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Interview with Simon Anderson 
November 13, 2013 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago 
Maclean Center 
 
You mentioned that your introduction to Fluxus was through mail art and Postal art in 
undergraduate school, was there a response you received that really pushed you into the 
field or the tradition? 
Well, I got into mail art because you didn’t have to worry about having a gallery or talking to 
anyone, in fact.  You could just do it at home and put it in the mailbox and never have to worry 
about it again.  It was gone.  The ease.  And the lack of responsibility around it, it didn't really 
exist once you put it in the mailbox, it could go anywhere. 
 
Was there a response from anyone specifically that made you continue the act? 
No...I got bored at a certain point with mail art because people were trying to defend ideas that 
weren’t really relevant.  They were just going on about their own ideas and so I backed off.  I 
was involved in it but I didn’t work too terribly hard to make all these contacts like a lot of 
people did. 
 
Do you recall the year you sent your first piece of mail art? 
In the 70s...1976.  I got it all from Robin Crowe, a gentleman who was my teacher and a great 
influence on me.  Some things were so fun that it was worth the experiment. 
 
Do you consider mail art your first engagement with Fluxus?  What year was the first 
performance you were involved in in a public way? 
1974…1975.  I was in a performance put together by Robin Crowe, a Fluxus performance, that 
was my first real Fluxus thing.  And I also started performing on my own, I had a little group of 
collaborators, we’d perform together in Sunderland.  We were called Four Play.  We sang in 
bars, things like that.  Just did crazy events.  I guess I’d done street theatre before that on my pre-
foundation course.  I got involved in street theatre and got used to dressing up in wild outfits and 
playing musical instruments I couldn’t play. 
 
You mentioned you started out as a painter… 
Like everyone really...there wasn’t anything else! 
 
That wasn’t a passion? 
No, not really.  I liked it, I enjoyed painting but I wasn’t terribly invested in the paint thing. 
 
You don’t paint now? 
No.  I paint walls now.  The outside of the house. 
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How many Fluxus performances would you say you’ve been involved in sort of a public 
way? 
One big one. 
 
You came to the states in 1992? 
No, in 89.   
 
You taught somewhere else? 
Yes. South Louisiana at LSU, in Baton Rouge. 
 
The difference places you’ve lived and the different ways youve worked with Fluxus...Is 
there a big difference between American Fluxus and European Fluxus? 
I think so.  Not a big difference in the work itself but people in Europe have heard of it.  And 
they tend not to have over here.  And there’s more of it over there.  Its more normal.  The 
audience is more connected to it somehow.  Dick Higgins used to say he made his work in the 
US and sold it in Europe.  And that’s the case for many of them.  The US is a much freer place to 
make work in but Europe is a better place to sell it in.  Its more normal to own art in Europe than 
it is to here.   
 
What’s your favorite piece to perform?  Or favorite performance that you’ve completed. 
If I had to pick one that would be hard because there are so many.  I guess I’ve done “Two 
Durations” most, a George Brecht piece.  The instructions are just “Red” and “Green.”  And that 
one is easy to perform and you can perform it at the stoplight if you’re bored.  Thats the one I’ve 
thought about most probably. 
 
Who’s the nicest Fluxus artist that you’ve met? 
They’ve all been really wonderful to me.  I’ve had no bad vibes from any of them.  Albert M. 
Fine got a bit pissed off at me at one time because I wouldn’t publish his enormous mathematical 
thesis.  But he was pissed off with everyone at that point, just sort of falling apart.  But generally 
I’ve found it to be a very warm and welcoming community without any snobbery at all.  Which 
has been great. 
 
It seemed like a lot of activity was revolving around NY in the 60s and 70s.  And continues 
to today to a certain extent.  Is there a bigger Fluxus community in NY than there is here in 
Chicago? 
Well I guess we talked about NY a lot because we have access to that and we’ve all heard of it 
unlike some of the other places it goes on [laughs] which are harder to find on the map.  So 
really we were just talking about the local scene as much as anything else.  I think a lot of the 
surviving artists have gravitated to and around NY at times.  But there really is a scene in 
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Germany that is quite incredible of 75 and 80 year old Fluxus artist that still hang out with one 
another and go for drinks and whatnot. 
 
Did you ever live in NY?  
I never lived in NY...never had any wish to live there. 
 
Did you live in LA when you were doing the gallery out there? 
I did live in LA. 
 
