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Outing Queer Fluxus 

Geoffrey Hendricks in Conversation with David J. Getsy

Since coming out in the early 1970s, Geoffrey Hendricks (1931–2018) wove 
matter-of-fact discussions of sexuality and his relationships into his work, 
his published diaries, and his performances—making him an early, visible, 

and surprisingly rare example of an out gay artist in the first years after the Stone-
wall uprising.1 His performances such as Fluxdivorce (with Nye Ffarrabas, 1971), 
Ring Piece (1971), and Equinox Piece for Stephen (with Stephen Varble, 1972) are 
important milestones in queer art history in these formative years. Hendricks 
had been a key figure in Fluxus in New York City from its beginnings, and he 
was instrumental in fostering it and other experimental practices at Rutgers Uni-
versity, where he taught for decades.2 His artistic practice included performances, 
assemblages, collaborations, and publications, but he was most known for the 
paintings of skies and clouds with which he covered objects (including crates, 
clothes, statues, canvases, billboards, and vehicles, to name a few). Hendricks 
stood apart from many other Fluxus artists both for his activity as a painter and 
for the ways in which his work explored his own life experience as a source. As he 
wrote in 1972, “Art is about getting deep, deep into your personal self, working, 
struggling (but all of this is not art), and then suddenly, you have left yourself 
for something universal.”3 His insistence on the importance of the personal led 
him to engage forthrightly with themes of homosexuality and same-sex partner-
ship throughout his long career.

There has been little sustained discussion of non-normative sexualities and gen-
ders in histories of Fluxus, despite the fact that more than a few working in its 
orbit were lesbian, gay, or otherwise non-heterosexual (including Brian Buczak, 
Ffarrabas, Dick Higgins, Ray Johnson, Jill Johnston, Kate Millett, and Pauline 
Oliveros) or who explored options beyond the gender they were assigned at birth 
(George Maciunas and Varble).4 Hendricks long supported efforts to preserve 
queer histories and the work of artists lost to the on-going AIDS crisis, and for 
this public conversation he chose to focus on his collaborations in the 1970s that 
took same-sex relationships, love, and gender transformation as their themes. 
On April 20, 2016, I conducted this interview as part of the events relating to 
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the exhibition A Feast of Astonishments: Charlotte Moorman and the Avant-Garde, 
1960s–1980s at the Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University.5 The follow-
ing is an abbreviated transcript that has been edited, supplemented with factual 
details in the interview questions, and reorganized for clarity.

The idea for this conversation emerged out of a problem in the narration of the 1970s 
and the history of Fluxus. Especially outside of the specialist histories of Fluxus, there 
has been very little recognition of its queer themes, otherwise identities, homoeroticism, 
and challenges to conventional notions of family. I was reading an interview that you 
did in 1993, in which you were already saying there are all of these connections to 
queer politics in your work and asking where the historians of this were.6 So, how was 
the moment of Stonewall and its immediate aftermath informative of the work that you 
were doing in the 1970s?

I think it was more they were going along parallel. What was taking place within 
me in terms of change just manifested itself in the Stonewall rebellion and actions 
there. Nye [Ffarrabas] and I came to a realization of our own queerness and of 
the changing relationship between us and our relationship to our being parents 
of two great kids.7 Nye was going to feminist consciousness-raising groups and 
meeting with various lesbians, and I was getting over to the Firehouse and being 
involved in the Gay Activist Alliance.8

The re-composition of family was made public with the 1971 Fluxdivorce, which hap-
pened on your tenth wedding anniversary. Items from your marriage were cut in half— 
marriage certificate, wedding invitation, mattress, bedframe, and so on. George Maci-
unas was involved, and he helped to divide rooms of your house with barbed wire and 
a wall of cardboard boxes. There was a part of the performance called “Separation” in 
which you and Nye wore coats that had been sewn to each other. Then there was a 
tug-of-war with the men pulling on ropes attached to you and the women pulling on 
ropes attached to Nye until those two coats (and you both) became separate again. This 
action visualized the pull of same-sex relationships on you both. What was the response 
to the Fluxdivorce, which made clear that this was about your increasingly divergent 
lives? How was it received at the time?

