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The promise of vast, simultaneous collective experience and the threat of a 

passive, uncritical, atomized audience—this was the ambiguous position that tele-
vision held in the skeptical minds of the first artists to engage the medium.2 They 
compelled their audiences not merely to look, but to interact physically, socially, 
with their works. This conflict between the artists and the medium they addressed 
is a basis for understanding their theoretical positions and the forms of their work. 
To the extent that it provides an accurate understanding of television and of TV-
related art, this conflict signals this work’s position outside the linear narrative that 
leads from Abstract Expressionism to conceptual art. Even to the extent that I 
oversimplify the situation, this framework of opposition still offers heuristic value 
in gauging the priorities and imperatives that shaped the practice of art-making in 
the Western Europe of 1963.  

Wolf Vostell and Nam June Paik were the first artists to engage the televisual 
apparatus with fully realized gallery exhibitions, both in the spring of 1963.3 Paik, 

                                                           
1 A much earlier version of this paper was presented at the Visualizing Rituals 

symposium at Cornell University in March 2005, and this text will appear in the companion 
volume published by Cambridge Scholars Press. I thank the organizers and participants for 
stimulating and productive discussions of our research, and especially Julia Kim Werts for 
excellent leadership of the event and this publication. I am also grateful to Sarah Kozlowski 
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2 The most militantly critical position was taken by the Situationist International. See 
Tom McDonough, ed., Guy DeBord and the Situationist International: Texts and Doc-
uments (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2002). 

3 A number of artists engaged television as a theme, or incorporated TV sets as mute 
sculptural objects. See John Alan Farmer, The New Frontier: Art and Television: 1960-65, 
exh. cat. (Austin: Texas Museum of Art, 2000) and Farmer, “Art Into Television, 1960-65,” 
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von 1959,” Kunstforum International 115 (1991), 225-229. Edith Decker-Phillips corrected 
the narrative propagated by Vostell which assigned himself priority, neglecting to credit 
Paik. See Decker-Phillips, Paik Video, trans. Marie-Genviève Iselin et al. (Barrytown, N.Y.: 
Station Hill Arts, 1998), 42-53. See also Rudolf Frieling and Dieter Daniels, Medien Kunst 
Aktion: die 60er und 70er Jahre in Deutschland (Vienna: Springer, 1997). 



with musical training and technological expertise, extended this competence into 
work with the TV signal. Vostell’s field of engagement was broader. He traded less 
precision for a wider scope. With training and sensibility in graphic art, he judged 
television to be a decisive element of the whole visual and social environment. 
Together with other artists in the Cologne avant-garde of this time, Paik and 
Vostell’s contacts were mutually productive and enriching.4

The relationships that Vostell set up between the work of art, the apparatus of 
television, and the audience illuminate his idea of visual and social reality. His 
work is less strictly contemplative than a painting, and less strictly active than a 
political demonstration. His approach is to bring together the opposing modes—
active and contemplative—in the same work. This strategy proposes disjunctive 
tension, as opposed to rigorous refinement, as an aesthetic model. A close ex-
amination of his early work with television demonstrates these tendencies at a key 
moment. The concept of ritual is productive in explaining this work because it 
clarifies different structures of the active and the passive, the mundane and the 
sacred, the individual and the social. I will start with a brief description of a key 
Vostell work, and move outward from there. The work in question is called Sun in 
Your Head. It is a six-minute, 35mm film made by Vostell with Edo Jansen op-
erating the camera.5 This film served as a component of several of Vostell’s TV-
related works from this period.  

In Sun in Your Head, several seemingly unrelated images flicker in and out of 
view, accompanied only by a high-pitched tone. A human figure is visible, as the 
ambient light goes up and down. Text reading “Magasin der Woche” is visible, 
then a picture of Marilyn Monroe. Light flashes on and off, as we see a hint of a 
face, then hints of abstract pictures. A crowd and a street scene, then what seem to 
be movie credits. Then airplane cockpit gauges, and the airplane’s belly, inscribed 
with “US Air Force”, and then a man with a headset, followed by wings with 

                                                           
4 Important connective centers in the Cologne scene at this time included Karlheinz 

Stockhausen’s electronic music studio, performances in Mary Bauermeister’s atelier, and 
Vostell’s journal Dé-coll/age. See Historisches Archiv der Stadt Köln, ed., intermedial 
kontrovers experimentell: Das Atelier Mary Bauermeister in Köln 1960-62 (Cologne: 
Emons Verlag, 1993) and Wulf Herzogenrath and Gabriele Lueg, eds., 60er Jahre: Kölns 
Weg zur Kunstmetropole: vom Happening zum Kunstmarkt, exh. cat. (Cologne: Kölnischer 
Kunstverein, 1986). 

