The paper discusses the Fluxus revolution in liter-
ary expression during which the tradition of let-
ters was challenged through erasure of the
separation of the verbal from other forms of
expression and through the rejection of the pas-
sive role of the reader. In the process of describ-
ing Fluxus’ reinterpretation of the concept of
“literature,” the author provides a means through
which to distinguish Fluxus works from Concrete
Poetry, one of their direct precursors, through
the latter's dependence on verbal text as starting
point of the poetic experience and the former's
inherent contingency and provisionality.
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Radical transmutations crisscross our century and are symptomatic of
profound changes in the material and intellectual environment of the
arts. They are attempts to find forms of expression more compatible
with and appropriate to an unstable, volatile, dynamic environment of
constantly evolving modes of manufacture, trade, transportation, habi-
tation and communication. Fluxus is their culmination, bringing us to the
threshold of the eclectic distancings that dominate our post-avant-garde
era.! And Fluxus was one of the first of recent tendencies to provide
some of the decisive redefinitions of traditional boundaries: between
order and chaos, clarity and confusion, seriousness and frivolity,
melody and cacophony, meaning and meaninglessness, art and non-art.

Fluxus begins with the argument that medium and function in all the
arts of our time are in a state of continual transformation and fusion
(“flux").2 This position is the basis of Fluxus' program and the determin-
ing principle in its artistic manifestations. Most of the noise of Fluxus
focused, of course, on musical, theatrical and artistic events or happen-
ings. But a quiet revolution also took place in literary expression. Fluxus
challenged the tradition of letters in two major ways: it erased the neat
and tidy separations of the verbal from other forms of expression and
rejected the passive role of the reader. Most Fluxus objects even call
the bluff of the whole concept of “text.” For example, George Maciunas’
innocuously titled Fluxus Paper Events (1976) is actually a powerful
statement which destabilizes the solidly entrenched concept of book:
the Fluxus version is a bound volume of paper sheets, each of which is
altered in a way different from the others, being wrinkled, folded, sta-
pled, etc. The sheets bear no printed words or letters; they have no
superimposed (Fluxus term: “illusionist”) message.3 Yet, this book is
also to be “read” - not, obviously, in the sense of page + language =
meaning, rather as neutral, uncircumscribed image.

New Criticism was a final, exaggerated stage of the 18th century tra-
dition of literature and its reception. It wanted to convince us of the her-
metic self-containment of the work of art by requiring that its interpreter
render, through scrupulous deciphering servilely devoted to the letter of
the text, a meticulously fashioned rendition of the author’s precise
intent. Postmodernist theory — itself an instance of the same tendencies
represented by Fluxus — posits a counter theory which defines art as a
totally open form of expression: its meanings adjust to the orientation of
its particular audience. All responses to artistic expression are seen
now as autonomous imaging: the artist's signs merely trigger memories
of analogous experiences in the respondent’s mind. “Reading” is thus
composing autobiography along the guideposts laid by the artist.

Within these new parameters of interpretation Fluxus attempts both
to enhance the expressive capacities of art and articulate a new inter-
pretive theory. Maciunas’ concept of “Concretism,” which he tauted at
the very beginning of Fluxus as the key to the new epistemology,
involves a fundamental revision of the relationship of medium and func-
tion in art.% Form is traditionally determined functionally by content: a
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table’s shape acquires meaning as a place at which to eat, write, confer,
etc; sounds assume significance in a tightly structured sequence of
alternation and repetition; language serves as symbols of established
images or ideas. In concrete art, on the other hand, form and content
are unified: a musical note is pure sound; a physical object is pure form;
language is typological design and sound. No adventive function/mean-
ing is superimposed. In Maciunas’ words: the Concretist conceives of a
rotten tomato as a rotten tomato [not, say, as lost food].> The ultimate
aim of Fluxus epistemology is, as Maciunas maintained, to revolutionize
the whole purpose of art and the art object. On the ideological level, it is
a desire to “divert” to “socially constructive ends” the energies of the
artist from the creation of objects which in meaning are separated from
other human labors and made to live functionally gratuitous lives in
museums, theaters, libraries, etc.® Fluxus was consistently very con-
scious of its debts for ideas to predecessors, such as Futurism, Dada,
Surrealism, Lettrism; and it usually gave fair acknowledgement of
sources.’ The debt to Futurist bridge-burning is evident in Maciunas' lat-
ter precept, as is also Dada’s demystification of creativity. But Fluxus
went a step further: taking a cue from the artists around Vladimir
Mayakovsky's LEF in Russia in the 1920s, it wanted to eliminate the
whole business of the “fine arts,” the concept which has planted the
most obstructive snags for reform. By definition, the notion “fine arts” is
elitist, exclusivist: it sponsors and sanctions the creation of art which,
regardless even of any social message it might want to communicate, is
to be sold and appreciated as a separate entity, a self-sufficient object
whose main economic function is to sustain the artist as a
professional.® Fluxus opposes art as a “nonfunctional commodity”; it is
thus “antiprofessional”: the Fluxist is supposed to earn his bread by par-
ticipating in the general, utilitarian labors of society. And because the
artist must consider function when he labors, there is no space for solip-
sistic message or other “personal intrusion on the part of the artist.”®
For Fluxus, the heretofore almost unquestioned tradition of the uninhibit-
edly self-absorbed, self-revelatory Renaissance artist is to be avoided.
Fluxus is also anti-individualistic. Maciunas spells all this out most
straightforwardly in a letter addressed to Tomas Schmit in January,
1964. Schmit had written expressing interest in joining Fluxus. As
Maciunas advises Schmit regarding this intention near the end of his let-
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ter, he breaks with the till then rarely offended tradition of the avidly pro-
tected permanency of art by explaining Fluxus as only a “transitional”
phase in the developments he supports:

Fluxus objectives are social (not aesthetic). They are connected to the LEF
group of 1929 in Soviet Union (ideologically) and concern itself with: Gradual
elimination of fine arts (music, theater, poetry, fiction, painting, sculpt- [sic]
etc., etc.). This is motivated by desire to stop the waste of material and hu-
man resources (like yourself) and divert it to socially constructive ends. Such
as applied arts would be (industrial design, journalism, architecture, engineer-
ing, graphic-typographic arts, printing, etc.). — these are all most closely re-
lated fields to fine arts and offer best alternative profession to fine artists....

Thus Fluxus is definitely against art-object as nonfunctional commodity - to
be sold & to make livelihood for an artist. It could temporarily have the peda-
gogical function of teaching people the needlessness of art including the
eventual needlessness of itself. It should not be therefore permanent....

Fluxus therefore is ANTIPROFESSIONAL (against professional art or artists
making livelihood from art or artists spending their full time, their life on art).

Secondly Fluxus is against art as medium or vehicle promoting artists ego,
since applied art should express the objective problem to be solved not
artists’ personality or his ego. Fluxus therefore should tend towards collec-
tive spirit, anonymity and ANTHNDIVIDUALISM - also ANTFEUROPEANISM
(Europe being the place supporting most strongly — & evenly originating the
idea of - professional artist, art-for art ideology, expression of artist's ego
through art, etc., etc.).

These Fluxus concerts, publications, etc. — are at best transitional (a few
years) & temporary until such time when fine art can be totally eliminated
(or at least its institutional forms) and artists find other employment. It is
very important therefore that you find a profession from which you could
make a living.10

The program Maciunas lays out here applies to all the arts. In verbal
genres it introduces a reinterpretation of the concept of “literature.”
Most attempts to revise literature have focused mainly on language and
theme; Fluxus directs the main thrust of its efforts at changing the
essential role and relationship of author and reader in communication
through a text. Message in a conventional literary text is deeply
enmeshed in language; it must be extracted by the reader through cau-
tious, highly-attentive linear deciphering. The author guides response
directly through continuous, specific, interconnected verbal cues whose
denotations and connotations are largely determined by consensus
usage. The reader is thus for the most part a passive observer; the
author is allowed maximum control and space, as Maciunas would
argue, to exercise at will the full force of his ego.

Fluxists have identified some of the forces which have undermined
this tradition. First of all, the transformation of our culture from a word-
oriented to a visually-oriented one has begun to challenge the traditional
separation of media. As Dick Higgins puts it in the essay “Structural
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Researches” (1968), traditional “distinctions that characterized our
compartmentalized word-oriented approach to the world seem to be
breaking down.”!! What appears involved in Higgins’ assessment is the
awareness of the great burden of a long history of various artistic forms
and genres whose restrictions on expressive possibilities are being
increasingly resisted by artists aware of the inability of these forms to
express adequately a new, drastically altered physical and social reality.
Higgins cites the example of the novel:

Anovel is expected to gain its identity from its identifiability with the tradition
of the novel, and this creates a pressure on the writer to conform to the clas-
sical models rather than allow his work to determine its own form (and possi-
bly lose its identifiability in developing its unique identity). The writer sets out
to write a novel and to this extent, makes himself alienated from what might
be more direct needs for his work.12

