Fluxus in the Matchbox, or How Art wasn’t Destroyed Again

NF: How would you define Fluxus and how would you define Fluxus today. Fluxus is… 
ASB: Giving a catalogue definition I would say Fluxus is, or, better, was an international avant-garde movement of the 1960s and1970s initiated by George Maciunas. It was active at the border of art and non-art, of criticism and inventing new forms of performances. Fluxus was a hybrid form: it could be music, performance, dance, and literature at the same time. It produced ephemeral works and organized unpretentious concerts. One of its most important features is humor, humor in all its many permutations. 
NF: Out of your definition, we think of another predictable question, we think of a contradiction that this exhibition holds in itself, the way it shows the documentation and describes the humor of Fluxus rather than being direct and more true to this intermedia and flexible nature of Fluxus. So how do you deal with this contradiction? How do you feel about this ephemeral, this procedural art being institutionalized in the Hermitage? 

ASB: Well, the question you are asking is touching a much broader issue. De-functionalization of objects in the museum space is nothing new. In fact, most of the objects in museums nowadays were never made for museums: cult objects, religious paintings, everyday objects like furniture etc.
The same is true with Fluxus which developed de-auratization strategies. Fluxus hated institutions like museums. It considered museums to be too exclusive. Fluxus, however, wanted be art for everybody and practiced by everybody. And it is the irony of Fluxus' history that it is now in the museum.
Nevertheless, I believe that the museum is today an appropriate institution for preserving Fluxus' ideas and for keeping the vital concepts of this avant-garde movement in our collective memory. To document the spirit of Fluxus you have first to preserve the Fluxus objects, scores, documents, posters, films and you have to contextualize them. Fluxus is meanwhile an historical avant-garde movement active fify years ago. So the context out of which Fluxus was born is now history and, therefore, needs to be reconstructed. A museum is a good place to do this.
I think today Fluxus is still Fluxus in a museum space but under the “historiographical imperative.” Since Fluxus is historical we need to read it from this perspective in order to understand the power Fluxus could have even today.
NF: Can you talk a little bit about the power of Fluxus today. Today we went to see the exhibition with the group of students and one of the questions was where do we see Fluxus today. Where is it today? Certainly the 1960s are over, and the 1970s are over, and if we were to draw this map of not influences, but the heritages, the map of homages like the map that Maciunas draws of predecessors. Where did Fluxus go and where do we see it now?
ASB: Fluxus was putting political activism back on the agenda. I think this is very contemporary to become socially responsible again. Another asset of Fluxus' topicality is, of course, its attempt to protest against institutionalized art and to undermine the commercial art market. Its conceptual approach towards art practices is very contemporary as well. Fluxus used anarchic methods for protesting which are applied nowadays as well. Plus there was this subversive use of humor as a means of challenging institutional authorities. So I see all these different facets of Fluxus practiced by contemporary artists and art movements.
NF: And also I would say probably about DIY aesthetics that is continued in media art and in net art and the whole idea of activism, that can be connected to that as well as I see it. 

LM: First of all in the exhibition we see the headwork by Maciunas Atlases of Russian history and Russian culture and so it is the first connection between Russia and Fluxus. The other connection would be the explicit references to the Hermitage collection in the show. But more generally, or more contemporary speaking, what other connections we can find between Russian culture, Russian history, Russian art and Fluxus? 
NF: LEF is obvious. But what else?

ASB: Well, Maciunas was fascinated by the Russian history and he was especially interested in the early days of the Soviet Union which he kind of wanted to continue by practicing Fluxus. His interest in Russian history cannot be adequately explained by his immigrant background [Maciunas was born in Lithuania and part of his family came from Russia; editors' note], but by his vision to change the American culture. His model was the Russian history, especially the Russian Revolution, an event which exemplifies most vividly the feasibility of history. By "feasibility of history" I mean that it allows us to think that we can change our society. This was what Maciunas was trying to do with Fluxus. So the crucial inspiration for Fluxus was the evolution of the Modern Russian State. 

Maciunas was also one of the first postwar artists to refer to the Soviet literary avant-garde as an essential point of reference. This is interesting because we should not forget that there was not much literature on the Soviet avant-garde available at that time in the US. There were only two books [Camilla Gray, The Great Experiment: Russian Art 1863–1922 (London 1962); Ilya Ehrenburg, First Years of Revolution 1918–21 (London 1962); editors' note
] he could have read. But this doesn't mean that he had a clear picture of what was going on in the Soviet culture in the early 20th century. Maciunas was inspired by the anti-art projects of LEF, Novy LEF, REF and Mayakovsky's theories about art. So one of the central idea which connects Fluxus with the Russian avant-garde is the idea of dissolving art into life. To revitalize art by waging war against fine arts was very common in the 1920s and Maciunas was applying this idea for Fluxus in a very contemporary way. So he was calling for the abolition of traditional arts by practicing socially constructive arts like industrial design, architecture or engineering. He was also trying to change the notion of art by attacking the aesthetic concept of fine arts and its commodity status. This is one answer to your question. 

