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Border Crossings 
Three Transnationalisms of Fluxus 

Hannah Mitins 

I have argued elsewhere that Fluxus performance is both an extension 
and critique of that great movement known as American Abstraction or 
Abstract Expressionism/ To limit it exclusively to either domain, cri
tique or extension, is to view it either as an unproblematic extension of 
formal modemism, or as a mere negation—-just so much neo-Dada 
chaos. It stands to reason that, as extension and/or critique, what came 
to be known as neo-Dadaism differs both by aesthetic and social form. 
Where one set of modern movements might be identified by their abil
ity to express a national gestalt (German Expressionism, American Paint
ing, Italian Futurism, etc.), the other trajectory is rightly described in 
opposition to these. The other stream, which might be called the avant-
garde and which routinely dips into and out of the other (much as a 
stream bends around stones), is self-consciously transnational, doing its 
best to transgress and ignore national boundaries, nationalist gestalts, and 
the other sundry forms of centrist political and economic organization 
that characterized the modem era. 

Typical of this current, the transnationalism of Fluxus is mentioned 
repeatedly in artists' statements, and is appropriately understood as an 
indictment of American hegemony in the postwar period. For this rea
son many Fluxus artists routinely use the term internationalism to describe 
the reach of American power in the postwar period, while arguing for 
the "intemationalism" of Fluxus as different—or for our purposes 
transnational from the perspective of the nonhierarchical nature of the 
relationship. For example, Fluxus artist and resident historian Ken Fried
man describes Fluxus in transnational terms while using the word inter
national to describe American hegemony: "When it came time for 
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America to stand on its own in the international art world, however, 
politics, economics, and political economics dictated that Abstract 
Expressionism he treated a some kind of uniquely American triumph," 
which was rejected hy Fluxus artists.^ Friedman continues, "It is the 
other tradition that influenced Fluxus, a tradition that has inevitably 
been neglected because it is antinationalistic in sentiment and tone and 
practiced hy artists who are not easily used as national flag-hearers."^ 

Similarly, Fluxus artist Dick Higgins (my father), listed intemational-
ism as the first of nine points "common among most Fluxworks."'^ As it 
was used, a transnational ethos is implied. Describing the earliest mur
murs of Fluxus around the globe in the late 1950s and early 1960s, he 
wrote: 

In Europe there were, in the beginning . . . Wolf VosteU, Nam June 
Paik, Emmett WiUiams and Ben Patterson, among others. In the 
United States there were, besides myself, Alison Knowles, George 
Brecht, Robert Watts, and others I have already named; also La 
Monte Young, Philip Comer, Ay-O and still others. In Japan there 
were Takehisha Kosugi and Mieko Shiomi, and more. Probably there 
were about two dozen of us in six countries. ̂  

From these two artists' statements a pair of basic facts about Fluxus are 
surmisable. First, for these and other Fluxus artists, the group was inten
tionally transnational from the outset and, second, this transnationalism 
functions as a core criterion of Fluxus practice. Put differently, the 
transnationalism of Fluxus does not merely mark its social dimension, 
hut is inherent in the work as well. In what follows 1 will describe these 
two aspects of the transnationalism of Fluxus; first hy telling the histori
cal narrative establishing the loose network of Fluxus artists, and then 
through descriptions of several Fluxus works that are stmctured accord
ing to a transnational paradigm. 

The first part of the story of Fluxus as a transnational artists' group is 
virtually uncontested. Although it is quite impossible to say exactly 
when Fluxus began, it is possible to establish a time span during which 
its experimental formats were established and the social nexus of Fluxus 
was formed. Experiments in sound art, installation, and performance 
were occurring simultaneously in Japan, Germany, Eastern Europe, and 
the United States in the late 1950s and early 1960s. These experiments 
were being carried out by "Group Ongaku" and others at the Sogetsu 
Art Center in Tokyo, in the classroom and among the students of com-
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poser Karlheinz Stockhausen in Cologne, Germany, and around John 
Cage in New York. 

