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4 
Fluxus: A Laboratory of Ideas 

Ken Friedman 

In 1979, H arry Rube labeled Flu xus " the most 
radica l and experimental art movement of the 
six ties ." 1 In those days, few believed him. Three 
decades later, more people might feei this to be 
o, but few could say why. We might answer that 

question ftrst by noting that experimentation is 
ultimately marked by qualities that emerge in a 
laboratory, sc ientific or o therw ise. In this essay I 
will exa mine Fluxus as an intern ational labora
tory of ideas- a meetin g ground and workplace 
for artists, composers, designers, and architec ts, as 
wel l as economists, mathematicians, ballet danc
ers, chefs, and even a wou ld-be theologian. W e 
ca me from three contin ents-Asia, Europe, and 
N orth Am erica. At first, many critics and arti sts 
labeled us charlatans; the general public ignored 
us. Later they called us artists; ftn ally they saw us 
as pioneers of one kind or another. The concep
tual challenge of this essay by a Flux us insider, 
then , lies in trying to identify just what kind of 

. .piOneers we were. 
Emerging from a community that bega n in 

the 1950s,3 Flu xus had gai ned its name and its 
identity by 1962 . In different places on different 
continents, meetings, fri endships, and relation
ships brought va rious constellations of people 

Opposite: 
Ken Friedman, A Fl11x Corsage, 1966-76, clea r plastic box wi th 
paper label on lid containi ng seeds. Hood Museum of Art, Dan
mouth College, George Maciunas Memori al Collect ion: Gift of 
the Friedman Fami ly; GM.986.80.40 9 (ca t. 17). 

into contac t w ith one another. The peripatetic 
George Ma ciunas managed to meet many of 
those w ho would cohere into Flu xus in the ea rly 
1960s. H e had been trying to create an avan t
ga rde art ga llery named AG that was already 
nearl y bankrupt on the day it opened. N ext, 
he wa nted to publish a magazine-really an 
encyclopedia of sorts-documenting the most 
adva nced art, m usic, litera ture, film, and design 
work being done anywhere in the world. George 
had an ambitiou s plan for va rious interlocking 
editorial boards and publishing committees, but 
it never ca me to fruition. (H e was better at plan
ning than he was at fundraising or leadership .) 
By 1962, George was in Germany, developing a 
series of festivals for the· public presentation of 
work that he planned to publish in the magazine 
he still had on the back burner. The magazine 
was to have been called Flux us, so the festiva l was 
ca lled Flux us. 

Nine arti sts and composers ca me together 
in Wiesbaden to perform: Dick Higgins, Ali
son Knowles, Addi K0pcke, George Maciunas, 
N am June Paik, Benjamin Patterson , Wolf 
Vostell , Karl Erik W elin , and Emmett Williams. 
The German press liked the name of the fe ti
val and bega n referring to the Wiesbaden nine 
as die Flux us leute-"the Flux us people"- and 
the name stu ck.4 Other artists became assoc iated 
with Flux us through contac t w ith members of 



this burgeoning international ava nt-garde com
munity, including such varied prac titioners as 
Joseph Beuys, H enning Christiansen, Robert 
Filliou , Bengt af Klintberg, Willem de Ridder, 
and Ben Vautier. Others joined later, including 
Jeff Berner, Geoffrey H endricks, Milan Knizak, 
and me.5 

It is important to note that Flux us was a 
community rather than a collec tive with a com
mon artistic and political program.6 (None of 
the artists signed the suppo ed Flux us manifes
toes that George M aciunas created- not even 
George himsel f. ) Several streams of thought meet 
in th e work and prac tices of the Fluxus com
munity. One stream is the well-known Fluxus 
relationship to the teachin g of John Cage, and 
to related lines of practice reaching back to Z en 
Buddhism.7 Another stream is the more oblique 
but still strong relationship to ea rlier- twentieth
century avant-garde manifestations ranging from 
LEF and constructivism to Dada (though Fluxus 
people were not linked to the anarchistic and 
des tru ctive ethos ofDada). 

