
London Arts Labs and the 60s Avant Garde:
Unveiling the Countercultural Revolution
A kaleidoscopic exploration into the heart of artistic rebellion

In the heart of swinging London, amidst the electrifying cultural landscape
of the 1960s, a group of visionary artists and thinkers emerged from the
shadows, challenging established norms and forging a new path in
creativity. They were the London Arts Labs, a collective of rebels who
defied conventions, embraced experimentation, and pushed the boundaries
of artistic expression.
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Their mission was bold: to break down barriers between art forms, to
explore the uncharted territories of performance and intermedia, and to
create an inclusive space where artists could freely experiment and
collaborate. The Arts Labs became a fertile ground for artistic innovation, a
crucible where ideas flourished and the seeds of a countercultural
revolution were sown.
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The Genesis of London Arts Labs: A Hub for Creative Dissent

The genesis of the London Arts Labs can be traced back to the mid-1960s,
a time of social and cultural upheaval. The traditional boundaries of art
were being questioned, and a new generation of artists sought to break
free from the constraints of established institutions.

At the forefront of this artistic rebellion were two visionary figures: John
Latham and Barbara Steveni. Latham, a painter and sculptor, was known
for his radical approach to art, embracing chance and incorporating found
objects into his work. Steveni, a choreographer and dancer, was equally
innovative, pushing the boundaries of movement and expression.

In 1964, Latham and Steveni joined forces to establish the Institute for
Contemporary Arts' (ICA) Artists' Project, a platform for experimental art
that quickly gained notoriety as a hub for creative dissent. Within the ICA's
hallowed halls, artists could freely experiment with new ideas, pushing the
boundaries of artistic expression and challenging the status quo.

A Tapestry of Artistic Experimentation: Blurring the Lines Between Art
Forms

The Artists' Project became a breeding ground for artistic experimentation,
attracting a diverse group of artists from various disciplines. Painters,
sculptors, dancers, musicians, and writers converged within the ICA's walls,
collaborating and cross-pollinating ideas in a vibrant exchange of creative
energy.

One of the most striking features of the London Arts Labs was its emphasis
on interdisciplinary collaboration. Artists from different backgrounds worked
together to create immersive and multi-sensory experiences that defied



easy categorization. Performance art, multimedia installations, and
experimental theater became the preferred mediums for artistic expression,
pushing the boundaries of traditional art forms and challenging audiences
to redefine their understanding of what constituted art.

Happenings: Unpredictable and Immersive Events That Shattered
Conventions

A defining characteristic of the London Arts Labs was the concept of
"happenings." These unpredictable and immersive events were designed to
break down the barriers between artist and audience, blurring the lines
between art and life. Happenings often took place in unconventional
settings, such as streets, parks, or abandoned warehouses, and invited the
public to participate and become part of the artistic experience.

One of the most infamous happenings was "Destruction in Art Symposium"
(DIAS),organized by Gustav Metzger in 1966. DIAS featured a series of
performances involving the destruction of various objects, including a
piano, a typewriter, and a cello. The event sparked controversy and
became a symbol of the avant-garde's rejection of traditional aesthetics
and its embrace of chaos and unpredictability.

Fluxus: The Anti-Art Movement That Championed the Everyday

Fluxus, an international movement founded by George Maciunas, played a
significant role within the London Arts Labs. Fluxus artists sought to
challenge the elitism and commercialism of the art world by embracing the
everyday and the anti-art. They produced ephemeral works, such as
instructional scores, performance pieces, and mail art, that often poked fun
at the established art institutions and questioned the very nature of what
constituted art.



One of the most famous Fluxus artists was Yoko Ono, who became known
for her conceptual art and performance pieces. Her work often explored
themes of peace, love, and the interconnectedness of all things. Ono's
involvement in the London Arts Labs brought Fluxus to a wider audience
and helped to shape the movement's distinctive aesthetic and philosophy.

Performance Art: Embracing the Body as a Canvas and a Medium for
Expression

Performance art emerged as a major force within the London Arts Labs,
providing artists with a platform to explore the expressive possibilities of the
human body. Performance artists used their bodies as canvases, creating
ephemeral works that often pushed the boundaries of physical endurance
and emotional intensity.

Carolee Schneemann was one of the pioneers of performance art during
this period. Her groundbreaking performances, such as "Meat Joy"
(1964),explored themes of sexuality, violence, and the female body.
Schneemann's work challenged societal norms and conventions, and
helped to establish performance art as a legitimate form of artistic
expression.

Intermedia: A Fusion of Art Forms That Transcended Boundaries

Intermedia works became a hallmark of the London Arts Labs, as artists
sought to transcend the boundaries of traditional art forms and create new
hybrid expressions. Intermedia works often combined elements of painting,
sculpture, performance, and sound, creating immersive and multi-sensory
experiences that challenged audiences to redefine their understanding of
art.



One of the most influential intermedia artists was Dick Higgins, who coined
the term "intermedia" in 1966. Higgins's work explored the intersections
between art, music, literature, and technology. His intermedia
compositions, such as "Danger Music" (1967),combined elements of
musique concrète, Fluxus aesthetics, and experimental theater.

A Legacy of Creative Rebellion: The Enduring Impact of the London
Arts Labs

The London Arts Labs' influence on the art world was profound and far-
reaching. The collective's commitment to experimentation, collaboration,
and the breaking down of boundaries helped to shape the course of
contemporary art. The avant-garde movement that emerged from the Arts
Labs continues to resonate today, inspiring artists to push the limits of
creativity and challenge established norms.

The legacy of the London Arts Labs can be seen in the work of countless
contemporary artists who have embraced the spirit of experimentation and
collaboration. Artists such as Marina Abramović, Yayoi Kusama, and Ai
Weiwei have all been influenced by the avant-garde movement that
flourished within the Arts Labs, and their work continues to challenge
conventions and push the boundaries of artistic expression.

: A Crucible of Creativity that Redefined the Boundaries of Art

The London Arts Labs was a crucible of creativity that redefined the
boundaries of art in the 1960s. The collective's commitment to
experimentation, collaboration, and the breaking down of boundaries
fostered an environment where artistic innovation flourished. The avant-
garde movement that emerged from the Arts Labs continues to inspire



artists today, and its legacy as a beacon of creative rebellion and
innovation remains firmly etched in the annals of art history.
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