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FLUXRADIO 
 
FLUXRADIO explores some of the concepts and ideas behind the music and 
performance pratice of Fluxus. Featuring sound pieces by George Maciunas, La 
Monte Young, Joseph Beuys, Nam June Paik, George Brecht, Yoko Ono and 
others, this programme charts the emergence of Fluxus through 60s avant-garde 
New York, examining the relationship to John Cage, Zen Buddhism and European 
avant-garde music.  
 

 
01. Transcript 

Introduction 
    
Nam June Paik, 'Hommage a John Cage' (excerpt). From Works 1958-1979, Sub Rosa, 

CD. 
    
Hi, I'm Joe Gilmore and you are listening to Ràdio Web MACBA. Over the next 
hour I'll be looking at the genesis of Fluxus, its key concepts and concerns with 
particular reference to performance and music.  
 
Fluxus – whose name is taken from a Latin word meaning 'to flow' – was 
paradoxically, an anti-art art movement which originated in New York and Europe 
in the early 1960s. Some of the artists who were at some time involved with 
Fluxus include: La Monte Young, Jackson Mac Low, Yoko Ono, John Cage, Alison 
Knowles, George Brecht, Dick Higgins, Ray Johnson, Joseph Beuys and Nam 
June Paik. Fluxus art included books, newspapers, performances, multiples, mail 
art, sound poetry, one-line jokes, puzzles, events and music. 
 
Although often described as an art movement, Fluxus is better understood as a 
laboratory for exploring and sharing certain approaches to life. At a time marked 
by the production of massive and eminently saleable works of art, the artists of 
Fluxus produced works of little inherent value born out of experimental processes. 
The works were often humourous, simple straightforward events such as Dick 
Higgins' 'Danger Music'... 
 

Dick Higgins, 'Danger Music Number Seventeen'. From Various, FluxTellus, Tellus, 
cassette. 

 
Fluxus had a social rather than aesthetic goal to erase the boundaries between art 
and life. As George Maciunas, who is acknowledged as the principal organiser and 
disseminator of Fluxus, wrote in his Fluxus Manifesto: 
 
'Fluxus FLUX ART: non art - amusement forgoes distinction between art and non-
art forgoes artist's indispensability, exclusiveness, individuality, ambition, forgoes 
all pretension towards a significance, variety, inspiration, skill, complexity, 
profundity, greatness, institutional and commodity value. It strives for 
nonstructural, nontheatrical, nonbaroque, impersonal qualities of a simple natural 
element, an object, a game, a puzzle or a gag.'  
 
It is a fusion of Spike Jones, gags, games, Vaudeville, Cage and Duchamp. 
 

The Cage Class 
 
Mapping the genesis of any form of expression is fraught with problems and this 
is especially true of Fluxus. There was not one location where it all began but 
rather disparate pockets of activity that developed and later became grouped and 
mobilised under the Fluxus banner by Maciunas.  
 
In the summer of 1957, John Cage began teaching a course in musical 
composition at the New School For Social Research in New York. This course 
brought together a number of artists who would be central to the development of 
what would later become known as Fluxus: George Brecht, Alan Hansen, Dick 
Higgins, Allan Kaprow, Henry Flynt and Ray Johnson. 
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[George Brecht: Drip Music (Drip Event)] 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Cage, inspired by the philosophy of Zen Buddhism and the work of Marcel 
Duchamp, had been composing music using chance and the integration of 
everyday sounds and noises since 1951. Using indeterminate processes he 
sought to create music which imitated nature in its manner of operation, 
bypassing the composer's aesthetic judgement and will. 
 
(John Cage): 'When I hear what we call music, it seems to me that someone is 
talking. And talking about his feelings, or about his ideas of relationships. But 
when I hear traffic, the sound of traffic – here on Sixth Avenue, for instance – I 
don't have the feeling that anyone is talking. I have the feeling that sound is 
acting. And I love the activity of sound [...] I don't need sound to talk to me.' 
 
The following piece is an excerpt from John Cage's 'Music for Amplified Toy 
Pianos', composed in 1960 using chance operations. The piece was written for 
any number of toy pianos amplified using contact microphones. The score for this 
composition consists of seven transparent plastic sheets incorporating points, 
circles, points within circles, a graph and a staight line. The transparencies are 
superimposed in order to create a single reading. 
 