Of course, Fluxus’ opposition to the “fine arts” in general would be well
served by abandoning the separations of the media which the older tra-
dition had protected self-servingly for so long. Also, a more fully partici-
patory, active or dynamic reader and a more extroverted author would
be more compatible with Fluxus” announced “social objectives” and its
corollary opposition to egoistic individualism in artistry. Bici Hendricks,
in a small prospectus for the Black Thumb Press (1966), talks therefore
of requiring the reader of the new literature which her press will sponsor
to do the actual “assembling” and “integrating” of the work:

We hope to deliver the materiel [sic] of a new art form which the reader will
assemble, integrate, and use himself. Walt Whitman said the reader must do
something for himself, and that it is he, or she, who needs to be the com-
plete thing, rather than the book. We agree. It is not a passive philosophy, but
we think Basho and Gertrude Stein would approve.!3

Finally, Higgins, this time in his Exemplativist Manifesto (1976), points to
a determinant in the postmodern condition. The postmodern individual,
he argues, is more open and flexible intellectually, less cognitively ori-
ented (“post-cognitive,” as he terms it), and assumes more roles in our
society than his antecedents. The new art, which Higgins calls “exem-
plative,” accommodates this change by granting the audience greater
freedom in its response. A work of art thus is no longer “an end in
itself,” but “a communication of the entire range of possibilities of an
aspect of reality”:

The audience constructs, by means of the notation and the work, an image of
the set of possibilities intended by the artist. Any realization of such a set will
necessarily be to some extent arbitrary, and is therefore an example rather
than a fixity. For this reason, such art can be called exemplative.*

Higgins’ comment might explain what is in part behind a report by Bici
Hendricks that the contemporary audience lacks the time required for
concentrated attention by the reading of traditional literature.® The pur-
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ported lack of time is no doubt rather impatience with forms which
restrict response too much and are too much bound to tradition to be
able to articulate well the present human condition.

Fluxus, then, like traditional art, wants to induce in its audience a
response, or what Bici Hendricks calls “reverberations”; the Fluxist dif-
ference is in the nature of the response.1® By mixing conventionally sep-
arated media, Fluxus utilizes more of the faculties of the respondent;
and, by requiring the respondent to complete the work, i.e., to provide
most of the extrapolations of basic signs normally provided by the artist
and to synthesize in a more substantial way all the parts, Fluxus guaran-
tees more active participation.!” The result, the Fluxist claims, is that
the artist and the audience share in “a richer experience.”'8

As | suggested earlier, in implementing this program Fluxus borrowed
heavily from precursors. Concrete Poetry is a special instance of this. It
was an experiment originally launched in the mid-1950s by Europeans
and Brazilians which itself drew, in turn, on earlier linguistic innovators. It
was still active, however, when Fluxus appeared, and was quickly adopt-
ed by the newer group. Dick Higgins later made their affiliation with
Fluxus formal by publishing one of the major anthologies of Concrete
Poetry under the editorship of a leading practitioner (Emmett Williams)
in his Something Else Press, which he had established in 1964 as a
Fluxus forum.!9 Although Concrete Poetry itself has to be considered
proto-Fluxist because it falls short of fully realizing what became some
of the most essential precepts of the group’s later program, it, nonethe-
less, provided one of the important models for Fluxus in literature.

Concrete Poetry is “a poetry of material."?° It attempts to subvert the
traditional poetic equation word = symbol = idea/image by drawing
attention to the essential substance of poetry: the configurations of let-
ters on the page which form words and the orienting space that sur-
rounds and divides them.2! In its simplest form, the concrete poem is
ideogrammatic: it attempts to force the reader to receive letter configu-
rations in a context which highlights the physicality, the “material,” which
its traditional reference denotes. Concrete Poetry often triggers associ-
ations which are subjective, apperceptive, autonomous and autobio-
graphical. The reader is forced to become actively involved in the
creation of the total poem; to complete the poem in a way the author
normally does.?2 In the traditional response to poetry, the reader is able
to elaborate autonomously on an image only within the contextual
restrictions established by the author; in the concrete poem, such elab-
orations constitute the very essence of the poem, i.e., are in fact the
actual poem.

