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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 many 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 me 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 who do want to 

write the history of Fluxus, as well as to scholars, critics, curators and artists who 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 many 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 how 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 summed 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, experiment-

alism, 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 how 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 may at first have 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 made 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. One such discipline 

is history, and there is a history of Fluxus to be told. While the core issues in Fluxus are ideas, 

Fluxus ideas were first summarised 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 many 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. To understand the how and why of Fluxus, what it is and does, it is 

important to understand 'whodunit', to know 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 name 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 know about Fluxus, this book lays out a map, a 

cognitive structure filled with tools, markers and links to ideas and history both. 

Fluxus has now become a symbol for much more than itself. That companies in the 

knowledge industry and creative enterprise use the name 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 now apply the word Fluxus to what they do. It is difficult to know whether we 

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 may 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 may still do. 

That's good enough for me. 
Owen Smith and I were discussing this book one afternoon. W e reached the conclusion 

that it is as much 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 much recent dialogue. 

One of the interesting aspects of the conversation has been the philosophical subtlety 

underlying the several positions. Those who 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 we set out to do by 

locating us in a mythic moment 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 many 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 am 

drawn to two moments in history. 

The first moment 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 who 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 who 

followed him. It has little to do with the main protagonists who respected and admired each 

other to the point that the supposedly jealous patriarch Shen-hsiu in fact recommended Hui-

neng 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 who 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 moment 1 consider took place a few years ago, when Marcel Duchamp declared 

that the true artist of the future would go underground. To the degree that Fluxus is a body 

of ideas and practices, we are visible and we remain so. To the degree that Fluxus is or may 

be an art form, it may well have gone underground already. If this is true, who can possibly 

say that Fluxus is or isn't dead? W e don't know 'whodunit', we don't know who does it and 

we certainly don't know who may do it in the future. 

Ken Friedman 
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