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06. [Introduction]
“Happenings” in 
the New York Scene
The “Happenings” are a touchstone for nearly every discussion of new media as it relates
tointeractivity in art. 

The term “Happening” has been used to describe many performances and events, organized by
Allan Kaprow and others during the 1950s and 1960s, including a number of theatrical productions
that were traditionally scripted and invited only limited audience interaction (e.g., applause). Yet
however interactive the various events actually were, the idea of interaction associated with
Happenings was profoundly inspiring and has remained so for decades. Kaprow wrote in the essay
below, “Some of us will probably become famous. It will be an ironic fame fashioned largely by those
who have never seen our work.” And, in fact, many more came into contact with Happenings
through the writing about them than through the actual experience of them. Perhaps the
Happenings achieved such fame, beyond those who participated directly, because they reflected and
provoked a desire to break down distinctions between creator and audience—a desire and activity
now central for many new media practitioners.

Once we have put aside the question of whether the original Happenings were actually
interactive, we may turn to the consideration, more thought-provoking in a new media context, of
how we can learn from the contrasts between this and other models of interactivity. While we
might compare Kaprow’s statements with obviously-dissimilar models (such as menu-driven species
of interaction), it is arguably more interesting to ask how this model of interactive performance
compares with that of other performance models, such as Augusto Boal’s (◊22). For example,
Kaprow discusses increasing the responsibility of the observer, and then abolishing the audience
altogether, with the artist remaining the organizing force. Boal similarly speaks of abolishing the
distinction between actor and spectator (in his performances the “protagonist” becomes a turn-
taking role), and makes organization of the performance activity a community function as well.
However, the work Kaprow reports does not necessarily employ interaction in the service of
something besides the creation of a new experience and type of attention—while Boal’s work is
analytically and politically motivated, hoping to recognize and practice opportunities for action
against oppression. In both cases the interactive method comes from outside the community, and
because the organizing principles are not within the audience’s sphere of influence, one might next
ask whether interactivity of either of these sorts actually goes beyond what Jean Baudrillard (pTK)
calls “reversibility”—processes like sending letters to the editor to the newspaper—and rearranges
communication in a fundamental way.

In parallel, Kaprow’s insight into the cultural moment from which Happenings sprang may help
us put related new media technology developments into context. For example, a useful connection
can be drawn between Kaprow’s anti-hierarchical formulation of art and Nelson’s anti-hierarchical
formulation of computing. Kaprow’s Happenings seem to have their closest new media relative in
Myron Krueger’s (◊25) “responsive environments”—a body of work heralded as art by some, as
technology by others, and as neither by powerful groups in each field. Yet Krueger’s work, like
Kaprow’s, has been enormously influential. Perhaps this ambivalence and influence is the mark of
true “intermedia” work—a term coined by Fluxus artist Dick Higgins to describe work of this cultural
moment, work which was greeted with ecstasy and rejected with horror as it threatened to overflow,
and even wash away, the boundaries between disciplines that the “total forms” (such as opera) had
only subsumed and reinforced.
—NWF

Regina Cornwell, “From the
Analytical Engine to Lady
Ada’s Art” (51–52):

Allan Kaprow’s use of the
term happening in 1959 was
picked up by the media and
the art world and applied to
various performances and
events. He spoke of
increasing the
‘”responsibility” of the
observer’ and finally
eliminating the audience
altogether as each individual
present would become part of
the event organized by an
artist. Yoko Ono, identified
with Fluxus, produced a
number of works that
demanded participation from
her audience. For instance, in
her Cut Piece, performed in
1965 at New York’s Carnegie
Rectal Hall and elsewhere,
she invited her audience to
come forward, pick up
scissors, and cut off a piece
of her clothing as she sat
placidly on the stage floor
facing them. This work
appears as a script in Ono’s
book, Strip Tease Show.
There, and in other books,
such as Grapefruit (1964),
she bids her readers to
participate by following
instructions, either
imaginatively or in fact.
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Art News 60(3):36–39,58–62. 1961. Reprinted in Allan Kaprow,
Essays on the Blurring of Art and Life, ed. Jeff Kelley. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1993.