Perhaps the best short definition of Fluxus 
is an elegant little manifesto that Dick Higgins 
published in 1966 as a rubber stamp: 

Flux us is not: 
-a moment in history or 
-an art movement. 

Flu x us is: 
-a way of doing things, 
- a tradition, and 
-a way oflife and death.B 

These words summarize the time-bound , 
transformational , and interactive development 
of Flu x us. In the late 1970s, I suggested using 
content analysis of Flux us projects to give an 
overview of Fluxus, and in 1981, Peter Frank 
and I used this method to chart the participants 
for a history of Fluxus 9 In 1991, James Lewes 
brought our chart forward in time by surveying 
twenty-one Flux us exhibitions, catalogues, and 
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books. The resulting chart offers an overview of 
the "who was who (and where)" ofFluxus over a 
thirty-year period. 10 

The study suggested a consensus of opin
ion about the allegiance of those whose names 
appea red in more than half of th e compilations 
as a key participant in Flu xus. There were thirty
three artists on this list: Eric Andersen, Ay-0 , 
Joseph Beuys, George Brecht, Philip Corner, Jea n 
Dupuy, Robert Filliou , Alber t Fine, Ken Fried
man, Al H ansen, Geoffrey H endricks, Dick Hig
gins, Joe Jones, Milan Knizak, Alison Knowles, 
Addi K0pcke, Takehisa Kosugi, Shigeko Kubota, 
George M aciunas, Larry Miller, Yoko Ono, 
N am June Paik, Benjamin Patterson, Takaka 
Saito, Tomas Schmit, Mieko Shiomi , Daniel 
Spoerri, Ben Vautier, Wolf Vostell , Yoshimasa 
Wada, Robert Watts, Emmett Williams, and La 
Monte Young. These thirty-three individuals are 
included in the majority of proj ec ts and exhibi
tions, but a broad vision of the Flu x us commu
nity would include m any more, among others 
Don Boyd, Giuseppe Chiari, Esther Ferrer, Ju an 
Hidalgo, D avi det Hampson, Alice Hutchin , 
Bengt af Klintberg, Carla Liss, Jackson M ac 
Low, Walter Marchetti , Richard M axfield, Jonas 
M ekas, Carolee Schneem ann, Greg Sharits, and 
Paul Sharits. 

In 1982, Dick Higgins w rote an essay in 
w hich he attempted to ide11 tify nine criteria 
th at di stin guished, or indi ca ted the qualities of, 
Fluxus: internationalism, experimentalism and 
iconoclasm , intermedia, minim alism or con
centration, an attempted resolution of the art / 
life dichotomy, implicativeness, play or gags, 
ephemerality, and specificity. Later on I worked 
with Dick's list, expandin g it to twelve criteria: 
globalism, the unity of art and life, intermedi a, 
experimentalism , chance, playfulness, simplic
ity, implica tiveness, exemplativism , specificity, 
presence in time, and musicality. 11 While Flu xus 
had neither an explicit re ea rch program nor a 
common conceptual program, a range of rea
sonable issues cou ld be labeled id eas, points of 
commonality, or conceptual criteriaY If they do 



not constitute the framework of an experimental 
research program, they do make a useful frame
work for a laboratory of ideas. 

In some respects, the Flu xus community 
functioned as an invisible college, not unlike the 
community that would give rise to early mod
ern science. 13 The first invisible colleges involved 
"groups of elite, mutually interacting, and pro
ductive sc ientists from geographically distant 
affiliates who exchange [d] information to moni
tor progress in their fi eld [ s] ." 14 In a different way, 
Fluxus fulfilled many of the sa me functions, and 
several Flu xus people identified their work-and 
Flux us-as a form of research. 15 