Jill Johnston wrote about it in her weekly column in the Village Voice.9 Earlier 
[that year] Jill had written an article called “Lois Lane Is a Lesbian,” which was 
about her own coming out in a public sort of way.10 It was an article I clipped 
and carried around with me for a long, long time, because it was very incisive 
and seminal. Jill became a very good friend.11 At the Fluxdivorce, she played the 
piano and was part of the audience. I think it was received well and, in retrospect, 
seen as an iconic work. John [Lennon] and Yoko [Ono] arrived in a limousine 
and parked in front, which was exciting for all my neighbors on the block. They 
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came in and had some little document or picture or something that was cut in 
half. John gave me his half, “For Geoff, love John.” Yoko gave her half to Nye.

Ring Piece (1971), for the 8th Annual Avant Garde Festival in New York, was related. 
You sat for ten hours atop a mound of dirt within which a few items from the Fluxdivorce 
were buried. You were silent and largely unresponsive to the audience. Buried under-
neath you were relics such as your wedding bed cut into two halves (buried at different 
levels in the dirt so that they were no longer together), the coats from the tug of war, 
and the cut wedding documents incorporated into a construction you called Cut/Caged.  
But that construction was a replacement for another work by George Maciunas. What 
happened there, and what other artists’ works came to be part of Ring Piece?

George had put the wedding ring into a box cube with ten bells for the ten years 
of our marriage. He did this, but before the Festival he said, “Geoff, I’ve taken 
this position of total non-participation in Charlotte’s festivals,” because there 
was this warfare between George and Charlotte. Charlotte was all-embracive, all-
inclusive of the avant-garde; George was very methodical about who was Fluxus 
and who wasn’t Fluxus. He had already started putting the box together when 
he made this decision. I said, “Fine, that’s no problem. I’ll put something else 
under me. We’ll make the box,” but his box was not buried.12 I sat on those other 
objects [from the Fluxdivorce]. That day, Dick Higgins had another piece that was 
called Mice All Over the Place. White mice were released at different parts of the 
Armory.13 I was sitting there writing in my journal, with a little bell to ring, and 
then suddenly a mouse was crawling up my body or a mouse just sitting on my 
shoulder and nuzzling into my coat tails. It was only after it was all over that I 
realized that this was a piece of Dick’s. Who better to interact with? Dick and I 
were very much buddies in this Fluxus world.

Throughout the twelve hours of Ring Piece, you remained silent, nodding only maybe 
to a few people, such as Jill Johnston. The entire meditation became this performance 
in public of a private mood. You once said, “This piece was a rite of passage, a burial, 
and a putting to rest of ten years of my life, and a rebirth, a new beginning.”14 Your 
sculptural practice also used this idea of cutting and of making whole from parts again. 
For instance, the Cut Chair (1975) you’ve talked about in relationship to your own 
histories of sexual identity and sexual awakening.

The cutting of the chair and reconfiguring it, which I’ve done in more examples 
than just this, as being symbolic of opening up my life, reconfiguring it in a new 
context, and from having a married, heterosexual life with two kids and so forth, 
to embracing my gay identity and embracing this fully and going forth with a 
new, very different life. I think this rediscovery of the self is something that’s a 
very affirmative act and leads to an opening up and expansion into your own 
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potential and what you’re doing in your own work. Something about the Cut 
Chair here that I find quite marvelous was that when it gets cut and opened up, 
it liberates the chair and makes it something more than what it is. 

