: The 1970s
Hannah Higgins, Fluxus Fortuna

3
22
31

Part II THEORIES OF FLUXUS
Ina Blom. Boredom and Oblivion
David T Doris, Zen Vaudeville: A Medi(t)ation in the Margins of Pluxus
Craig Saper, Fluxus as a Laboratory

63
91
136

Part III CRITICAL AND HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES
Estera Milman, Fluxus History and Trans-History: Competing Strategies for

Empowerment
Stephen C Foster, Historical Design and Social Purpose: A Note on the
Relationship of Fluxus to Modernism
,Nicholas Zurbrugg, 'A Spirit of Large Goals': Fluxus, Dada and Postmodern
Cultural Theory at Two Speeds

155
166
172

Part IV THREE FLUXUS VOICES
Larry Miller, Transcript of the Videotaped Intervier.; with George Maciunas
~Susan L Jarosi, Selections from an Interview with Billie Maciunas

183
199

Larry Miller, Maybe Fluxus (A Para-Interrogative Guide for the Neoteric

Transmuter, Tinder, Tinker and Totalist)

212

Part V TWO FLUXUS THEORIES
Dick Higgins, Fluxus: Theory and Reception
Ken Friedman, Pluxus and Company

217
237

Part VI DOCUMENTS OF FLUXUS
Pluxus Chronology: Key Moments and Events
A List of Selected Fluxus Art Works and Related Primary Source Materials
A List of Selected Fluxus Sources and Related Secondary Sources

257
283
296

Index

306

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

A book is always the product of a team. A book on Fluxus must certainly be so. Several
individuals made this book possible. Thanks are due first to George Maciunas. Back in 1966,
he proposed that I prepare a history of Fluxus. Thanks are due also to Nicola Kearton. She
welcomed the book to Academy Press and shepherded it through development and
preparation. Without her, this book would never have been possible. Thanks, finally, to
Mariangela Palazzi-Williams, senior production editor at John Wiley & Sons. She made this
book the physical reality you hold some thirty-odd years after George suggested it.
M u c h Fluxus research has been made possible by four individuals w h o have been
responsible for publishing the three largest series of publications of Fluxus material: objects,
scores, and multiples, books and catalogues. George Maciunas' Fluxus editions launched
Fluxus publishing as an organized phenomenon. Dick Higgins' Something Else Press books
brought Fluxus to the larger world. Gilbert Silverman and Jon Hendricks are responsible for
the catalogues that have become the largest series of Fluxus research documents.
Several collections are central to the research on Fluxus. Three major collections are now
readily accessible. Hanns Sohm's Archiv S o h m is n o w located at Stadtsgalerie Stuttgart and
Jean Brown's collection has become The Jean Brown Archive at the Getty Center for the
History of the Arts and Humanities. The collections and archives of Fluxus West and m y
own papers have been distributed among several museums and universities. The largest body
of material is located at Alternative Traditions in Contemporary Art at University of Iowa,
the Tate Gallery Archives in London and the H o o d M u s e u m of Art at Dartmouth College.
Substantial holdings that once belonged to Fluxus West are n o w part of the M u s e u m of
Modern Art's Franklin Furnace Archive Collection, the M u s e u m of Modern Art's
Performance Art Archives, the Smithsonian Institution's Archives of American Art, the
Ken Friedman Collection at the University of California at San Diego and the Henie Onstad
Art Center in Oslo. All of these holdings are available for research, publication and
exhibition under the normal conditions of research archives and m u s e u m collections. A
number of important private collections are available under restricted access or by special
appointment. Most notable among these are the Gilbert and Lila Silverman Fluxus
Foundation in N e w York and Detroit, Archivio Conz in Verona, and M u D i M a in Milan.
The documentation section was edited by O w e n Smith. I developed the first versions of
the documentation at Fluxus West in 1966 and supported improved versions over the years
since. Project scholars and editors included Nancy McElroy, Kimberley Ruhe, Matthew
Hogan, Judith Hoffberg, Giorgio Zanchetti, and James Lewes. Hoseon Cheon, Dick