“Happenings” in the
New York Scene 
Allan Kaprow
If you haven’t been to the Happenings, let me give you a
kaleidoscope sampling of some of their great moments.
Everybody is crowded into a downtown loft, milling about, like
at an opening. It’s hot. There are lots of big cartons sitting all
over the place. One by one they start to move, sliding and careen-
ing drunkenly in every direction, lunging into one another,
accompanied by loud breathing sounds over four loudspeakers.
Now it’s winter and cold and it’s dark, and all around little blue
lights go on and off at their own speed while three large brown
gunnysack constructions drag an enormous pile of ice and
stones over bumps, losing most of it, and blankets keep falling
over everything from the ceiling. A hundred iron barrels and
gallon wine jugs hanging on ropes swing back and forth,
crashing like church bells, spewing glass all over. Suddenly, mushy
shapes pop up from the floor and painters slash at curtains
dripping with action. A wall of trees tied with colored rags

advances on the crowd, scattering everybody, forcing them to
leave. There are muslin telephone booths for all with a record
player or microphone that tunes you in to everybody else.
Coughing, you breathe in noxious fumes, or the smell of
hospitals and lemon juice. A nude girl runs after the racing pool
of a searchlight, throwing spinach greens into it. Slides and
movies, projected over walls and people, depict hamburgers: big
ones, huge ones, red ones, skinny ones, flat ones, etc. You come in
as a spectator and maybe you discover you’re caught in it after all,
as you push things around like so much furniture. Words rumble
past, whispering, dee-daaa, baroom, love me, love me; shadows
joggle on screens; power saws and lawn mowers screech just like
the I.R.T. at Union Square. Tin cans rattle and you stand up to
see or change your seat or answer questions shouted at you by
shoeshine boys and old ladies. Long silences when nothing
happens, and you’re sore because you paid $1.50 contribution,
when bang! there you are facing yourself in a mirror jammed at
you. Listen. A cough from the alley. You giggle because you’re
afraid, suffer claustrophobia, talk to someone nonchalantly, but
all the time you’re there, getting into the act. . . . Electric fans
start, gently wafting breezes of New-Car smell past your nose as
leaves bury piles of a whining, burping, foul, pinky mess.

So much for the flavor. Now I would like to describe the
nature of Happenings in a different manner, more
analytically—their purpose and place in art.

Although widespread opinion has been expressed about these
events, usually by those who have never seen them, they are

06.“Happenings” in
the New York Scene

84

Further Reading

Cornwell, Regina. “From the Analytical Engine to Lady Ada’s Art,” Iterations: The New Image, ed. Timothey Druckrey. New York:
International Center of Photography, distributed by MIT Press, 1993.

Dinkla, Söke. “From Participation to Interaction: Toward the Origins of Interactive Art.” Clicking In: Hot Links to a Digital Culture, ed. Lynn
Hershman Leeson. Seattle: Bay Press, 1996.

Kaprow, Allan. Assemblage, Environments, & Happenings. New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1966.

Söke Dinkla, “From Participation to Interaction” (283, 289–290):

Kaprow’s Happenings make abundantly clear that not every form of participation per se implies a higher responsibility for the visitor and
thus a less authoritarian role of the artist. Rather, participation is located along a fragile border between emancipatory act and
manipulation. The decisive factor in judging the receptive situation is how active the unprepared viewer becomes within a certain
framework of action and without specific instructions. . . .

The widespread judgment that interactive intercourse with computer systems prepares the ground for an emancipation from the media
context, via the development from ‘passive’ to ‘active’ reception, is being euphorically defended by referring to the participatory art of the
sixties. But the role of the performers and the leader of Happenings has also shown that neither the authoritative role of the artist nor the
notion of work has been abandoned completely. These concepts will remain a principle in interactive art, too. They are delegated to the
program and automatized. The artistic material of interactive art is the automatized dialogue between program and user. Interactive
artworks provide a critical analysis of the automatized communication that is replacing interhuman relationships in more and more social
fields. Thus the distribution of power between user and system is not just a technological issue but a social and political issue as well.