Concrete Poetry also often transports the reader into a world of
intangibles and waxes philosophical. Again, in these instances, the
author imposes limited interpretive guidance on the reader, granting him
considerable freedom to supply the philosophical deliberations elicited
by the poem, say, on the nature of reality or existence — creating in the
course of this act the actual poem itself.
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Where Concrete Poetry typically falls short of becoming full-fledged
Fluxus is in its dependence on verbal text as the starting point of the
poetic experience; it fails thereby to shed itself as fully as it might of
decisive burdens of literary and linguistic tradition. Joseph Byrd's “poem
for readers” entitled “Homage to Jackson Mac Low” exemplifies Fluxus'
ability to provide for a more completely liberated reading experience.?3
Byrd accomplishes the feat by eliminating written text altogether and
adding the dimensions of event and indeterminacy. His own text con-
sists only of directions for creating the poem referred to in the subtitle;
they, in turn, simultaneously furnish the vocabulary of which it is to be
constructed (the reader must select five words for the poem at will from
the directions). Since the vocabulary thus selected is extracted from its
native environment, its original context is indeterminant. To inhibit the
generation of a conventional stabilized text, Byrd requires that the poem
created by the reader’s choices be read aloud, not written; and to
enhance free association in response to it, he stipulates that the words
of the poem be read as sounds, not signs. Byrd's own composition is
thus an open framework in which the reader makes his own interpreta-
tive decisions with maximal freedom.

From a Fluxus perspective, it could be argued that Byrd's piece is still
bound to tradition by being word-based: his starting point is still lan-
guage laden with meaning largely pre-established by consensus. Mieko
(Chieko) Shiomi's “Spatial Poems” (1965-1975) cast this last vestige

figure 1.
Mieko (Chieko) Shiomi, Spatial Poem No. 2 (a Fluxatlas).
Concept work, New York, Fluxus Edition, 36.8 x 82.6 cm.,
1966. Alternative Traditions in the Contemporary Arts, The
University of lowa, Fluxus West Collection. Photograph by
Barbara Bremner.
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aside by being event-based. Nine such poems were completed between
March, 1965, and June, 1975, and subtitled “event.”2* They are all pre-
cisely dated, something typical of Fluxus works and appropriate to the
group’s strong sense of temporality (see Maciunas’ statement on this in
his letter to Tomas Schmit cited earlier).2> Such temporality is, of
course, the nature of events, which occur at specific points in time as
well as in space (as alluded to in the poems’ main titles). All of the
poems were executed according to the same compositional scheme, so
“Spatial Poem No.2: Direction Event” (figure 1) will serve as an example
of the whole.

Shiomi began the work by sending out instructions to the partici-
pants: each was asked to record the direction in which he was facing or
moving at 10:00 p.m. on October 15, 1965 (time adjusted for different
geographical divisions of the Greenwich time standard). With the
response, Shiomi composed a lithographic map, marking the geograph-
ical location of each participant and briefly describing his action on it.
The spatiality of the event was concretized both by the map and a
series of compasses distributed across it; its temporality by a series of
clock images indicating the equivalent Greenwich hour. The reader is
thus prompted by a very generalized sense of an individual acting in
time and space to proffer the amplificatory associations and images
from his own autonomous and personal store of experience. Shiomi's
work, like Byrd's, is thus a mere skeletal outline which must be complet-
ed and synthesized by the reader to become a poem, i.e., a work, to
use Bici Hendricks' phrasing again, which induces the reverberations in
the reader typical of a response to artistic expression.

The individual respondent must, in the end, decide whether Fluxus
successfully achieves the desired effect and whether it makes a valu-
able contribution to our culture. What cannot be disputed, | think, is the
boldness of Fluxus’ challenge to conventional thinking about the forms
which artistic expression should assume. It is also evident that Fluxus is
better able, than traditional or even modernist modes, to render effec-
tively the present condition. Such modes have failed to harmonize,
either convincingly or with lasting success, the complexities, contradic-
tions, and ambiguities which have surfaced in our post-industrial era.
Postmodernist thinking therefore rejects any further attempts at center-
ing or totalizing and embraces instead the relativity and tentativeness of
all efforts. Shunning all visions of utopias or similarly facile solutions to
human problems and dilemmas, postmodernism favors open-ended-
ness, plurality and distancing. The instability of language and the discon-
tinuity in the development of human history which can no longer be
explained away have made apparent the illusory nature of history and
rung the deathknell of notions of originality, authenticity and authority of
the human personality. One major artistic correlative of the postmod-
ernist position is, without question, the art of Fluxus with its inherent
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contingency and provisionality. At the least, Fluxus challenges us in the
present intellectual climate more forcefully than most other innovations
to rethink several hundred years of complacent artistic practice and its

critical assessment.
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