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

v

Higgins, and Jean Sellem contributed to key bibliographies. The Fluxus Reader
documentation team at the University of Maine consisted of Mat Charland, Patricia Clark,
Christina Coskran, Christeen Edgecomb-Mudgett, Beth Emery, Jennifer Hunter, Stosh
Levitsky, Carol Livingstone, Particia Mansir, Tim Morin, Trevor Roenick, David
Shoemaker, March Truedsson, Margaret Weigang, Emily Worden.
The Norwegian School of Management has been generous with resources, time and
freedom for research and publishing. The poetic and playful dimensions of Fluxus often
involve intensely practical phenomena. W e wanted to work with industry. Our experiments
in media and industrial production, successes and failures both, led m e to doctoral work in
leadership and human behavior. Our ideas on design, manufacturing and marketing took me
to Finland and then to Norway. This is the place to thank Lisa Gabrielsson and Esa
Kolehmainen who brought Fluxus into a working industrial organization at Arabia in
Helsinki, and this is the place to thank John Bjornbye, Ole Henrik M o e and Per Hovdenakk,
who brought me to Norway, together with the American Scandinavian Foundation, which
funded a year of research.
Professor Johan Olaisen, m y department head, has encouraged m e to deepen m y thinking
on the arts as a supplement to scholarship in management and informatics. Professor Fred
Seines, m y recent dean, encouraged me with solid collegial support that made it a joy to work
with him. Professor Pierre Guillet de Monthoux of the University of Stockholm School of
Management invited m e to join the European Center for Art and Management at a time
when I was ready to stop m y research in the arts. Instead of leaving thefield,he urged me to
consider how Fluxus ideas might apply to management theory. M y work on this book is a
step in that direction. The freedom to explore problematic concepts is at the heart of the
academic enterprise. It is interesting to note that the world of management and industry is
often more open to revolutionary thinking than the world of art and culture. This idea, in
fact, was at the heart of George Maciunas' view of Fluxus. The bridge between art and the
world of social and political production is a central issue in the work of two people who have
been vital to m y thinking on art, Christo and Jeanne-Claude. M y esteem and affection for
them cannot be measured.
Here, I thank also Ditte Mauritzon Friedman. Canon and deacon of Lund Cathedral,
psychotherapist-in-training, and wife, Ditte has enriched m y perspective on Fluxus and on
life. And I thank Oliver Mauritzon, walking companion, philosopher and thefirsttaster of
whatever I happen to be cooking for Ditte.
Another wise man made this book possible in many ways. He was the secret patron of
Fluxus West. The Fluxus West projects in San Diego, San Francisco and around the world
did more than anyone thought possible on limited resources and money. As creative and
resourceful as it was possible to be, however, money often ran out. That was when our patron
stepped in. H e made it possible for m e to follow m y passion for knowledge. He helped me to
organize and preserve the collections that are now housed in museums and archives around
the world. He was profoundly generous, the more profound considering that he was a patron
of the arts on a college professor's salary. I dedicate this book to an outstanding human
being: advisor and patron, friend and father, Abraham M Friedman.