06.“Happenings” in
the New York Scene

1961

85;

actually little known beyond a small group of interested
persons. This small following is aware of several different kinds
of Happenings. There are the sophisticated, witty works put on
by the theater people; the very sparsely abstract, almost Zen-like
rituals given by another group (mostly writers and musicians);
and those in which I am most involved, crude, lyrical, and very
spontaneous. This kind grew out of the advanced American
painting of the last decade, and those of us involved were all
painters (or still are). There is some beneficial exchange among
the three, however.

In addition, outside New York there is the Gutai group in
Osaka; reported activity in San Francisco, Chicago, Cologne,
Paris, and Milan; and a history that goes back through
Surrealism, Dada, Mime, the circus, carnivals, the traveling
saltimbanques, all the way to medieval mystery plays and
processions. Of most of this we know very little; only the spirit
has been sensed. Of what I know, I find that I have decided
philosophical reservations. Therefore, the points I make are
intended to represent, not the views of all those who create
works that might be generically related, or even of all those
whose work I admire, but of those whose works I feel to be the
most adventuresome, fruitfully open to applications, and the
most challenging of any art in the air at present.

Happenings are events that, put simply, happen. Though the
best of them have a decided impact—that is, we feel, “here is
something important”—they appear to go nowhere and do not
make any particular literary point. In contrast to the arts of the
past, they have no structured beginning, middle, or end. Their
form is open-ended and fluid; nothing obvious is sought and
therefore nothing is won, except the certainty of a number of
occurrences to which we are more than normally attentive.
They exist for a single performance, or only a few, and are gone
forever as new ones take their place.

These events are essentially theater pieces, however
unconventional. That they are still largely rejected by devotees
of the theater may be due to their uncommon power and
primitive energy, and to their derivation from the rites of
American Action Painting. But by widening the concept
“theater” to include them (like widening the concept “painting”
to include collage), we can see them against this basic
background and understand them better.

To my way of thinking, Happenings possess some crucial
qualities that distinguish them from the usual theatrical works,
even the experimental ones of today. First, there is the context,
the place of conception and enactment. The most intense and

essential Happenings have been spawned in old lofts,
basements, vacant stores, natural surroundings, and the street,
where very small audiences, or groups of visitors, are
commingled in some way with the event, flowing in and among
its parts. There is thus no separation of audience and play (as
there is even in round or pit theaters); the elevated picture-
window view of most playhouses is gone, as are the
expectations of curtain openings and tableaux vivants and
curtain closings. . . .

The sheer rawness of the out-of-doors or the closeness of
dingy city quarters in which the radical Happenings flourish is
more appropriate, I believe, in temperament and un-artiness, to
the materials and directness of these works. The place where
anything grows up (a certain kind of art in this case), that is, its
“habitat,” gives to it not only a space, a set of relationships to the
various things around it, and a range of values, but an overall
atmosphere as well, which penetrates it and whoever
experiences it. Habitats have always had this effect, but it is
especially important now, when our advanced art approaches a
fragile but marvelous life, one that maintains itself by a mere
thread, melting the surroundings, the artist, the work, and
everyone who comes to it into an elusive, changeable
configuration.

If I may digress a moment to bring this point into focus, it
may reveal why the “better” galleries and homes (whose decor is
still a by-now-antiseptic neoclassicism of the twenties) desiccate
and prettify modern paintings and sculpture that had looked so
natural in their studio birthplace. It may also explain why
artists’ studios do not look like galleries and why when an
artist’s studio does, everyone is suspicious. I think that today
this organic connection between art and its environment is so
meaningful and necessary that removing one from the other
results in abortion. Yet the artists who have made us aware of
this lifeline deny it; for the f lattery of being “on show” blinds
them to every insensitivity heaped upon their suddenly
weakened offerings. There seems no end to the white walls, the
tasteful aluminum frames, the lovely lighting, fawn gray rugs,
cocktails, polite conversation. The attitude, I mean the
worldview, conveyed by such a fluorescent reception is in itself
not “bad.” It is unaware. And being unaware, it can hardly be
responsive to the art it promotes and professes to admire.

Happenings invite us to cast aside for a moment these proper
manners and partake wholly in the real nature of the art and
(one hopes) life. Thus a Happening is rough and sudden and
often feels “dirty.” Dirt, we might begin to realize, is also organic
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and fertile, and everything, including the visitors, can grow a
little in such circumstances.