5 A copy of the film can be viewed on a DVD in the collection of the Neuer Berliner 
Kunstverein. The DVD is Wolf Vostell dé-coll/age filme 1963-1971, transferred from a 
videocassette made by Vostell in 1974. A 90-second excerpt is also online at “Media Art 
Net | Vostell, Wolf: Sun in Your Head.” http://www.medienkunstnetz.de/works/sun-in-your-
head/video/1/ 



engines. The plane lands, the screen flashes, and we see a man with a headset. Sim-
ilar images follow for six minutes.6

The visual effect is like channel-surfing with a TV set, minus the diegetic 
sounds, and indeed, the images we see come from broadcast television. Vostell 
created an icon of the televisual image-stream, a montage of images disconnected 
at the level of narrative but connected both at the physical level of the transmission 
and at the level of abstract symbolism. All of the images relate to the themes that 
Vostell continually pressed as together defining contemporary social reality: the 
consumer society, entertainment and advertising; the city, crowds and entertain-
ment; industrial transportation; the military-industrial complex.  

It is important, however, that Vostell did not leave the film as an autonomous 
work, a meta-televisual object. Instead, he incorporated it into Happenings in 1963 
and 1964. This move reflected Vostell’s developing position that the art audience 
should be forced to make decisions and carry out actions, and not be allowed 
simply to look.7 I emphasize that Vostell does not simply reject television-watch-
ing and promote action art, but rather combines these two forms, the passive and 
the active, in the same work. He recognizes television’s importance, even as he 
contrasts active engagement with passive viewing.  

Vostell incorporated Sun in Your Head into two different Happenings. The first 
was Neun-Nein-dé-coll/ages of September 14, 1963, at a series of locations in 
Wuppertal. 8 The second was an event, also called Sun in Your Head, on January 

                                                           
6 Vostell described the making of the film as follows: “I tried to make a total film with 

Edo Jansen from a regular TV program. While the camera was running, I made screen 
distortions, blurring, fade-outs. I wrote out actions for both audience and performers to 
accompany film as film runs. Events on the screen and audience actions merge – it becomes 
a labyrinthlike occurrence.” The description is from a joint “action-lecture” with Allan 
Kaprow at the Cricket Theater in New York, April 19, 1964, published in Kaprow’s Ass-
emblages, Environments and Happenings (New York: Abrams, 1966), np. 

7 Vostell emphasized this priority when discussing his work. See his “action-lecture,” 
1964 (as in n. 5) and an interview with Rainer Wick on March 10, 1969 (typescript in the 
Archiv Sohm, Staatsgalerie Stuttgart). It is analyzed in depth in Sidney Simon, “Wolf 
Vostell’s Action Imagery,” Art International 12:9 (1968), 40-47. 

8 Art-historical analysis of an ephemeral, one-time Happening is obviously a challenge. I 
use the following sources. Press accounts of Neun-Nein-Décollagen are given in “Kunst mit 
Polizeischutz: Rolf Vestell [sic] zeigte bislang unbekannte ‘Décollagen,’” Wuppertaler 
Stadtnachrichten, Sept. 16, 1963; “Die große Wut des Volf [sic] Vostell: Galerie Parnaß lud 
zu Busfahrt und Vernissage ein,” Wuppertaler Stadtnachrichten, Sept. 17, 1963; W.S., 
“Donquichotterie im dunklen Keller: Vostell und Helfer zeigten ‘Decollagen’ unter Po-
lizeischutz,” General-Anzeiger der Stadt Wuppertal, Sept. 19, 1963; and Siegfried Bonk, 
“Kunst zwischen die Puffer genommen: Vostell proklamierte Deformation als 
Ausdrucksmittel,” Kölner Stadt-Anzeiger 218 (Sept. 20, 1963). Copies of these articles are 
in the Archiv Sohm. Additional material is found in the files of the Galerie Parnass, located 
in the Zentralarchiv des Deutschen Kunsthandels e.V., Cologne.  