vi ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

THE CONTRIBUTORS
The scholarly content of The Fluxus Reader has been the product of a laboratory of ideas, a
virtual colloquium. It has been m y pleasure here to work with a number of the leading
scholars n o w writing on Fluxus. T h e authors of the history chapters wrote doctoral
dissertations on various aspects of Fluxus. O w e n Smith is associate professor of art history at
the University of Maine. H e wrote on George Maciunas at University of Washington. Simon
Anderson is head of art history, theory and criticism at the School of the Art Institute
Chicago. H e wrote on Fluxshoe and British Fluxus at the Royal College of Art. Hannah
Higgins is assistant professor of art history at University of Illinois at Chicago. She wrote on
the interpretation and reception of early Fluxus at University of Chicago.
The authors of the theory chapters have specialized in different aspects of intermedia. Ina
Blom is doctoral research fellow in art history at the University of Oslo. She has written
extensively on Fluxus and intermedia. Craig Saper is assistant professor of criticism at the
University of the Arts in Philadelphia. H e has written on intermedia, multimedia, artist
publishing and visual poetry. David Doris is a doctoral fellow in art history at Yale
University. The chapter on Fluxus and Zen was adapted from his award-winning master's
thesis at City University of N e w York.
The chapters on critical and historical perspectives have been written by three
internationally renowned scholars in art history, art theory and literary theory. Stephen
Foster is professor of art history at University of Iowa and director of the Fine Arts D a d a
Archive. Estera Milman is associate professor of art history at the University of Iowa and
founding director of Alternative Traditions in Contemporary Art. Nicholas Zurbrugg is
professor of English and head of the department of English, Media and Culture Studies at D e
Montfort University.
The section titled 'Three Fluxus Voices' is the result of two unique collaborations. The
first is an extensive interview between Fluxus artist Larry Miller and Fluxus co-founder
George Maciunas. M a d e just before Maciunas's death in 1978, it sheds important light on
Maciunas' view of Fluxus. The second is the only k n o w n interview with Maciunas' wife,
Billie. This interview was recorded by Susan Jarosi, doctoral candidate in art history at Duke
University. The section ends with Larry Miller's o w n thoughts on what it is to think about
Fluxus. Here, I beg the reader's indulgence. There could have been, perhaps there should
have been any number of other views, other chapters. Time and space limit every book. I
selected these three voices because they are unique and because they form a conceptually
elegant triad. If there is a clear message in the sections on history, theory, critical and
historical perspectives, it is that there no way to encapsulate Fluxus in any neat paradigm. O n
another occasion, and for other reasons, I will present other voices: here, time, a page limit
and circumstance dictate a useful choice that makes available an interview with ideas that
have never before been published.
The section titled 'Two Fluxus Theories' makes available the thoughts of two Fluxus
artists w h o have attempted to theorize Fluxus and place it in a larger intellectual and cultural
framework. The first is by Dick Higgins, Fluxus co-founder and legendary publisher of
Something Else Press. The second is m y own: as editor of this book, I feel obliged to put m y
thoughts on the table here, too.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS vii
FLUXUS READER WEB SITE
The World Wide Web is making a vital difference to many fields of human endeavor. The
arts and scholarship have been particularly well served by this medium.
One of the most important developments for research and writing on Fluxus is a
consortium of five major universities and museums with a key focus on Fluxus and
intermedia. These five are developing a Web-based series of virtual resources for scholarship
and reflection on contemporary art. University of Iowa's Alternative Traditions in
Contemporary Art, the University of California Museum of Art at Berkeley, Hood Museum
of Art at Dartmouth, Walker Art Center in Minneapolis and Franklin Furnace in New York
maintain the site. ATCA at University of Iowa will be hosting a wide variety of scholarly and
pictorial materials that dovetail with the material in this book, and a portion of the site will
be dedicated to expanding and reflecting on the specific chapters presented here.
The URL is: <http://www.lib.uiowa.edu/spec-coll/resources/atca.html>. Please visit the
site.

INFORMATION AND IDEAS
I welcome queries and idea on any of the subjects covered in this book. If you have questions
or thoughts you would like to pursue, please contact me at:
Ken Friedman
University Distinguished Professor
Dean, Faculty of Design
Swinburne University of Technology
144 High Street
Prahran, VIC 3181
Australia
Telephone + 61 3 9214.6755
email: <kenfriedman@groupwise.swin.edu.au>

Digital copies of The Fluxus Reader can be downloaded from:
<http://hdl.handle.net/1959.3/42234>

KEN FRIEDMAN:
INTRODUCTION: A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION
OF FLUXUS