But there is another aspect I would like to add: Maciunas was very much influenced by the kolkhoz as a model of artistic cooperatives. His idea of an artistic community, of living and working under the same roof led finally to the founding of Fluxhouse Cooperatives from 1967 onwards. There is another aspect of the Soviet kolkhoz which was very important for the Fluxus. Maciunas took the kolkhoz also as a model upon which he developed his idea of anti-individualism, an idea he strongly believed in although he couldn't convince his fellows who rather wanted to make real force in commercial art world which Maciunas was totally against. 
NF: So there are many reasons why it could not happen in Soviet Union but, why would you say Fluxus never came to Soviet Union despite of how much Maciunas wanted it. What would happen if Fluxus came to the Soviet Union? 
ASB: [Laughs] I like your questions. Let’s start with the first one: Why did Fluxus not come to Soviet Union? As I said, Maciunas was fascinated as well as inspired by Russian history. Naturally, he wanted to bring Fluxus to the Soviet Union—back to its ideological roots so to speak. But we should remember that Maciunas was also, lets say, appalled by the official art in the Soviet Union. He was referring to Social Realism as a strange mix of "bourgeois ‘classics’" and "propaganda kitsch" and this is the reason why he wrote a letter to Khrushchev proposing him to install operationals headquarters for all Fluxus activities all over the Soviet Union and to put a cultural transformation process in motion. This was really an utopian idea. But Maciunas underestimated the ideological schism that divided East and West, and he overestimated the potential of Fluxus' humour. And it is also evident that the humour of Fluxus was something which was much more difficult to be instrumentalized for political ends than was Social Realism. To make a long story short, it is not surprising that Maciunas didn't get any response from the Soviet government. So there was a deep, deep resignation on Maciunas' side—who was described by his American friends to be a true "Russianist"—not to be able to use Fluxus as a vehicle for a cultural transformation. 


Now to your second question: What would have happened if Fluxus came to Russia? My answer is, if Khrushchev would have accepted Maciunas' totalitarian plan to re-vitalize the Soviet culture, the biggest Fluxus collection would now be in Russia. And Russia would probably not be Russia any longer but the first Fluxus Republic. I am saying this because Fluxus shared with many avant-garde movements of the early 20th century an inclination to totalitarism. Maciunas wanted to change not only the art system but also the social system. He wanted to overcome the American consumer society with Fluxus. Imagine!
NF: And Maciunas would have committed as many crimes as other known people who include this component in their ideology …. I would say that probably he would have committed as many crimes as other people let similar authoritarian ideologies. 
ASB: Hopefully not so many. But, sure, I agree with you.

LM: So as Natalia said the exhibition is a documentation of a movement and includes documents, video evidences of perfomances, objects, but how were the works selected and what was your general idea of this show? And are satisfied with the outcome?

ASB: I’m not a friend of mega-shows and their overwhelming strategies that your questions implies. That’s why I deliberately select objects to keep an exhibition small; and my selection of works for the Hermitage was based upon the attempt to illustrate four things. First, Fluxus' appropriation of historical models; second, its wide range of activities; third, its development in the 1960s and 1970s, and fourth, its topicality. If you deal with avant-garde movements like Fluxus there is a lot of unspoken and unsaid. That's why I developed a conceptual layout for the exhibition: Think of the different narratives generated by the sequences of objects, think of the way the objects are arranged and communicate between each other and generate new meaning; there is technical information and there are explanatory texts in the show. This allows the visitor to "read" the exhibition on different levels of meaning. But I also intended by the scenografic arrangement that he or she could "read" between the lines, to get the unspoken so to speak, not only to get a more comprehensive idea of what Fluxus was about, but also of its topicality. And I would be pleased if this gets across. 
NF: What of the unsaid you would like to say now that the exhibition is already closed? What did Maciunas teach us about the Hermitage collection? What will remain as a statement when the show is over? 

LM: According to Hans Ulrich Obrist, there are two types of curators. First works with “family artists”, really close friends. And the other one is more flexible and more open for new experiences and new contacts. What is your model of curatorial research?