These cells of activity would become united under the rubric of 
Fluxus in about 1962 and in large part as a result of the travels of Cage 
around the world. While it might be argued that demonstrating the cen-
trality of an American composer to Fluxus as a community in the pre-
Fluxus days merely reiterates the American centered model for postwar 
culture, 1 would counter that Cage's travels were logistically possible 
because of the internationalism of American culture, but that he utilized 
this access to promote an agenda of transnationalism. In other words, 
these travels spun a kind of world wide web, or communication net
work, through which nonhierarchical creative collaborations were made 
possible. 

A World Wide Web? 

In 1958 and 1959 several students of the Musicology Program at Tokyo 
National University and their friends in Fine Arts and Literature estab
lished a collaborative, improvisatory music group. By i960, this collab
oration expanded to include dance and was called "Group Ongaku" and 
included among its members several artist-composers who would 
become associated with Fluxus after 1962. These were Takehisha 
Kosugi, Chieko (Mieko) Shiomi, and Yasunao Tone. In 1961 and 1962 
this group gave several important concerts at the Sogetsu Art Center in 
Tokyo. The center constituted the core of Japan's active avant-garde 
scene. In 1962 Cage visited the center with (then expatriate) Yoko Ono, 
while on a six-week tour ofjapan. Cage dedicated a work to her and her 
husband at the time, the established experimental composer and future 
Fluxus artist, Toshi Ichiyanagi. This work resonated with his own, 
famous of silence. The piece, O'OO", is strikingly minimal: "In a sit
uation provided with maximum amplification (No Feedback), perform 
a disciplined action."® These and other concerts were held and the seeds 
sown for Japanese Fluxus, especially in terms of establishing the written 
correspondence and creative exchanges that would evolve into later 
friendships and collaborations.^ 

European Fluxus likewise evolves an aesthetic independently of 
Cage, albeit eventually developing lines of communication with other 
groups in contact with him. Since the early 1950s, German serialist com
poser Karlheinz Stockhausen had been at the center of vanguard music 
in Germany. His composition course in Darmstadt, which was attended 
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by American minimalist composer La Monte Young (1950) and Korean 
artist Nam Jun Paik (1957-58), shared an orbit of experimentation with 
the Darmstadt Circle of poetry and theater that included (in the late 
1950s) American expatriate poet Emmett WiUiams. From 1958 to 1963 
Stockhausen also worked through the electronic music studio of WDR 
(West German Radio) in Cologne (with Paik), as well as the influential 
performance atelier of his wife, the painter Mary Bauermeister, also in 
Cologne.® An international array of artists later associated with Fluxus 
could be found circulating through this remarkable atelier and the 
greater context of it: the list would include Paik, Benjamin Patterson 
(United States), Wolf Vostell (Germany), and WiUiams. 

Significantly, Events written by Cage's students in New York were 
presented in Cologne at this atelier in i960. These were performed at 
the Contre Festival (a music Festival de Resistance) against the IGNM 
(International Society for New Music) in June. This four-day series 
included, from the circle of students associated with Cage, works by 
Cage, George Brecht and La Monte Young and, from Darmstadt and 
Cologne, works by Paik and Patterson. 

[Bauermeister] organized a "Contre-Festival," to be held in Cologne 
over four days in June. . . . The performances included works byjohn 
Cage, Toshi Ichiyanagi, Sylvano Bussotti, George Brecht, La Monte 
Young and Christian Wolff—performed by David Tudor—as weU as 
two concerts by Nam June Paik. . . . (In October) Merce Cunning
ham and Carolyn Brown danced to pieces by John Cage, Christian 
Wolff, Earle Brown, Toshi Ichiyanagi and Bo Nilsson, performed by 
David Tudor and John Cage. One day later, again in the attic studio, 
one heard and saw compositions by Cage, La Monte Young and 
Paik—the interpreters were Cornelius Cardew, Hans G. Helms, 
David Tudor and Benjamin Patterson.» 

Based in part on these historic concerts involving several Fluxus artists at 
the Bauermeister atelier, the atelier has been caUed a "Proto-Fluxus in 
Cologne."'" 