A little more than thirty years ago, George Maciunas asked m e to write a history of Fluxus.
It was the autumn of 1966. I was sixteen then and living in N e w York after dropping out of
college for a term. George had enrolled m e in Fluxus that August. Perhaps he saw m e as a
scholar, perhaps simply as someone with enough energy to undertake and complete such a
project.
Not long after, I grew tired of N e w York and I was ready to move back to California. That
was when George appointed m e director of Fluxus West. Originally intended to represent
Fluxus activities in the western United States, Fluxus West became m a n y things. It became a
centre for spreading Fluxus ideas, a forum for Fluxus projects across North America - outside
N e w York - as well as parts of Europe and the Pacific, a travelling exhibition centre, a studio
in a Volkswagen bus, a publishing house and a research programme. These last two aspects of
our work led George to ask m e once again to take on a comprehensive, official history of
Fluxus. I agreed to do it. I didn't know what I was getting into.
This history project was never completed. In part, I lacked the documentation, and
despite gathering documents and material for years, I never did accumulate the material I
should have done to carry out the job. Moreover, I found that it was the ideas in Fluxus that
interested m e most, far more than the specific deeds and doings of a specific group of artists.
While I a m a scholar in addition to being an artist, m y interest in Fluxus does not focus on
documentation or archival work.
The documents and works I did collect have not gone to waste. They found homes in
museums, universities and archives, where they are available to scholars w h o do want to
write the history of Fluxus, as well as to scholars, critics, curators and artists w h o want to
examine Fluxus from other perspectives. The history that I never finished gave rise to several
projects and publications that shed light on Fluxus in m a n y ways. This book is one of them.
The key issue here is explaining a 'how' and 'why' of Fluxus. Emmett Williams once wrote a
short poem on that h o w and why, writing 'Fluxus is what Fluxus does - but no one knows
whodunit.' What is it that Fluxus does? Dick Higgins offered one answer when he wrote,
Fluxus is not a moment in history, or an art movement. Fluxus is a way of doing things, a
tradition, and a way of life and death.' For Dick, as for George, Fluxus is more important as an
idea and a potential for social change than as a specific group of people or collection of objects.
As I see it, Fluxus has been a laboratory, a grand project s u m m e d up by George
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Maciunas' notion of the 'learning machines'. The Fluxus research programme has been
characterised by twelve ideas: globalism, the unity of art and life, intermedia, experimentalism, chance, playfulness, simplicity, implicativeness, exemplativism, specificity, presence in
time and musicality. (These twelve ideas are elaborated in the chapter titled 'Fluxus and
Company'.) These ideas are not a prescription for h o w to be a Fluxus artist. Rather they
form a description of the qualities and issues that characterise the work of Fluxus. Each idea
describes a 'way of doing things'. Taken together, these twelve ideas form a picture of what
Fluxus is and does.
The implications of some ideas have been more interesting - and occasionally more
startling - than they m a y atfirsthave seemed. Fluxus has been a complex system of practices
and relationships. The fact that the art world can sometimes be a forum for philosophical
practice has m a d e it possible for Fluxus to develop and demonstrate ideas that would later be
seen in such frameworks as multimedia, telecommunications, hypertext, industrial design,
urban planning, architecture, publishing, philosophy, and even management theory. That is
what makes Fluxus so lively, so engaging and so difficult to describe.
W e can grasp the phenomenon through the lens of several disciplines. O n e such discipline
is history, and there is a history of Fluxus to be told. While the core issues in Fluxus are ideas,
Fluxus ideas werefirstsummarised and exemplified in the work of a specific group of people.
This group pioneered these ideas at a time when their thoughts and practices were distinct
and different from m a n y of the thoughts and practices in the world around them, distinct
from the art world and different from the world of other disciplines in which Fluxus would
come to play a role. T o understand the h o w and w h y of Fluxus, what it is and does, it is
important to understand 'whodunit', to k n o w what Fluxus was and did. History therefore
offers a useful perspective.
Fluxus, however, is more than a matter of art history. Literature, music, dance,
typography, social structure, architecture, mathematics, politics ... they all play a role.
Fluxus is, indeed, the n a m e of a way of doing things. It is an active philosophy of experience
that only sometimes takes the form of art. It stretches across the arts and even across the