ASB: Actually, I don’t have an explicit curatorial model. But what I can say is which kind of exhibitions I do like. I like new approaches to issues raised by artists which can tell or teach us something today. Let's call this "cultural sustainability" in quotation marks. I like simple and at the same time complex exhibitions. By this I mean that the visitor should easily get a general idea of the topic by the choreography of the exhibition. But I also tried to make the exhibition more complex, more interesting by creating different levels of meaning to offer various readings. So there are a lot of references, mostly implicit, to current discussions and contemporary happenings: using masks while performing, facing the public with hard facts, freedom of expression, counter-cultural activities etc. These references are necessary to show that Fluxus' ideas are still around, exist today but under new historical circumstances. I would describe this to be my curatorial aim.
NF: I thought the most amusing part of the show (to exhibit in the Hermitage) was the matchbox that suggested to destroy art and one match is left to destroy this matchbox
. 
ASB: Yes, that’s why we had to put it into a table showcase [laughs]. So nobody can really enact this. But the idea of destroying museums comes, of course, from futurism and Marinetti. Fluxus adapted this idea, transformed it, because museums were regarded to be too elitist and Fluxus wanted to be popular. 
LM: I really like two objects. One is the "Finger Box" and the other is the"Tactile Box." What was inside them?
NF: Yes, when we went to the exhibition two times students asked what kind of texture was there?
ASB: In the "Tactile Box" there is a hat. So if you put your hand through the hole into the box you can touch a bowler hat. It could be Ay-O's hat who made this box. Maciunas for examples used this kind of hat a lot when performing. It was part of his "professional" outfit to imitate Tristan Tzara. Regarding the "Finger Box" [also by Ay-O, editors' note] I have no idea what is in it. We know "Finger Boxes" filled with foam rubber or wood or other items to give a sensitive, a very sublte if not erotic experience. But I have to admit that I never dared to put my finger in this particular "Finger Box" which is now to be seen at the Hermitate
NF: Why didn’t you do this? Did you think it will bite it off?
ASB: No, no [laughs]. I was too much afraid of destroying this fragile paper object. Curiosity is one thing. But I also like the idea of allowing the box to keep its secret.
NF: I think we ran out of questions. Well, unless you have any questions to us…
ASB: Yes, of course! How did the students get along with this show? What do they think about Fluxus today? Does Fluxus mirror their ideas, experiences or requests? How was the response of your students? 

NF: I would say they had feeling towards realizing the instructions: burning the museum, playing the cards, spelling Jonas Mekas' name
 with objects.
LM: And resentment for not being able to. Every object was designed to be interacting with visitors and this is not possible to realize.
NF: But this allows for the interaction on the other level. This creates an opportunity of interacting on the level of ideas. And an impulse to privatize them as well.

LM: I think that the exhibition works on the level of your imagination. So you just see the objects and after that you can figure out and imagine how they work. 
ASB: That’s true. Most of the objects in the exhibition are now to fragile to be use any longer. Some of the works you can literaly use only once which is part of their concept. Take for example Ben Vautier's "58 Propositions for One Page". This work should be cut into single event cards. So if you cut it the work is transformed for ever. But to give new, post-Fluxus generations a chance to get an idea of what the original work is about, we have to preserve it—or we make reprints as give-aways and everybody can take it and use it. But this is something different. That's why I trust that visitors understand this work just by looking and using their imagination.
NF: So let’s say they got the instructions and now they all can go home and perform them or think on it. 
ASB: Yeah, the instructions! You don’t need to see the original score, although it's inspiring at least for me. The instructions are really strong conceptual works and you can perform them immediately, really immediately. So there is no need to have a reprint.
NF: And all the whole context of the original is a little bit shifting if we got the Fluxus ideology. But that we were doing we were quoting Nam June Paik’s
 " Theatre For Poor Man" and we are thinking our own instructions, we had a competition who make the best instruction. So that’s how we finished the class. 

ASB: That’s a very good idea. Did everybody perform Nam June Paik’s instruction "Theatre for Poor Man"? I hope nobody will execute Vautier's command on the matchbox.
NF: I’m sure they will try it too.
ASB: This makes me nervous.
NF: Don’t be, don’t be. They will take it as an inspiration. No one is going burn the Hermitage, hopefully.
�please feel free to delete this information


�the matchbox is by Ben Vautier


�


I guess I didn't understand your question properly.


This name kit contains several objects with which you could spell Jonas Mekas’ name. Take the "matches" which start with the letter "m" which stand for the "M" of Mekas. The "screws" are the "s" of Jonas etc. etc.
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