The Cut Chair is from 1975. I want to move back a little bit to talk about your first 
collaborative relationship after the Fluxdivorce, which was with the artist Stephen Varble 
[from 1971 to 1974]. And there were also two other works that made a trilogy with 
Ring Piece: the Silent Meditation performances in London and Aachen.15

Growing out of the Ring Piece, Stephen and I were in London for the ICES Festival 
[International Carnival of Experimental Sound] that Harvey Matusow and Annea 
Lockwood brought together in the Roundhouse in London [in August 1972]. I sat 
on a pile of dirt. Stephen had a group of costumes, including the Wooden Dress, 
and he performed around me. 

You brought a tortoise named “Equinox” to perform with you in London and Aachen, 
and Equinox also earlier played a role in the performance of the same name, in which 
you emerge naked out of the ocean and are donned in tails and then give the tortoise to 
Stephen.16 Equinox Piece for Stephen [21 March 1972] was almost like a wedding, 
and you’ve referred to it as such before.17

This was for the Vernal Equinox. It’s something that we planned to take place 
at sunrise down at Jones Beach. I was in the water, naked, emerging out of the 
water, and come and meet Stephen, and we find this tortoise that we planted in 
the dunes or in beach grass and so forth, that we then take back with us to Billy 
Apple’s space on 23rd Street. We went back there and then performed throughout 
the whole day there. I was cutting wood, and I had built a small fire. Stephen was 
hanging lettuce leaves from clotheslines. We were interacting in different ways. 
This was all imagery that Stephen and I developed in our performances together.

Of the performances you did with Stephen, there’s one in that I’m interested to hear 
about, when you performed Jacki Apple’s score Identity Exchange in 1972, but in the 
context of your studio class at Rutgers University.

This is one other example of the pleasure and the liberating quality of tenure. 
Identity Exchange was a piece of Jacki’s in which you are to assume the identity 
of someone else—change your identity with them. For a day, you’re that person; 
that person is you. Stephen and I went out, and he (as me) taught my class, and 
I (as Stephen) hung around and wrote in my journal and kibbutzed a little bit. 
Stephen was being as professorial as he could. The department chair, Reggie Neal, 
was irate. It was like, “Geoffrey, what are you doing?” and so forth. “I’m Stephen. 
Talk to Geoffrey over there,” and so forth, which infuriated him even more. We 
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Geoffrey Hendricks, Times Square Meditation, film still from documentation, 1972. © Estate of 

Geoffrey Hendricks, 2020.
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got through the day, and I was tenured, as I said, and continued teaching for 48 
years. We went over to the dining hall, and Stephen was writing as me, writing 
in his journal, and I was Stephen.

There’s a way of pushing that intimacy of your relationship with Stephen. It’s happening 
for the audience, your students, and a same-sex relationship becomes figured or present 
in the work. You also collaborated on Stephen’s play Silent Prayer, which was performed 
at the La MaMa [Experimental Theatre Club] in 1973. He wrote the play and designed 
some of his elaborate costumes for this, but you acted in the play and designed the sets. 

I would say in terms of collaboration, the two is greater than the sum of the 
two. Somehow the way you work together expands out beyond just being two 
people together. We worked extremely hard in bringing Silent Prayer together. 
My concept for the environment, the set, and this was probably evolved together 
with Stephen, was to have a whole sky environment in back, and Stephen wanted 
me on this upper-level platform as sky god in this costume that he made out of 
scraps of leather that were found in a dumpster and tied together with twine, 
and this amazing helmet that he constructed. 

We’ve been talking about these collaborative relationships as if they’re just happy and 
come together well. As we all know, lives don’t really work that way all the time, and 
there are moments of agonistic back and forth. For instance, there is Stephen’s Slide 
Dress, which was created for your trip to London, and then it was used in Aachen and 
Silent Prayer as well. The dress itself is made from your personal slides picturing you 
and your family. Can you talk about how that permission (or not) happened?