areas between them. Fluxus is a way of viewing society and life, a way of creating social
action and life activity. In this book, historians and critics offer critical and historical
perspectives. Other writers frame the central issues in other ways.
The ideal book would be three times as long as this one is and impossible to publish. I
therefore chose to focus on issues to open a dialogue with the Fluxus idea. Rather than
teaching the reader everything there is to k n o w about Fluxus, this book lays out a m a p , a
cognitive structurefilledwith tools, markers and links to ideas and history both.
Fluxus has n o w become a symbol for m u c h more than itself. That companies in the
knowledge industry and creative enterprise use the n a m e Fluxus suggests that something is
happening, both in terms of real influence and in terms of fame, the occasional shadow of
true influence. Advertising agencies, record stores, performance groups, publishers and even
young artists n o w apply the word Fluxus to what they do. It is difficult to k n o w whether w e
should be pleased, annoyed, or merely puzzled.
Tim Porges once wrote that the value of writing and publishing on Fluxus rests not on
what Fluxus has been but on 'what it m a y still do'. If one thread binds the chapters in this
book, it is the idea of a transformative description that opens a new discourse. A new and
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appropriately subtle understanding of Fluxus leaves open the question of what it m a y still do.
That's good enough for me.
O w e n Smith and I were discussing this book one afternoon. W e reached the conclusion
that it is as m u c h a beginning as a summation. If, as George Brecht said in the 1980s, 'Fluxus
has Fluxed', one can equally well say what someone - Dick? Emmett? - said a few years later:
Fluxus has not yet begun.' There is an on-line discussion group called Fluxlist where the
question of what lies between those two points has been the subject of m u c h recent dialogue.
One of the interesting aspects of the conversation has been the philosophical subtlety
underlying the several positions. Those w h o believe there is a Fluxus of ideas and attitudes
more than of objects feel that there is, indeed, a future Fluxus. This Fluxus intersects with
and moves beyond the Fluxus of artefacts and objects. This vision of Fluxus distinguishes
between a specific Fluxus of specific artists acting in time and space and what Rene Block
termed 'Fluxism', an idea exemplified in the work and action of the historic Fluxus artists.
Beginning or summation, this book offers a broad view of Fluxus. It is a corrective to the
hard-edged and ill-informed debates on Fluxus that diminish what w e set out to do by
locating us in a mythic m o m e n t of time that never really existed. Fluxus was created to
transcend the boundaries of the art world, to shape a discourse of our own. A debate that
ends Fluxus with the death of George Maciunas is a debate that diminishes George's idea of
Fluxus as an ongoing social practice. It also diminishes the rest of us, leaving m a n y of the
original Fluxus artists disenfranchised and alienated from the body of work to which they
gave birth. In the moments that people attempt to victimise us with false boundaries, I a m
drawn to two moments in history.
Thefirstm o m e n t occurred in sixth-century Chinese Zen. It reflects the debates around
Fluxus in an oddly apt way, and not merely because Fluxus is often compared with Zen. It
involved the alleged split between the Northern and Southern schools of Zen. The real facts
of the split seem not to have involved the two masters w h o succeeded the Sixth Patriarch, one
in the North and one in the South, Shen-hsiu and Hui-neng. The long and tangled stories of
schism seem rooted, rather, in the actions of Hui-neng's disciple Shen-hui and those w h o
followed him. It has little to do with the main protagonists w h o respected and admired each
other to the point that the supposedly jealous patriarch Shen-hsiu in fact recommended Huineng to the imperial court where he, himself, was already held in high renown. This is like
much of the argument around Fluxus. It seems that the protagonists of one view or another,
the adherents of one kind of work or another, those w h o need to establish a monetary value
for one body of objects or another, seem to feel the need to do so by discounting, discrediting
or disenfranchising everyone else. That makes no sense in a laboratory, let alone a laboratory
of ideas and social practice.
The other m o m e n t 1 consider took place a few years ago, when Marcel D u c h a m p declared
that the true artist of the future would go underground. T o the degree that Fluxus is a body
of ideas and practices, w e are visible and w e remain so. T o the degree that Fluxus is or m a y
be an art form, it m a y well have gone underground already. If this is true, w h o can possibly
say that Fluxus is or isn't dead? W e don't k n o w 'whodunit', w e don't k n o w w h o does it and
we certainly don't k n o w w h o m a y do it in the future.
K e n Friedman