John Cage, 'Cartridge Music' (excerpt). From Music for Merce Cunningham, Mode 
Records, CD. 

John Cage, 'Music for Amplified Toy Pianos'. From John Cage, Cramps Records, CD. 
Nam June Paik, 'Prepared Piano for Merce Cunningham' (excerpt). From Works 1958-

1979, CD. 
 
Cage's students conducted experiments using chance operations in a variety of 
formats, including music, performance and poetry. The most durable innovation 
to emerge from the class was George Brecht's 'Event Score,' a performance 
technique used by virtually every Fluxus artist. In the 'Event Score,' instructions 
for everyday actions, such as switching on a light, are framed as ready-made 
performances. Just as Duchamp's ready-mades make art of everyday objects, 
Brecht's events blur the boundary between art and reality. One such score, 
composed whilst attending Cage's class, was 'Drip Music': 
 
Score: For single or multiple performance. A source of dripping water and an 
empty vessel are arranged so that the water falls into the vessel. 
 
George Brecht, 'Drip Music' (excerpt). From Ben Patterson, Drip Music/370 Flies, Alga 

Marghen, CD. 
 
'Drip Music' by George Brecht, performed by Fluxus artist Ben Patterson in 2002.   
 
Another innovation which came out of the Cage class were Jackson Mac Low's 
chance-generated poems. Mac Low used a dice to determine the durations of 
spoken words and the silences between them. Mac Low explained that working 
with these chance methods first arose from an attempt to do away with the ego of 
the artist in the making of the artwork.  
 

Jackson Mac Low/Anne Tardos, 'First Four-Language Word Event' (excerpt). From 
Various, A Chance Operation, KOCH International, CD. 

 
The particular methods of working which developed in Cage's class defined the 
very nature of Fluxus output. Their approach was quite literally experimental, 
asking not, 'how can I achieve a particular effect?' but, 'what will happen if I 
implement these operations?' This was the beginning of the Fluxus laboratory. 
 

George Maciunas 
 

Richard Maxfield, 'Pastoral Symphony' (excerpt). From Fluxus Anthology 30th 
Anniversary 1962-1992, Slowscan, LP. 

 
The experimental composer Richard Maxfield also taught at the New School for 
Social Research, and it was at his class in Electronic Music that George Maciunas 
met La Monte Young. Young introduced Maciunas to other artists, including those 
who had attended Cage's class. 
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[Benjamin Patterson, Solo for Double Bass] 

 

 
A group was forming – artists, musicians, poets and designers – and spaces, 
essential to the sharing of their project emerged. In 1960 Yoko Ono's loft opened 
in Manhattan, followed swiftly by Maciunas' AG Gallery.  
 
Both spaces ran programs including work by Jackson Mac Low, Henry Flynt, Bob 
Morris and La Monte Young. Young's 'Composition 1960 #7', performed at the 
AG Gallery, consisted of a B, an F sharp, a perfect fifth, and the instruction: 'To 
be held for a long time.' Another of his event scores from this period simply 
instructs the performer to: 'draw a straight line and follow it.' These works exhibit 
the qualities of simplicity and slowness that have characterised minimalism in art 
and music ever since. The following is an excerpt from La Monte Young's 'Drift 
Study' utilising two closely tuned sine wave oscillators, mixer and lowpass filter: 
 
La Monte Young, 'Drift Study 31|69 C. 12:17:33-12:24:33 PM NYC' (excerpt). From 

Various, OHM+: The Early Gurus of Electronic Music, Ellipsis Arts, CD. 
 
In March 1961, Maciunas gave three lectures entitled 'Musica Antiqua et Nova', 
at the AG Gallery. The invitation read 'a three dollar contribution will help to 
publish Fluxus magazine.' This is the first recorded appearance of the name. 
Maciunas planned to publish the magazine as a follow up to 'An Anthology of 
Chance Operations,' a publication by La Monte Young and Jackson Mac Low 
which contained essays on music and conceptual art, chance poetry, music 
compositions and event scores. 'An Anthology...' was designed by Maciunas and 
featured works by Young, Mac Low, Cage, Brecht, Yoko Ono, Henry Flynt, Ray 
Johnson, Dick Higgins, Emmett Williams and Nam June Paik.  
 