How was that? 
That was hilarious.   
 
How long did you live there? 
Just about a year, I guess.  Someone else was paying so I couldn't afford to stay there too long.  
Spent a lot of somebody else’s money which is always a great thing to do.  If you can do that for 
a living, I recommend it.  And there are wonderful jobs out there just spending people’s money.  
I had a great time.  And there was a very nice little Fluxus community out there I found, just 3 or 
4 maybe 5 or 6 people with ideas and tradition.  And I had a great time.  But it was really not 
very real, like everything out there I guess, and hard to take seriously.   
 
What’s the most fun Fluxus party you’ve been to? 
The most fun?  Well they're all pretty fun if you get into them.  If you just throw yourself at it.  
There was a great version of Ben Patterson’s “Lick” piece.  He originally did it in NY and then I 
saw it done again in Germany.  And that was loads of fun because Ben was spraying the cream 
and sprinkling the cherries and shaved chocolate.  And of course it was good chocolate because 
we were in Europe.  And then I did it again here in Chicago.  In class actually.  It was great.  I 
got this guy to come in.  Its originally a gender specific piece, you’re meant to cover a naked, 
shapely female with whipped cream and lick it off.  In Germany it turned into a naked couple.  
And here the only shapely person I knew who would get their gear off was a guy.  He was all tan 
and buff and covered in whipped cream.  And I made all these people lick the cream off him.  In 
order to get their credit! 
 
[The audience/students: You gave us nothing!] 
 
When was that? 
Incredibly enough, not that I planned it although I said I had, it was the 30th anniversary of that 
piece.  So it must have been ‘95.  This is my friend Steve who is an actor, handsome dude.  I said 
to him, “You ever had that fantasy where you get to lick cream off a naked woman?”  He said 
“Well, maybe.”  And so I said “Alright and you’ll get paid for it.”  And he agreed.  So that was 
loads of fun because it was naughty and it was here in school and people were getting art history 
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credit for it which was splendid. 
 
Something we touched on in class but never fully covered was the use of drugs and alcohol.  
Who would say was the biggest advocate of drugs and, separate question, who was the 
biggest drinker?  
Emmett Williams could drink more than anyone I ever hung out with and thats saying 
something.  I spent the week with him in London in either ‘94 or ‘95 and I’ve never drank so 
much in my whole life.  We were just constantly drinking.  I was going to show you guys the 
video but I couldn't because it was so embarrassing.  So he could drink a hell of a lot and he was 
as old as my Dad at the time.  We were having these round tables and we would drink wine and 
then go out for dinner and drink more.  Don’t think I’ve ever drank so much.  So that was 
Emmett.     
 
Was there anyone known for their interest in psychedelics or smoked a lot of weed. 
Ludwig Gosewitz ended up as a complete stoner.  Dick Higgins did his fair share of whatever he 
could get his hands on.  And his lover was a junkie for a while but I’m not really sure about that.  
I don’t know how much people broadcast it but yes, he does write somewhere about toking up 
and going for a swim.  He liked country living.   
 
You mentioned staying with Emmett Williams, do you maintain relationships with the 
artists you worked with in the past? 
Not really.  I think some of those guys are closer than others, you know.  Some of them never 
speak to each other and don't really like eachother very much and some are in close contact.  But 
I don't go out of my way to be in contact with them because enough people are, I think.  They’ve 
got enough people asking them stupid questions without me.    
 
I read online that you’re a “cultural historian.”  Do you consider yourself a practicing 
artist? 
I don’t really use those sort of things anymore.  What does that mean?  Practicing artist?  It 
means I’m still not good enough, still practicing.   
 
How influential was working at the Tate and working with the archive there? 
They didn’t have very much.  And they bought an entire lump of stuff quite cheap from a guy 
that some people think didn’t really have the right to sell it to them so it was kind of of 
interesting.  But it changed everything and that was really great.  So that was the reason I got a 
PhD in the first place.  Because they made me.  I would have never dreamed of doing anything 
like that.    And I’m so glad I did because it meant I could get a job.  And so then I got a job.  
And I’ve maintained, somehow, a relationship with different parts of the institution as time goes 
by. 
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And also because of the archive and the business I’ve done some consultation work.  Got some 
credibility to look at archives and value them and help people deal with what they are.   
 