I, in our loft, had these boxes of family slides that one collects. Stephen one day 
saw them and decided he would just go ahead and sew them together and make 
a costume out of them. I guess there was probably a little bit of a fight about that, 
but I was also delighted with the transformation of them. In the Aachen Silent 
Meditation, Stephen’s costumes evolved. I think it may have just been the Wooden 
Dress in London, but then in Aachen he wore others. In one, he was playing a 
Stevie Wonder tape and was Stevie Wonder in some persona, as well as the Slide 
Dress and the Wooden Dress. I think he had four different costumes. This was in 
a Baroque hall, but it was rebuilt because the building had been destroyed in the 
Second World War. There was iconography of the Four Seasons in the sculpture 
in the ceiling. We were playing with the idea of four; four different costumes of 
Stephen and things like that.

The Slide Dress featured in Stephen’s play Silent Prayer, and after you break up in 
1974, that dress was used in subsequent performances. It has a long life in multiple 
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iterations. One of the things that’s interesting about this dress is to think about the same 
theme of remaking one’s life and symbolizing it through the alteration of things that are 
important to you. For instance, in Fluxdivorce it was a marriage license and bed, and 
here it is the family slides.

Nice analogy.

It was a little bit more mean-spirited by Stephen, obviously. It was a way of asserting his 
new status as your partner against your earlier life, and it meant absorbing that earlier 
life. It’s almost as if he’s taking some of the ways in which you were thinking about 
remaking but using them in this more agonistic way.

I hadn’t thought about that—that this is that whole history of my earlier life, 
that he’s taking and reformulating.

This absorption and commentary on earlier moments—remaking and then using them 
for new purposes—is very much part of what’s going on in the collaborative practice at 
this time. Maybe another agonistic piece that we could talk about is the last major col-
laboration with Stephen in 1973.

This was [Sky/Roots: A Meditation on Dreams for] Charlotte Moorman’s 10th Avant 
Garde Festival at Grand Central Station. She got a group of freight cars, and art-
ists had a whole or a half of a car. I was in one end of a car, and Stephen was 
opposite me in the other end. He had this glass door—a veranda porch door with 
glass paintings—that was supported from the roof of the boxcar. Then he moved 
back and forth, performing in a mobile way in these different costumes. Opposite 
him, I had ropes across, separating my place, and I had a pile of branches there. 
I was under black plastic covered with a mound of dirt. I had white mice and a 
chicken. They came out first, and then I appeared, naked.18 I had a tape with my 
dreams recorded playing. Then I had this chair in the back that had some hair 
tied to it that was given to me by a student, Cathy Weir [?], who cut off her hair 
as a declaration realizing that she was gay. She was a lesbian and wanted to make 
this affirmative statement about the change that she was feeling within her life. 
Since I was important as a teacher, she felt that I should have this, so she’d given 
it to me. So, I worked it into a piece. This chair I have; it’s gone through various 
editions. It has hammered in the text in the back, done later after the festival: 
“Sit carefully in this chair until you remember one important event from your 
past, and following this moment of recall, get up immediately.”

I wanted to talk about the next major collaborative relationship in your life, with Brian 
Buczak. 
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I met Brian at a party at an artist’s loft [in 1977]. We danced together. I saw 
him leave. I was attracted to him, and he clearly was attracted to me. I ran after 
him and said, “Hey, I don’t even have your contacts,” and so forth and so forth. 
We went on and ended up back at my house. We were together for a good long 
relationship until he died of AIDS-related causes a decade or more later.

There is an early collaborative performance, called Il Tronco, at the Galleria d’Arte 
Moderna in Bologna, that you have characterized as a similar moment of retrospection 
and moving forward. It really signaled a whole new phase of your work.19

We designed it with the idea that the audience should not be in and around 
us. They were on a balcony up above, looking down. We emerged. We began 
covered with branches and grass and leaves and so forth. We had cords that 
enabled us to pull these up into the space above us. There were, it seems to me, 
two chickens and two ducks in a cage that entered into the performance and 
worked in an interactive way with ourselves. There were shoes and the vests that 
were suspended above.