In his Fluxus magazine Maciunas planned to include articles on electronic music, 
anarchism, experimental cinema, nihilism, happenings, lettrism, sound poetry, 
and was even to include object editions by Watts, Brecht and others.  
 

Musicology 
 
Nam June Paik, 'Prepared Piano For Merce Cunningham' (excerpt). From Works 1958-

1979, Sub Rosa, CD. 
 
The AG gallery had gone bankrupt by mid 1961; and, to avoid his creditors, 
Maciunas took a job working for the US Army as a freelance designer in 
Wiesbaden, West Germany. It was here that the first Fluxus Festival took place in 
September 1962. The Festival was planned as 23 evenings of new music 
concerts by John Cage, Earle Brown, Morton Feldman and Christian Wolff 
alongside work by the as yet little-known La Monte Young and other Fluxus 
artists. Maciunas was eager to present Young's piece '566 to Henry Flynt' which 
involved the performer, in this case David Tudor, relentlessly hitting a piano 
keyboard with his hands and lower arms 566 times.  
 
John Cage, 'Variations II' (excerpt). From David Tudor, Music For Piano, Edition RZ. 

 
One of the most notorious events performed at Wiesbaden was Maciunas' 
interpretation of Philip Corner's 'Piano Activities', the score of which asked a 
group of people to 'play', 'scratch or rub' and 'strike soundboard, pins, lid or drag 
various objects across them.' In Maciunas' interpretation, with the help of Dick 
Higgins, Emmett Williams and Alison Knowles, the piano was completely 
destroyed... 
 

George Maciunas Interview KRAB Radio, September 1977 (excerpt). 
www.fluxus.org/FLUXLIST/maciunas/ 

 
The destruction of the piano in Fluxus performances could be interpreted as an 
attack on western rationalism and high culture by defying the status of musical 
instruments as sacred objects. Other instruments were subsequently taken apart, 
played inappropriately, abused or destroyed. Nam June Paik's 'One for Violin Solo' 
from 1962, involved the artist lifting the instrument slowly over his head and 
then violently smashing it onto the table before him. 
 
In 1962 Maciunas wrote thirteen piano pieces for Nam June Paik.  
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[Philip Corner: Piano Activities, Weisbaden, 1962] 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Score:  
Composition No. 2: Tune the piano.  
Composition No. 4: Using a straight stick the length of the keyboard sound all 
keys together. 
Composition No. 6: Stretch the three highest strings with a tuning key until they 
break.  
Composition No. 10: Write a sign reading: Piano Composition No. 10 and show it 
to the audience. 
Composition No. 11: Wash the piano, wax and polish it well. 
George Maciunas, 1962 
 
The following in an excerpt of Maciunas' 'Piano Piece #13' also known as the 
'Carpenter's Piece' – performed here by Sonic Youth. In this piece all the keys of 
a piano are nailed down one by one. 
 
George Maciunas, 'Piano Piece #13 (Carpenter's Piece) for Nam June Paik'. Performed 

by Sonic Youth. 
 
Fluxus music seems always to be asking 'What is music?' 'What constitutes 
music?'  
 
In 'A Celestial Tune by 108 Glass Marbles' by the Japanese artist Mieko Shiomi, 
a piano is prepared by placing marbles directly onto the strings and soundboard. 
 
Mieko Shiomi, 'A Celestial Tune by 108 Glass Marbles'. From Fluxus Anthology 30th 

Anniversary 1962-1992, Slowscan, LP. 
 
The following piece, 'Anagram for Strings,' is by the Japanese composer Yasunao 
Tone. The players are instructed to play downward glissandi only – with durations 
determined by drawing an oblique line across a graphic score consisting of circles 
and dots. Tone submitted 'Anagram for Strings' to Maciunas who published and 
included it in the Fluxus festival in Copenhagen in late 1962. 
 
Yasunao Tone's 'Anagram for Strings' performed by Malcolm Goldstein and 
Takehisa Kosugi.  
 

Yasunao Tone, 'Anagram for Strings' (excerpt). From Various, FluxTellus, Tellus, 
cassette. 