I’m curious about how you got about curating a Fluxus exhibition.  With a movement that 
is so decentralized and its so diverse, how do you begin to narrow it down?  The exhibitions 
you organized, were they thematic? With Dick Higgins you were dealing with his body of 
work... 
Its really about what stuff you can get a hold of these days.  The Higgins show was great because 
I had a direct ingress into the family and everything so all the work that he did in the last few 
years of his life was open to us and also all of his earlier stuff.  His college, he was editor of the 
college magazine and that kind of stuff, he was a really shinning student for the most part, so we 
got to see things like that.   
 
But after that, its what you can get a hold of to show people.  Because its difficult to get ahold of 
there’s really not much, often, to look at. 
 
Was that the case with RHA?  In the case of Arranged Marriage? 
That show was somebody’s collection.  A man named Ellsworth Snyder who was a musician, a 
midwestern musician, a pianist, who had been a friend and a student of John Cage and promoted 
Fluxus and collected a lot of it in his career.  So if you know of anyone whose got some stuff, let 
me know. 
 
As far as the Chicago Fluxus Ensemble and performing locally… 
Last night, we were the Chicago Fluxus Ensemble I think.  Its a changeable cast.  Hannah came 
up with it I think because we needed a name for a poster.  And occasionally you get a few people 
who take it too seriously.  Not that you shouldn't all take it seriously.  Claim your membership.  
 
As far as teaching, I was wondering how much Fluxus has influenced your approach to 
teaching.  Is our lack of a syllabus because its a Fluxus class or is that a standard? 
Its a standard.  Its a pedagogical approach which has been influenced by among other things 
Fluxus and cognate ideas. 
 
I really like the idea in Fluxus of “de-hero-izing” the artist.  Anyone can perform any piece.  
The problem I have is in time and location.  Performing “Cut Piece” here in Chicago, in 
class, is very different than Yoko Ono performing it in NY in the 60s.  Does that factor in... 
I think every time you look at a work of art it is different.  And any time anyone looks at a work 
of art, its different.  So the context is always manifesting itself in your experience of the world.  
So you’re always having to make that negotiation between your own ability to perceive things 
and the context which is also managing your ability to perceive things.  So its an ongoing 
negotiation.  Of course licking whipped cream off someone or watching someone do it in two 
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different places is different but then its also different every time you think about it.   
 
Continuing with the idea of “de-hero-izing” the artist.  With hindsight, there are certain 
Fluxus artists that become more popular than others.  How do you navigate that? 
There’s a certain inevitability about that.  You have to alive for one thing.  Joe Jones--who is 
that?  He’d be really famous if he was still alive.  Because his thing was so timely and pertinent 
and beautiful and he was apparently such a nice guy that he would be world famous.  But he 
died.  So living helps.  I recommend it folks, staying alive!  Keep at that as long as you can.  But 
it changes everything.  If you get old enough, they say, you get into your 90s and if you can still 
butter a piece of toast then you get on the radio. 
 
With Yoko Ono and John Lennon’s involvement, was there anyone that thought they 
might be too big of public figures? 
I mentioned before that Yoko is quite a private and reserved person who wants to keep the world 
pretty much where it is and has found for obvious reasons, an increasing need to strengthen that 
barrier and that offends some people who see her as coming from a rather different place in the 
hierarchy.  I’ve not met anyone who met John Lennon who didn’t love him instantly.  
 
Did you ever meet John Lennon? 
No, I never met him.  But I know a couple of people that knew him well and they say he was 
incredible.  It was like everytime he went into a room, the lights went on.   
 
You’re teaching at Ox-Bow this winter.  Can you tell us a bit about your class? 
Just like a radio interview now!  Plugging my work.  Yes, don’t sign up anyone but get your 
students to sign up if you have students.  Especially the naughty ones, as punishment.  Two 
weeks in the snow.  “Art as Experience” with myself and Judith Rodenbeck.  She’s a very well 
known art historian.  She used to be the editor of Art Journal, like “a real art historian.” 
 
Any classes you’re teaching next semester you want to plug while you have the chance? 
“Word as Art” is always a winner.  Expanded poetry.  Thats a small class, the number is limited 
so that will be nice.  “Happenings, Events, and the Theater of Chance” gets pretty wild.  And 
“Artist Books and Related Phenomena.”  Says it on the tin really.  Just exactly what it says.   
 
 
 
 
 
 