The nearby German town of Wuppertal, later home of the first 
"Fluxus"-titled exhibition at Gallerie Pamass in 1962, was the home of 
the publisher Kalender/Ebeling und Dietrich, which produced scrolled 
magazines of experimental music and poetry appropriately called Kalen-
darrolle No. 1 and Kalendarrolle No. 2 in November 1961 and June 1962, 
respectively. These scrolls brought together an international assortment 
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of artists and associates, among them Paik, Patterson, Swiss artist Diter 
Rot, Williams, and Young—all of whom would later become associated 
with Fluxus. 

In summary, both before and after this context in flux was in flux as 
an us, it included artists from the United States, almost every European 
country, and Korea and Japan. What remained was to establish the "us" 
of Fluxus. The lines of communication as well as the terms of collabora
tion were enabled in large part by the communications network estab
lished by Cage's travels. Even in New York, which was to become one 
center of Fluxus activity in the 1960s, the community of Fluxus devel
oped around this mild-mannered composer. 

In John Cage's historic class Composition of Experimental Music at 
the New School for Social Research in New York in 1958, many future 
associates of Fluxus in the United States met for the first time. Cage 
would borrow concert material from this class for the i960 Bauermeis-
ter concerts named above. Similarly, his uniquely minimal event O'OO" 
of the 1962 Sogetsu concert adapts from the explorations of his compo
sition class as well. Fluxus artists in Cage's class included a chemist, 
George Brecht, a coUagist, Al Hansen, a poet and composer, Dick Hig-
gins, and another poet, Jackson Mac Low. 

Among the experiments produced in the class was a new performance 
format called the Event, which was invented in the class by George 
Brecht. The Event figures heavily in the subsequent work of most 
Fluxus artists around the globe, and while the form of documentation 
differs by artist, most can be scored in the format shown in George 
Brecht's collected early Events, Water Yam of 1963-65 (fig. i). These call 
for the performance of everyday rituals or routines (or absurd versions of 
these) in such a way that the informational structure of the routine—its 
experiential character, possible contradictions, or normally ignored ele
ments are thrown into high relief for the performer or viewer. For 
example, Brecht s Solo for Violin, Viola, Cello or Contrabass (1962) 
reads simply "polishing."" The performer enters, carefully polishes the 
instrument and leaves, and in so doing shifts the audience's attention 
from virtuoso performance to preparation of the instrument. Another 
Event, by Czech Fluxus artist Milan Knizak, is called Snowstorm No. 1 
(1965) and simply instructs that "Paper gliders are distributed to an idle 
and waiting audience" (fig. 2)." What results is a snowstorm of quietly 
gliding paper airplanes as the audience returns them . . . back and forth 
and back and forth and so on. The exchange of sheets is experientially 
beautiful, like the caring gesture toward the instrument as tended to by 
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Brecht. Both works therefore illustrate the implied attentiveness to the 
everyday world around the performer demanded by the Event format, 
which clearly evolves out of Cage's theory of silent music as a means 
of "waking up to the very life we're living.'"^ 

Collaborations ensued in and around the Cage class. These included 
the New York Audio Visual Group, which was established by Hansen 
and Higgins early in 1959. This group held regular Sunday morning per
formance-meetings at the Epitome Coffee Shop on Bleeker Street in 
Manhattan. Meetings consisted of collaborations and demonstrations 
with many artists who would become associates of Fluxus, including fel
low student Jackson Mac Low. Relatedly, in 1961, Jackson Mac Low 
and La Monte Young took over the East Coast issue of a California-
based publication called Beatitude (renaming it Beatitude East), which was 
released m 1961 as a collection of Events and like-minded experimental 
musical notations called An Anthology. Like the Kalendarwlle of Vfupper-
tal, of the twenty-four composers (from Europe, Japan, and the United 
States) in An Anthology, over half would become associated with the 
rubric Fluxus a year later. 