PART IV
THREE FLUXUS VOICES

LARRY MILLER:
MAYBE FLUXUS (A PARA-INTERROGATIVE
GUIDE FOR THE NEOTERIC TRANSMUTER,
TINDER, TINKER AND TOTALIST)

Maybe you are an ordinary person and might like to do something Fluxus - should you first
determine whether Fluxus is dead or alive?
Maybe you have accidentally already done something Fluxus - how would you know it was
Fluxus?
Maybe you decide to intentionally do something Fluxus - should you organise and announce
a public performance or make an uninvited appearance, anywhere, anytime?
Maybe you are an artist and think that Fluxus still lives - will doing Fluxactivity make
famous or make you a better person?
Maybe you are an artist and think that Fluxus is dead - will doing Fluxactivity make you
only a tasteful postmodern historicist or independent practitioner of Fluxism, or will it make
you a mere academic classicist, old fart and necrophiliac?
Maybe you are a serious thinker - will Fluxactivity reward your hard work?
Maybe you just want to have some fun and need some other playmates - will Fluxus
love you?

Maybe you think Fluxus still lives and you are an anti-artist, a social critic, a malcon
just full of hormones - will Fluxactivity give any relief to your urges?

Maybe you are an anti-artist and think Fluxus is dead - will the bones of Fluxus laying i
some Museleum, provide you with any fuel?

Maybe you are an artist and think that a lot of Fluxus pieces are really the same idea you put them all individually on one programme or condense them all into a single piece?
Maybe you wonder if there is certain attire for Fluxperformance - should you get any
c o m m o n worker's uniform, get nude, get a tuxedo and gown, cross-dress or simply come-asyou-are?
Maybe you think you need help to give a good Fluxconcert - should you consult someone
experienced or throw I Ching?
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Maybe you might prefer to give a boring Fluxconcert - should you pick all boring pieces,
have all boring performers or arrange to get a boring audience?

Maybe you think that a Fluxconcert should be intellectually stimulating, socially shockin
culturally provocative in general - should you update yourself on what is politically correct
by advance study of the particular audience, institution, country or the local papers?
Maybe you think that a Fluxconcert should be funny - should it be funny like Shakespeare
funny like Kierkegaard?
Maybe you think there is a secret Fluxinitiation - should you make a discreet inquiry or
between the lines?
Maybe you are an art critic, theoretician or professional thinker and think Fluxus is dead should you render Fluxusfinalin a seamless exegesis or should you give a wink and let
sleeping dogs lie?
Maybe you think Fluxus still lives and you would like to textualise its progress and historical
relevance - should you be obliged to read everything written and also look at each and every
one of Peter Moore's 350,000 photographs?
Maybe you wonder whether Fluxus should be Upper or lower case, hyphenated or runtogether - shouldn't we be able to find that out in the Chicago Manual of Style:
Maybe you heard Philip Corner once say words like 'They might have buried Fluxus, but the
joke is that nothing was in the coffin,' - should you surmise that Fluxus wants to be immortal
or that it just thinks death is good material too?
Maybe you read that Bob Watts said, T h e most important thing about Fluxus is that no one
knows what it is'; and T see Fluxus everywhere I go,' - should we hope there is a chance that
someday Fluxus will be resolved with the other forces into a Unified Field Theory?
Maybe you think Fluxus, dead-or-alive, is just neo-Dada - should we therefore anticipate
either a post-appropriationism or a post-plagiarism with the appearance of neo-Fluxus?
Maybe you think that whatever Fluxus may be is contained in some postmodernist
phenomenon - would we be any the less wiser to look upon it as East-West protestism,
catharticism, hinderism, buddyism or confUsionism?
[1991]