D espite the para llels, thou gh, there are also 
major differences, particularly in the respec tive 
attitudes of the two groups toward experiment, 
and in the debate surrounding what each group 
learned from or developed through experi
mental work. The natural philosophers whose 
efforts gave rise to modern science developed 
an agreed-upon language and method of for
mal experiment, while the artists and composers 
in Fluxus experi men ted informally and hardly 
agreed on anything. Formal experiment often 
seeks to answer clea rly identified ques tions; artis
tic experiment usually seeks informal, playful 
results that are cast as emergent discoveries only 
in retrospect. Finally, beginning with the earli
est journals-the Journal des Scavans (1665-1792) 
and Philosophical Transactions (1665-present)
natural philosophers and scientists used articles, 
monographs, and other media, along with public 
debates and programs of experiments, as plat
forms for exchanging ideas and debating results, 
producing in the process a robust, progressive 
dialogue. Flux us never developed such robust 
mechani m s. 16 

What does make the comparison with the 
invisible college appropriate is that hardly anyone 
in Fluxus was part of a formal institution. What 
we shared were common interests and reason
ably regular meetings, both personal and virtua l. 
M embers of th e Flux us community crea ted a 
rich informal inform ation sys tem of newsletters, 

multiples, publica tions, and personal correspon
dence that enabled continu al communication 
among colleagues who might not meet in per on 
for years at a time. There were only one or two 
large-scale events that ga thered the entire com
munity in one place.17 N evertheless, subsets and 
co nstellations among Flux us participants have 
been meeting in a rich cycle of concerts and 
festivals that began in 1962 and have continued 
sporadically for much of the half century since 
then. All of this crea ted a community that fits 
the description of an invisible college in many 
respects. 

The idea of Flux us as a laboratory, on the 
other hand , goes back to American pragmatism 
and its predecessors, Unitarianism and America n 
transcendentalism , as well as to the Shakers. 1

R 

The Unitarians descended from the Congrega
tional churches of N ew England. These were 
Puritan Calvinist churche , but Puritanism took 
a radical turn in the theology of William E llery 
Channing. In the ea rly 1800s, Channing turned 
away from the doctrine of si n and punishment, 
as well as the doctrine of the Trinity, to establish 
w hat became Unitarian C hristianity. 19 Chan
ning influenced Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry 
D avid Thoreau , and the other transcendentalists, 
several of whom sought ways to build a world 
of action in daily life throu gh communities that 
embraced new concepts ofwork. 20 Among Euro
pea n thinkers of interest to the transcendental
ists were Samuel Taylor Coleridge, whose term 
" intermedia" would reappear in Fluxus (though 
with a different meaning), and Friedrich Schlei
ermacher, whose work on Biblical criticism and 
hermeneutics (the art of interpretation) paved the 
way for a new concept of interpretation theory. 

Emerson foreshadowed both Cage and 
Flu xus by introducing the concept of the ordi
nary into American philosophy and art. H e was 
one of the first Americans to write about Asian 
religion and philosophy as well-another link to 
Cage and to Fluxus artists, many ofwhom shared 
an interest in Asian philosophy, especially Z en 
Buddhism . In contrast to the European concept 
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of the sublime, which was a distinctly different 
view of culture, Emerson emphasized the present 
moment and the commonplace. In his essay titled 
"Experience," Emerson writes , ' I ask not for the 
grea t, the remote, the romantic ... I embrace 
the common, I explore and sit at the feet of the 
familiar, the low. Give me insight into today, and 
you may have the antique and future worlds." 
His embrace of the quotidian even turns rhetori
cal : "What would we really know the meaning 
of? The meal in the firkin; the milk in the pan; 
the ballad in the street ; the news of the boat; the 
glance of the eye; the form and ga it of the body." 21 

Like Emerso n and his close friend H enry David 
Thoreau, Flu xus arti st Dick Higgins would also 
celebrate the near, the dow n-to-earth , the famil
iar, in his "Something Else M anifesto" and "A 
C hild 's History of Flux us."22 

Transcendentalism's emphasis on experience 
as th e basis for philosophy evolved into pragma
tism toward the end of the 1800s in N ew Eng
land. John D ewey, George H erbert M ead, and 
C harles Sanders Peirce were born in N ew Eng
land, and William James spen t mu ch of his life 
there. R ela ted to the Puritan Calvinist tradi
tion through Congregationalism and transcen
dentalism, 23 these men ultimately developed a 
concrete philosophy for the New W orld . M ead 's 
contribution to social thou ght throu gh sym
bolic interac tionism provides a rich framework 
for unders tanding Flu xus. The idea behind w hat 
George M aciunas labeled " functionalist" art was 
not function alism as we understand it today but a 
complex paradigm of symbolic functions. 24 