To return to the contrast between Happenings and plays,
the second important difference is that a Happening has no
plot, no obvious “philosophy,” and is materialized in an
improvisatory fashion, like jazz, and like much contemporary
painting, where we do not know exactly what is going to
happen next. The action leads itself any way it wishes, and the
artist controls it only to the degree that it keeps on “shaking”
right. A modern play rarely has such an impromptu basis, for
plays are still first written. A Happening is generated in action
by a headful of ideas or a flimsily jotted-down score of “root”
directions.

A play assumes that words are the almost absolute medium. A
Happening frequently has words, but they may or may not
make literal sense. If they do, their sense is not part of the fabric
of “sense” that other nonverbal elements (noise, visual stuff,
action) convey. Hence, they have a brief, emergent, and
sometimes detached quality. If they do not make sense, then
they are heard as the sound of words instead of the meaning
conveyed by them. Words, however, need not be used at all: a
Happening might consist of a swarm of locusts being dropped
in and around the performance space. This element of chance
with respect to the medium itself is not to be expected from the
ordinary theater.

Indeed, the involvement in chance, which is the third and
most problematical quality found in Happenings, rarely occurs
in the conventional theater. When it does, it is usually a
marginal benefit of interpretation. In the present work, chance
(in conjunction with improvisation) is a deliberately employed
mode of operating that penetrates the whole composition and
its character. It is the vehicle of the spontaneous. And it is the
clue to understanding how control (the setting up of chance
techniques) can effectively produce the opposite quality of the
unplanned and apparently uncontrolled. I think it can be
demonstrated that much contemporary art, which counts upon
inspiration to yield that admittedly desirable verve or sense of
the unselfconscious, is by now getting results that appear
planned and academic. A loaded brush and a mighty swing
always seem to hit the ball to the same spot.

Chance then, rather than spontaneity, is a key term, for it
implies risk and fear (thus reestablishing that fine nervousness
so pleasant when something is about to occur). It also better
names a method that becomes manifestly unmethodical if one
considers the pudding more a proof than the recipe.

Traditional art has always tried to make it good every time,
believing that this was a truer truth than life. Artists who
directly utilize chance hazard failure, the “failure” of being less
artistic and more lifelike. The “Art” they produce might
surprisingly turn out to be an affair that has all the inevitability
of a well-ordered middle-class Thanksgiving dinner (I have seen
a few remarkable Happenings that were “bores” in this sense).
But it could be like slipping on a banana peel, or going to heaven.

If a flexible framework with the barest limits is established by
selecting, for example, only five elements out of an infinity of
possibilities, almost anything can happen. And something
always does, even things that are unpleasant. Visitors to a
Happening are now and then not sure what has taken place,
when it has ended, even when things have gone “wrong.” For
when something goes “wrong,” something far more “right,” more
revelatory, has many times emerged. This sort of sudden near-
miracle presently seems to be made more likely by chance
procedures.

If artists grasp the import of that word chance and accept it
(no easy achievement in our culture), then its methods needn’t
invariably cause their work to reduce to either chaos or a bland
indifference, lacking in concreteness and intensity, as in a table
of random numbers. On the contrary, the identities of those
artists who employ such techniques are very clear. It is odd that
when artists give up certain hitherto privileged aspects of the
self, so that they cannot always “correct” something according to
their taste, the work and the artist frequently come out on top.
And when they come out on the bottom, it is a very concrete
bottom!

The final point I should like to make about Happenings as
against plays is implicit in all the discussion—their
impermanence. Composed so that a premium is placed on the
unforeseen, a Happening cannot be reproduced. The few
performances given of each work differ considerably from one
another; and the work is over before habits begin to set in. The
physical materials used to create the environment of
Happenings are the most perishable kind: newspapers, junk,
rags, old wooden crates knocked together, cardboard cartons cut
up, real trees, food, borrowed machines, etc. They cannot last for
long in whatever arrangement they are put. A Happening is thus
fresh, while it lasts, for better or worse.