An earlier Cage class (1957) had included composer La Monte ^ 
Young, who introduced the erstwhile organizer of Fluxus and Lithuan- 1 

ian graphic designer, George Maciunas, to the artists o(An Anthology late 
in i960 or early in 1961. That year Maciunas opened a gallery at 925 
Madison with his friend Almus Salcius. Albeit originally intended as a 
site for selling ancient instruments and abstract art, after meeting the 
artists loosely associated with the Cage class, the program was changed. 
Inipói the AG gallery hosted a series of performance evenings of exper
imental music in order to support a proposed Fluxus Magazine—the first 
time the name Fluxus appears in print.Also in 1961, Japanese expatri
ate artist Yoko Ono hosted a performance series in her loft with the help 
of Young. 

In summary, as Fluxus slowly evolved into a group, artists, poets, and 
composers from across the globe took up the highly elastic Event format 
and corresponding experimental attitude, adapting it to their poetry, 
dance, daily life, and musical traditions. What resulted was a truly global, 
avant-garde group. Perhaps it was inevitable that these artists would 
make transnationalism an explicit or implicit topic in their work. In any 
case, there are two forms of what might be called "Flux geography" 
within Fluxus. The first form is representational; the artists addressed an 
international array of Fluxus artists and made special or altered maps 
charting (real or imagined) creative exchanges with them. The second 
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form is a bit more ambiguous, although it too reflects the transnational-
ism of Fluxus. The artists wrote Events for each other as dedications. 
These dedications routinely address geographic, cultural, and linguistic 
distances between the artists. 

Fluxus Geographers 

Border crossings figure heavily in the works of Fluxus artists from virtu
ally every continent and throughout its forty years of activity. In every 
case, however, a unique Fluxus geography is implied. It is flexible geog
raphy of altered state-lines, moving continents, mobile artists, and oth
erwise fluxing boundaries predicated on an elastic web of personal rela
tionships held together by common interests, free-form socializing, and 
written correspondence with artists around the globe. 

The artists' specific applications of this geographic flux betray the 
wide range of intentions that typify almost every aspect of Fluxus as a 
group. There are no fixed outcomes, no agreed-upon manifestos, and 
no explicit political doctrines dictating the behavior. Rather, the fluxing 
boundaries have implications that range from the militant to the fine-arts 
cultural, to the merely social and the experiential in what Fluxus scholar 
Owen Smith has called "a non-hierarchical density of experience. In this 
way Fluxus does not refer to a style or even a procedure as such but to 
the presence of a totaHty of social activities."^^ Reflecting these social 
activities, one type of Flux geography suggests the movement of people 
or information around the globe as it is currently mapped. 

In the following 1975 letter to Japanese Fluxus artist Mieko Shiomi, 
for example, Maciunas uses the transnational community of Fluxus 
artists to spar with the attorney general of New York, whose office was 
harassing owners of several artists' co-op housing projects organized by 
Maciunas and called Fluxhouse Inc. 

Dear Mieko, 
Could you mail me in an envelope a blank postcard. . . .  I  will write 
a message and then send it to you to mail it to the Attorney General 
in N.Y. It will look like I am in Japan. I wiU do this from all over the 
world. Absolutely confuse him. Thanks a lot,'*' George 

This simple use of the mail makes a person virtually invisible: the artist is 
everywhere and therefore nowhere to be found. This project was called 
"Flux Combat" and its object was the meddling bureaucracy of New 
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York City, which had a difficult time categorizing (for taxation and reg
ulation) artists' use of industrial space for domestic and studio life. With 
other Fluxus artists and friends Maciunas had established Fluxhouse Inc. 
as a cooperative housing scheme that would enable artists to purchase 
renovated industrial space at cost.''' When the bureaucracy threatened 
the project, he sent these subversive requests around the world. 