The transcendentalist concern for the signifi
ca nce ofeveryday life manifested itself in the form 
of utopian communities such as Brook Farm, but 
this was not the first such effort , nor would it be 
the las t. The so-called "Eightfold Path" of Bud
dhism-right view, right intention, right speech , 
right di scipline, right livelihood, right effort , 
right mindfulness, right concentration-embod
ies similar concepts of common work. 25 George 
M aciunas's grea t, unrealized vision of Fluxus 
was to establish such a community, an idea he 
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pursued in the Fluxhouses and several other ven
tures. M aciunas was never able to rea lize this 
fully, but his ideas did give ri se to a number of 
workable projects.U' 

George's las t at tempt at building a utopian 
com munity took place in N ew M arlborough, 
Massachusetts, w here he moved in o rder to be 
close to Jean Brown's Fluxus collec tion and 
archive in an old Shaker seed house in Tyring
ham , M assachu settsY This part of the United 
States had a tradition of utopian communities, 
from the revolutionary period, to the Ameri
ca n renaissance sparked by Emerson, Thoreau, 
and the transcendentalists, to Shaker se ttlements. 
Things had not changed all that much w hen Jea n 
se t up shop a little ways down the road from a 
half a dozen communes . 2H 

The Shakers were among the first productive 
utopians of the modern era. They were a reli
gious community to be sure, but their religion 
was one of service. They established some of the 
first m ass production industries in the world , 
selling obj ec ts and arti fac ts through ca talogues. 
Their furniture , superb in design and perfec t in 
balance, was the first example ofindustrial design 
and ergonomic sensibility in the furniture trade. 
And they supplied America's farms and gardens 
w ith top quality seed. 

A seed hou se was a building where seeds 
were sorted and packaged. 'The packages could 
be ordered individually by ca talogue or m ail 
order, in mu ch the sa me way M aciun as would 
market Flu x-products. There were also seed kits 
with an assortment of packages in tidy boxes that 
were not too different in shape or size from the 
suitcase-sized Flu xkits of the 1960s. Like the 
Flu xkits, only a few remain. In an interesting 
coincidence, the most complete ex tant seed kit 
is to be found at Enfield Shaker Village, 29 close 
to H anover, N ew Hampshire, where the Hood 
Museum of Art at Dartmouth College houses a 
Flu xus collec tion established in honor of George 
M aciun as. 

Like George, the Shakers were abstemious 
and celibate, and there were o ther delightful 



similari ties as well . The Shaker umon of work 
and life included art and music as more than mere 
pastimes. A sense of industry and a light spirit 
were central characteristics of the Shaker com
munity, qualities that also typified the Fluxus 
community at its be t. The Shakers organized 
their com munal life around two functions, work 
and worship , and the productive Shaker econ
omy was a distinctive attribute of their villages . 311 

R eadin g the rules of the order, it is nea rly impos
sible to sepa rate work from other aspec ts ofShaker 
life, w ith rising and returning to bed, meals, and 
even household management structured around 
the tempo and meaning of the working life. 31 

When I fmt met Dick Higgins in 1966, I 
caught from his ideas a vision of work as part 
of exac tly that kind of community life. Dick 's 
"Something Else M anifesto" called for arti sts 
to "chase down an art that clucks and fills our 
guts."32 This was a call to collaboration and a call 
to productive work, to art as a kind of produc
tion that engages the concept of community. 
Dick would introduce me to George M aciunas, 
w hose philosophy of Fluxus articulated many of 
the same principles. George's vision of Fluxus 
called for artists w ho were w illing to crea te work 
together, sharing ideas and principles, support
ing one another. While George's vision of Flu x us 
was intensely political at one point in his life, by 
the time I met him he had shifted from a strictly 
hierarchical concept of the collective to a vision 
that was much more open. 