Here we need not go into the considerable history behind
such values embodied in the Happenings. Suffice it to say that
the passing, the changing, the natural, even the willingness to
fail are familiar. They reveal a spirit that is at once passive in its
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acceptance of what may be and affirmative in its disregard of
security. One is also left exposed to the quite marvelous
experience of being surprised. This is, in essence, a continuation
of the tradition of Realism.

The significance of the Happening is not to be found simply
in the fresh creative wind now blowing. Happenings are not just
another new style. Instead, like American art of the late 1940s,
they are a moral act, a human stand of great urgency, whose
professional status as art is less a criterion than their certainty
as an ultimate existential commitment.

It has always seemed to me that American creative energy
only becomes charged by such a sense of crisis. The real
weakness of much vanguard art since 1951 is its complacent
assumption that art exists and can be recognized and practiced.
I am not so sure whether what we do now is art or something
not quite art. If I call it art, it is because I wish to avoid the
endless arguments some other name would bring forth.
Paradoxically, if it turns out to be art after all, it will be so in
spite of (or because of) this larger question.

But this explosive atmosphere has been absent from our arts
for ten years, and one by one our major figures have dropped by
the wayside, laden with glory. If tense excitement has returned
with the Happenings, one can only suspect that the pattern will
be repeated. These are our greenest days. Some of us will
become famous, and we will have proven once again that the
only success occurred when there was a lack of it.

Such worries have been voiced before in more discouraging
times, but today is hardly such a time, when so many are rich
and desire a befitting culture. I may seem therefore to throw
water on a kindly spark when I touch on this note, for we
customarily prefer to celebrate victories without ever
questioning whether they are victories indeed. But I think it is
necessary to question the whole state of American success,
because to do so is not only to touch on what is
characteristically American and what is crucial about
Happenings but also partly to explain America’s special strength.
And this strength has nothing to do with success.

Particularly in New York, where success is most evident, we
have not yet looked clearly at it and what it may imply—
something that, until recently, a European who had earned it
did quite naturally. We are unable to accept rewards for being
artists, because it has been sensed deeply that to be one means
to live and work in isolation and pride. Now that a new haut
monde is demanding of us art and more art, we find ourselves
running away or running to it, shocked and guilty, either way. I

must be emphatic: the glaring truth, to anyone who cares to
examine it calmly, is that nearly all artists, working in any
medium from words to paint, who have made their mark as
innovators, as radicals in the best sense of that word, have, once
they have been recognized and paid handsomely, capitulated to
the interests of good taste. There is no overt pressure anywhere.
The patrons of art are the nicest people in the world. They
neither wish to corrupt nor actually do so. The whole situation
is corrosive, for neither patrons nor artists comprehend their
role; both are always a little edgy, however abundantly smiles are
exchanged. Out of this hidden discomfort there comes a
stillborn art, tight or merely repetitive at best and at worst, chic.
The old daring and the charged atmosphere of precarious
discovery that marked every hour of the lives of modern artists,
even when they were not working at art, vanishes. Strangely, no
one seems to know this except, perhaps, the “unsuccessful”
artists waiting for their day. . . .

To us, who are already answering the increasing telephone
calls from entrepreneurs, this is more than disturbing. We are,
at this writing, still free to do what we wish, and are watching
ourselves as we become caught up in an irreversible process.
Our Happenings, like all the other art produced in the last
decade and a half by those who, for a few brief moments, were
also free, are in no small part the expression of this liberty. In
our beginning some of us, reading the signs all too clearly, are
facing our end.

If this is close to the truth, it is surely melodrama as well, and
I intend the tone of my words to suggest that quality. Anyone
moved by the spirit of tough-guyism would answer that all of
this is a pseudo-problem of the artists’ own making. They have
the alternative of rejecting fame if they do not want its
responsibilities. Artists have made their sauce; now they must
stew in it. It is not the patrons’ and the publicists’ moral
obligation to protect the artists’ freedom.

But such an objection, while sounding healthy and realistic, is
in fact European and old-fashioned; it sees the creator as an
indomitable hero who exists on a plane above any living
context. It fails to appreciate the special character of our mores
in America, and this matrix, I would maintain, is the only reality
within which any question about the arts may be asked.