 
Fluxus concerts drew heavily on the iconography of western classical musicology, 
utilising conventions such as the musical score, formal dress codes, conductors, 
recitals and often whole orchestras. Maciunas saw these early European Fluxus 
festivals as an offensive against the seriousness, pomposity and elitism that 
characterise the tradition of bourgeois classical music. Fluxus music, on the other 
hand, took its lead from Cage, Futurism, DADA and Buster Keaton.  
 
Score: 
Symphony No. 3 
Fluxversion 1. [On the floor].  
Orchestra members sit down on the very forward edge of the chair and hold 
instruments in ready position. 
Upon signal from the conductor, all players slide forward and fall smoothly off 
their chairs in unison. 
George Brecht, 1964 
 
Radically, Fluxus music need not consist of sound at all. In George Brecht's 
'String Quartet' the musicians are instructed simply to shake hands. In other 
Fluxus concerts, orchestra members were wrapped in bandages, instructed to  
exchange scores, wash their feet and clean their instruments... 
 
Score:  
Solo for Violin, Viola or Contrabass 
Polishing 
George Brecht, 1962 
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[George Maciunas: Piano Piece #13 For Nam June Paik)] 

 

 
Vaudeville 

 
Yoko Ono, 'Toilette Piece'. From Fluxus Anthology, Zona Archives, LP. 

 
Yoko Ono, 'Toilet Piece', date unknown. 
 
In a videotaped interview from 1978 with Larry Miller, George Maciunas 
described Fluxus as nothing more than a good gag. Fluxus sought to undermine 
the seriousness of high art and to shift perception through a mixture of vaudeville 
humour, absurd jokes and pointless games and puzzles.  
 
Robert Watts & Larry Miller, 'Laff Trace'. From Various, FluxTellus, Tellus, cassette. 

 
As early as 1960 the mail artist Ray Johnson wrote 'Laughter Poem for James 
Waring'. The poem was included in  'An Anthology of Chance Operations' in 
1963... 
 
Score:  
Ray Johnson: Laughter Poem for James Waring 
ha ha, ha ha, ha ha, ha ha, 
ha ha ha, ha ha ha, ha ha ha, 
ha, ha, ha, ha ha, ha ha ha, 
ha, ha, ha ha, ha, ha ha ha, ha ha ha ha, 
ha ha, 
ha ha ha, ha ha ha, ha ha, 
ha, ha, ha, ha, ha, 
ha, ha, ha, ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha, 
ha ha ha ha, ha ha ha ha, 
ha ha ha ha, ha ha ha ha, 
ha, ha, ha, ha, 
ha ha, ha ha, ha, ha, ha, ha, ha ha ha, 
ha ha, 
ha ha, ha ha, ha, ha, ha, 
Ray Johnson, 1960 
 
A poster for the 1973 Fluxfest Film '12! Big Names!' promised twelve names 
including Andy Warhol, Joseph Beuys and Yoko Ono. The audience were 
confronted with a film which consisted entirely of just the twelve names written 
large on the screen, one after another, for five minutes each.  
 

Ay-O, 'Ay-O-Add Collection for George Maciunas from Ay-O' (excerpt). From Fluxus 
Anthology Volume 1, Slowscan, LP. 

 
In case his audience didn't get the Fluxus joke, Maciunas created the 'Flux Smile 
Machine' – a spring-loaded device that locked the jaw into a permanent forced 
smile.  
 
And Dick Higgins' sound poem 'Omnia Gallia' creates unexpected, contradictory 
and often absurd meanings through 3 layers of the artist's voice. 
 

Dick Higgins, 'Omnia Gallia'. From Fluxus Anthology 30th Anniversary 1962-1992, 
Slowscan, LP. 

 
Playfulness is also explored in 'Flux Music Box' by Joe Jones. Jones undermines 
the pretensions of high art and musical virtuosity by scoring the piece for 
children. This recording, arranged by Taketo Shimada, uses two five year old 
children, their mothers and turntables... 
 
Joe Jones, 'Flux Music Box interpreted by Taketo Shimada'. From Fluxsweet, Rossbin, 

DVD. 
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[A portrait of Brecht by the artist George Maciunas, 1964] 

 

 
Unity of Art & Life / Zen Simplicity 

 
Robert Filliou, 'Imitating the Sound of the Birds'. From Fluxus Anthology, Zona 

Archives, LP. 
 