More typical are proposals for circumnavigations of the world pub
lished by Maciunas in 1975—76. These would take the form of caravans 
in "Rover type" trucks, a sailing trip on an eighty-five-foot schooner or, 
most famously, "a very extensive sailing not just around, but throughout 
the world" in a converted mine sweeper.'^ These circumnavigations 
proposed that groups of ten to twelve artists serving various crew func
tions would travel around the world visiting some hundred various his
toric (if unrecognized) sites. The last is the most compelling; in contrast 
to gazing over vast distances through the windows of a plane, through 
the windows of a truck, or over the side of a boat, the artists would be 
confined to a vary small space, presumably talking, making Fluxus proj
ects, and occasionally exiting for a visit somewhere. Days might be spent 
in the unclaimed space of "intemational waters," while artists from this 
truly transnational avant-garde group would prowl the dark, deep waters 
of the world's oceans and least populated regions. What's more, beneath 
the ocean and in the remotest parts of the world, borders are unmarked 
and therefore freely passed over. Remarkably, each proposal included 
equipment lists, technical diagrams of each vessel, proposed itineraries 
and detailed site maps of many proposed stops. 

The most famous Fluxus maps are probably Mieko Shiomi's "Spatial 
Poems." The first, "Spatial Poem No. i" (1965), details sixty-nine word 
locations collected between March and May 1965 (indicated by printed 
flags) on a hand-drawn map of the world (fig. 3). "Spatial Poem No. 2" 
(1966) details the directions people were facing around the world at 
10:00 P.M. (Greenwich time) on October 15, 1965, and "Spatial Poem 
No. 3" (1972), a puzzle-calendar. In these Spatial Poems, a moment and 
action are placed in relative space on a global scale, but at a shared 
moment in time. The function of time is crucial here as it marks the 
shared experience, the transposition, of artists the world over. As a writ
ten work displaying words and locations across the space of the page, it 
is most obviously a poem. However, at the moment when the words 
were found, there was a poem too: imagined but not knowable by the 
participants since what came before or after one's choice was unknow
able. Like Maciunas's Flux Combat postcards, Shiomi's simultaneously 
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ephemeral (as performance) and concrete (as poem) work necessitated 
correspondence across not one or two, but perhaps forty different 
national boundaries. The spatial poem is only conceivable, much less 
realizable, from within the context of a group of artists routinely carry
ing out transnational, creative exchange. 

It comes as no surprise that several Fluxus artists reconfigured maps, 
historic and contemporary, in manners that reflect this principle of 
national fluidity. Within Fluxus even the comparatively traditional 
medium of painting expresses the principle of fluid borders and 
exchanges; Dick Higgins painted a series of maps overlaid with arrows 
that sweep across geographical, political, and historic boundaries as well 
(fig. 4). The arrows derive from Higgins's early experiments with chore
ography, which he called Graphis works, in the late 1950s. In the 
Graphis works, performers responded to moving lights, later expressed as 
lines and arrows as directional and gestural instructions. In the paintings, 
these choreographic lines suggest the movement of human forms 
(friends?) freely around the globe: the human body as weather pattern. 
He called the arrows "wind."'» Insofar as the map is true to its source, 
the map paintings are like Maciunas's detailed maps for circumnaviga
tion as well as Shiomi's for the Spatial Poems. 

However, another form of Flux geography transforms the maps and 
their content—altering distances and geographical relationships through 
assemblage, collage, and scale manipulation. For example, Robert 
Watts's limited edition Fluxkit Fluxatalas (1972), would consist of a box 
containing about fifty stones from "specific and well described locations 
(country, town vicinity, which beach or shore, which sea, lake or river) 
. . . from various parts of the world. (So far we have pebbles from 
Azores, Minorca, Cycladic Islands, Cape Hateras, end of Long Island, 
Manhattan . . . )" (fig. 5)-^° Maciunas's label for the edition shows an 
altered map. This atlas of stones suggests an altemate world geography 
conceived from the standpoint of mobile, natural artifacts brought 
together through the collective efforts of this transnational artists' group. 

The work barkens hack to cabinets of curiosities, those seventeenth-
century containers for natural wonders garnered from around the world. 
Instead of natural wonders that mark each place for its specificity, how
ever, we find simple stones, remarkable for their similarities more than 
for their differences. What's more, the list of places is idiosyncratic, 
reflecting the happenstance locations of friends rather than demonstrat
ing the farthest reaches of human travel in the era before commercial 
tourism. 



Fig. 3. Mieko Shiomi, "Spatial Poem No. i" (1965) 

Fig. 4. Dick Higgins, Map Painting, no date 