I wanted to cap off our discussion with another major Fluxus event, the Fluxwedding of 
George Maciunas and Billie Hutching, which happened in 1978. Can you talk about that?

George was aware that he had terminal cancer and was getting toward the end of 
his life. He had developed a relationship with Billie Hutching. They got together 
and developed a very intense BDSM relationship. She would whip George, which 
helped relieve his pain from the cancer. I think he was something of a masoch-
ist anyway, and so it was sexually satisfying, gratifying. Their relationship was 
very intense and strong and respected by all of us. There was one event [in 1977] 
where George . . . I guess it was for a Halloween, and we were all to come in 
different identities. I arrived there with Brian [Buczak] as a sailor. I had some 
other costume. George was there greeting people at the door as an elegant woman 
in a long formal dress with a wig. I said, “Hello, it’s nice to be here,” and went 
through this exchange. George said, “Geoff, you didn’t recognize me?” 

I hadn’t realized that it was George. He had transformed himself sufficiently, so 
that he was somebody else. He was this woman who was there greeting people 
for this Halloween. He went through various cross-dressing events and activities, 
and at a certain point said to me, “Geoff, we had the Fluxdivorce and we had the 
Fluxmass and so forth, but we’ve never had a Fluxwedding. Will you orchestrate 
a Fluxwedding for Billie and me?” It was over at the loft of Jean Dupuy, which 
became the kind of Fluxus loft. I was minister officiating, and various Fluxus 
people were there. They [George and Billie] each came as themselves I guess, 
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and then in the process of the event [Black and White], changed their identities, 
so that George took off a wig that Billie was wearing and put it on and took off 
her dress and put it on, and he took off his tuxedo and Billie put that on and 
the whole thing.20 There was a Fluxfeast. Louise Bourgeois was there. She was 
a regular Fluxus groupie and very special person, part of our extended family.

The level of acceptance in the larger family of Fluxus of all these identities—as well as 
other narratives around gender and family—were part of the exploration that the entire 
group was undertaking.

You don’t necessarily think of Fluxus being this movement that was about gender 
identity and transformation of one’s personal identity, and yet this really iconic 
piece is an epitome of this. The kind of playfulness—the idea of taking on dif-
ferent identities and so forth—is really a very central part of what Fluxus is.
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8. From 1971 until it was destroyed by arson in 1974, a decommissioned firehouse 
at 99 Wooster Street served as the headquarters of the Gay Activist Alliance and a com-
munity center. The dances held there weekly were an important part of building a more 
public gay community in New York City.

9. Jill Johnston, “Socials Wit Jog & Yokel,” The Village Voice (July 1, 1971): 23, 26.

10. Johnston’s article “Lois Lane Is a Lesbian” spanned three issues of The Village 
Voice: March 4, 1971 (pp. 9–10, 64), March 11, 1971 (pp. 21, 28), and March 25, 1971 
(pp. 27–28, 38). 

11. In 1993, Hendricks staged a Fluxprocession in celebration of Johnston’s marriage 
to Ingrid Nyeboe in Odense, Denmark (at that time the only country in the world to 
recognize same-sex marriage as legal). See Jill Johnston, “Wedding in Denmark,” Art in 
America Vol. 82, No. 6 (June 1994): 75–76. Hendricks recounted this story in a part of 
the recorded interview not included in this transcript.

12. Maciunas also titled this box Ring Piece. Maciunas’s embargo of the box became 
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DAVID J. GETSY is the Goldabelle McComb Finn Distinguished Profes-
sor of Art History at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. He has 
published seven books, most recently Abstract Bodies: Sixties Sculpture in 
the Expanded Field of Gender (2015) and the anthology of artists’ writings, 
Queer (2016). Forthcoming is a book on Scott Burton’s queer performance 
art of the 1970s, and his current project is a monograph based on the 2018 
retrospective that he curated for the Leslie-Lohman Museum, New York: 
Rubbish and Dreams: The Genderqueer Performance Art of Stephen Varble.