Fluxus had a conscious goal to erase the boundaries between art and life – or to 
put it another way – to suggest that no boundaries exist. Its artists were not 
interested in making art which spoke of or referenced reality, providing an insight 
or new angle for their audience. Their aim was to demonstrate experience, in the 
hope that life would be experienced more fully. The following pieces demonstrate 
this idea through sound. First, 'Nivea Cream Piece' by Alison Knowles, followed 
by 'Comb Music (Comb Event)' by George Brecht. 
 

Alison Knowles, 'Nivea Cream Piece for Emmett Williams' (excerpt). From Various, 
FluxTellus, Tellus, cassette. 

George Brecht, 'Comb Music' (Comb Event). From Various, FluxTellus, Tellus, cassette. 
 
As Dick Higgins pointed out: 'We can talk about a thing, but we cannot talk a 
thing. It is always something else.' The disarming simplicity of these pieces 
enables them to effectively 'talk' Nivea Cream and 'talk' a comb rather than talk 
about them. These actions are concrete events, they eschew illusion and 
abstraction in favour of the realistic. In his 1967 book A Year From Monday, John 
Cage wrote: 
 
'We must open our eyes and ears each day seeing life as excellent as it is... To 
accept whatever comes regardless of the consequences, is to be unafraid or to be 
full of that love which comes from a sense of at-oneness with whatever.' 
 
Both Cage and Mac Low encountered Zen Buddhism through the Japanese writer 
D.T. Suzuki's class at Columbia University in the 1950s. Zen emphasises direct 
experiential realization through awareness. Suzuki was once asked at a 
conference on the nature of reality whether he thought the table around which 
they sat was real. Suzuki replied yes. The chairman asked him in what sense the 
table was real. Suzuki said 'in every sense.' 
 
Score:  
Lighting piece 
Light a match and watch it till it goes out. 
Yoko Ono, 1955 
 
Many Fluxus pieces directly and indirectly reference Zen philosophy. Ken 
Friedman's score for 'Zen Vaudville,' 1966, reads: 'The sound of one shoe 
tapping'. Nam June Paik's silent 1964 'Zen For Film' consists of nothing but 
clear film leader. The projected 16mm film is self-referential, revealing its 
materiality through a white frame of nothing but dust particles and scratches. 
'Zen For Film' is a visual analogy to Cage's 'silence' in '4'33"'.  
 
The following piece is an interpretation of 'Entrance-Exit Music' 1962 by George 
Brecht, realised in 2009 by the Japanese collective 3.14... The score describes a 
'smooth linear transition from white noise to sinus wave' with the title announced 
at the beginning and then in reverse at the end. Both 'Zen for Film' and 'Entrance 
Exit Music' display a structural simplicity typical of Fluxus.  
 

George Brecht, 'Entrance-Exit Music'. Realised by 3.14... (unpublished CD-R) 
 

Conclusion 
 
As we have seen, Fluxus contributed to many of the disciplines that we take for 
granted in contemporary sound art today – tape collage, field recording, 
electronic music, noise, sampling and concrete poetry. We have only been able to 
listen to a small fraction of Fluxus material during this show but I hope it's given 
you a flavour of what Fluxus was about.  
 
I'll leave you with some final words from George Maciunas, written in a letter to 
Thomas Schmidt in 1964. The musical accompaniment  is an excerpt from 'In 
Memoriam George Maciunas', a piano duet by Joseph Beuys and Nam June Paik, 
recorded at the Kunstakademie Düsseldorf in 1978. 

 
 

 
http://rwm.macba.cat 



 

 
[John Cage, preparing a piano (before 1950)] 

 
'Fluxus is not an abstraction to do on leisure hours, it is the very non-fine-art work 
you do... The best Fluxus composition is a most non personal 'ready-made' one 
like Brecht's 'Exit' – it does not require any of us to perform it since it happens 
daily without any 'special' performance of it. Thus our festivals will eliminate 
themselves (and our need to participate) when they become total ready-mades 
like Brecht's 'Exit''. 
 
Joseph Beuys and Nam June Paik, 'In Memoriam George Maciunas' (excerpt). Edition 

Block, LP. 
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