H ow did Flux us so readily become this col
labora tive working community or laboratory of 
ideas and practices? For one thing, most of the 
Fluxus artists were already collabora ting in one 
way or ano ther; Fluxus simply became a new 
point of intersection for usY Some of the art
ists already knew one ano ther, and others had 
worked together for many years, such as those 
in the N ew York Audio-Visual Group and John 
Cage's former students . They did not come to 
Fluxus, Flux us came to them w hen George 
M aciunas crea ted the name for a magazine that 
would publish their work. This was a building 

already under cons tru ction when Maciunas came 
along and named it Fluxus. 

For another thing, despite the broad range 
of interests and w ide geographical spread, Fluxus 
was not that large a community-in the 1960s, it 
involved fewer than a hundred people in a world 
population ofabout three billion, part ofa slightly 
larger community ofseveral hundred people w ho 
were ac tive in a relatively small sector of the art 
world that we might label the ava nt-garde. Those 
w ho knew each other brought other interestin g 
people into the group, w here they beca me inter
ested in the same kinds of issues and undertook 
the sa me kind of work. 

History is always contingent, and there 
are countless scenarios in w hich certain people 
might never have met, or might have met with
out forming a community, or formed a very 
different kind of community. As it happened, 
however, the social and historical development of 
Fluxus generated intense correspondence among 
ar tists even at a distance, countless common 
projects, and many different kinds of collabora
tion. Flux us artists met together sporadically but 
relatively often, and some have worked togeth er 
closely for five decades now. 

The concept of experiment m akes claims on 
both thought and action. In a community such as 
Fluxus, these claims lead in different and occa
sionally contradictory direc tions. Such a diverse 
commu ni ty of experimen tal artists, composers, 
and designers, who lacked a coherent resea rch 
program while working with a multiplicity of 
approaches, runs the risk of being seen as an art
ist group or even a movement w ith some kind 
of continuing connection. This is especially the 
case because some of the participants managed to 
ea rn a liv ing making art and most were happy, 
or at least willing, to exhibit their products in art 
museums and sell it in art galleries . While Flux us 
was aggressively interdisciplinary, involving art, 
architecture, design, and music (among other 
things), it was never the kind of late modernist 
art movement to which it has often been reduced. 

The Dartmouth College motto is apposite 
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here: Vox Claman.tis in Deserto, taken from the 
first words of Isaiah 40:3: "A voice cries, 'In the 
wilderness, prepare the way of the Lord. Make a 
straight highway for our God across the waste
lands." ' In this passage, the mountains are to be 
made flat, the rough ground level, and the rug
ged places a fertile plain. For George Maciunas, 
the way forward involved leveling and bringing 
an end to the art world. He felt that art was a 
distraction that prevented people from building a 
better world, while reinforcing the concepts and 
privileges of the upper class. George's vision of a 
productive world entailed erasing art, but it was 
a vision that tended to confuse art and the eco
nomic and social forces that surrounded it. Many 
Fluxus artists disagreed with his view, and even 
George was inconsistent-his taste in music, for 
example, embraced both Monteverdi and Spike 
Jones. 

Of cou rse, many love the mountains and 
the rough ground as much as the highways and 
the plains. The dialectical demands of Fluxus 
also included George Brecht's proposal to think 
something else, Milan Knizak's call to live dif
ferently, Robert Filliou's vision of an art whose 
purpose is to make life more interesting than art, 
and Dick Higgins's metaphor of an art that clucks 
and fills our guts. Such an approach to art and 
life-to art within life-entails an experimental 
approach that connects in significant if some
times amorphous ways with being-in-the-world, 
and that generates multiple activities of different 
kinds.34 

The differences within Fluxus have made it 
difficult to frame us all as "Flux us people." Art 
has been a default frame, one that is only occa
sionally appropriate. Compressing the larger lab
oratory into that frame means that a great deal 
about Fluxus has been missed. What Fluxus was 
and perhaps remains is the most productive lab
oratory of ideas in the history of art, an invis
ible college whose field of study encompasses the 
essential questions oflife. 
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