The tough answer fails to appreciate our taste for fads and
“movements,” each one increasingly equivalent to the last in
value and complexion, making for that vast ennui, that anxiety
lying so close to the surface of our comfortable existence. It does
not account for our need to “love” everybody (our democracy)
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that must give every dog his bone and compels everyone
known by no one to want to be addressed by a nickname. This
relentless craving loves everything destructively, for it actually
hates love. What can anyone’s interest in this kind of art or that
marvelous painter possibly mean then? Is it a meaning lost on
the artist?

Where else can we see the unbelievable but frequent
phenomenon of successful radicals becoming “fast friends” with
successful academicians, united only by a common success and
deliberately insensitive to the fundamental issues their different
values imply? I wonder where else but here can be found that
shutting of the eyes to the question of purpose. Perhaps in the
United States such a question could not ever before exist, so
pervasive has been the amoral mush.

This everyday world affects the way art is created as much as
it conditions its response—a response the critic articulates for
the patron, who in turn acts upon it. Melodrama, I think, is
central to all of this.

Apart from those in our recent history who have achieved
something primarily in the spirit of European art, much of the
positive character of America can be understood by the word
melodrama: the saga of the Pioneer is true melodrama, the
Cowboy and the Indian; the Rent Collector, Stella Dallas, Charlie
Chaplin, the Organization Man, Mike Todd are melodrama. And
now the American Artist is a melodramatic figure. Probably
without trying, we have been able to see profoundly what we
are all about through these archetypal personages. This is the
quality of our temperament that a classically trained mind
would invariably mistake for sentimentality.

But I do not want to suggest that avant-garde artists
produce even remotely sentimental works; I am referring
more to the hard and silly melodrama of their lives and
almost farcical social position, known as well as the story of
George Washington and the Cherry Tree, which infuses what
they do with a powerful yet fragile fever. The idea is partly
that they will be famous only after they die, a myth we have
taken to heart far more than the Europeans, and far more
than we care to admit. Half-consciously, though, there is the
more indigenous dream that the adventure is everything; the
tangible goal is not important. The Pacific coast is farther
away than we thought, Ponce de Leon’s Fountain of Youth lies
beyond the next everglade, and the next, and the next . . .
meanwhile let’s battle the alligators.

What is not  melodramatic, in the sense I am using the word,
but is disappointing and tragic, is that today vanguard artists
are given their prizes very quickly instead of being left to their
adventure. Furthermore, they are led to believe, by no one in
particular, that this was the thing they wanted all the while. But
in some obscure recess of their mind, they assume they must
now die, at least spiritually, to keep the myth intact. Hence, the
creative aspect of their art ceases. To all intents and purposes,
they are dead and they are famous.

In this context of achievement-and-death, artists who make
Happenings are living out the purest melodrama. Their activity
embodies the myth of nonsuccess, for Happenings cannot be
sold and taken home; they can only be supported. And because
of their intimate and fleeting nature, only a few people can
experience them. They remain isolated and proud. The creators
of such events are adventurers too, because much of what they
do is unforeseen. They stack the deck that way.

By some reasonable but unplanned process, Happenings, we
may suspect, have emerged as an art that can function precisely
as long as the mechanics of our present rush for cultural
maturity continue. This situation will no doubt change
eventually and thus will change the issues I address here.

But for now there is this to consider, the point I raised earlier:
some of us will probably become famous. It will be an ironic
fame fashioned largely by those who have never seen our work.
The attention and pressure of such a position will probably
destroy most of us, as they have nearly all the others. We know
no better than anyone else how to handle the metaphysics and
practice of worldly power. We know even less, since we have not
been in the slightest involved with it. That I feel it necessary, in
the interests of the truth, to write this article, which may
hasten the conclusion, is even more fatefully ironic. But this is
the chance we take; it is part of the picture. . . .

Yet I cannot help wondering if there isn’t a positive side, too,
a side also subject to the throw of the dice. To the extent that a
Happening is not a commodity but a brief event, from the
standpoint of any publicity it may receive, it may become a state
of mind. Who will have been there at that event? It may become
like the sea monsters of the past or the flying saucers of
yesterday. I shouldn’t really mind, for as the new myth grows on
its own, without reference to anything in particular, the artist
may achieve a beautiful privacy, famed for something purely
imaginary while free to explore something nobody will notice.
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