11, 1964 at the Leidse Plein Theater in Amsterdam.9 The Wuppertal Happening 
was an elaborate event that lasted all evening. One hundred and fifty people were 
transported from the Galerie Parnass to nine different locations in the city to wit-
ness and participate in various symbolically overdetermined actions. I will not de-
scribe the whole event here, but will focus only on Vostell’s deployment of the Sun 
in Your Head film.  

In Wuppertal, the buses transported the audience to a movie theater,which was 
the first stop of the evening. This is how Vostell described the screening there: 

Continuous film of dé-collaged TV program, filmed off the TV screen during 
wiping (“Verwischung”), estrangement, self-dissolving distorted series of images. 
Exploding images. Sound: in the moment of destruction of objects taped acoustic 
occurrences (lightbulbs). Public action: every 30 seconds cram a purse on the head 
and then remove. Brush one’s teeth, gargle. Hold fish in mouth and after slow-
motion sequence lighting by flashlight. Tie a vacuum cleaner to one’s torso. 
Electronic flashes are directed at the screen every 20 seconds.10

And the reporter Siegfried Bonk: 

Inner inspiration in the Elberfeld Camera movie theater. Screening of the TV-
Décollage film “Sun in Your Head.” For the first time massive deployment of 
sounds of all kinds, notably amplified. Individual actions. On the screen: crazy 
change of photo fragments, empty places. Whistles, applause.11

The distracting chaos of the experience is easy to imagine. In fact, the audience 
was driven to sing a hiking song together. Vostell later faulted them for this 
reaction. The scholar Claudia Mesch does not blame the audience, and instead 
finds the artist’s setup to blame, writing that “the audience’s distraction should be 

                                                                                                                                      
Documentation including notes and photographs is published in Dé-coll/age 4 (1964); 

Wolf Vostell, dé-coll/age happenings, trans. Laura P. Williams (New York: Something Else 
Press, 1966), 21-28 and Wolf Vostell (Berlin: Galerie René Block, 1969), 212-227. See also 
José Antonio Agúndez García, 10 Happenings von Wolf Vostell (Malpartida de Cáceres, 
Spain: Junta de Extremadura, 1999), 141-159, and Claudia Mesch, “Problems of Remem-
brance in Postwar German Performance Art,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of Chicago, 
1997, 155-162. 

9 The Amsterdam Happening was smaller and less intensively covered than the one in 
Wuppertal, but press accounts include “Verwischung in Leidespleintheater,” Algemeen 
Handelsblad, Jan. 13, 1964; “De-Collage: Film Duurde Zes Minuten,” Nieuws Van De Dag, 
Jan. 13, 1964; and “Zes minuten Film! Dé-Collage Van Vostell,” Telegraaf, Jan. 14, 1964. 
Copies in Archiv Sohm. Documentation is published in Wolf Vostell, 1969 (as in n. 6), pp. 
228-233, and dé-coll/age happenings (as in n. 6), pp. 29-32. 

10 Quoted in Mesch, 158-159. 
11 Bonk (as in n. 6); my translation. 



no surprise in this conflicting set of signals for simultaneous serious contemplation 
of destroyed images and the Dadaist silliness of nonsense activities.”12  

However, I believe that it is this conflicting set of signals, and moreover the 
audience’s distracted reaction, that are themselves significant and interesting. Both 
the happening itself and the participants’ response are evidence of the elements of 
surprise and sensory pageantry which are important to ritual. I will elaborate be-
low, but first review the deployment of the film in Amsterdam. Here, it was 
facilitated by the camera operator Edo Jansen, a native of that city. The event took 
place on a Saturday morning. Again, Sun in Your Head was screened in a movie 
theater. The audience, at a charge of 90 cents per person, was led to perform in-
congruous and random actions. Photographs of the event show people lying down 
on the theater’s floor, and in particular a supine woman underneath a vacuum 
cleaner, also described in the press accounts. Another photograph shows a woman 
holding a fish in her mouth. Props including cups of water and brushes were dis-
tributed, along with note cards with instructions including “Be silent” and “Go at 
once to the psychiatrist.” Vostell was conspicuous in a leather hunter’s cap. As the 
audience gathered, recorded music set the scene. When the film actually played, 
the shrieking of the projectors and the flashing of lights were overwhelming. 
Members of the audience were seen to stumble out of the room.13

Although the Wuppertal screening was part of a larger, complex Happening and 
the Amsterdam screening was its own main event, Vostell’s approach was the same 
in both cases. The film itself showed a series of television images torn from their 
contexts, and it was accompanied by loud, assaultive noises and bright, disorient-
ing flashes of light. Meanwhile, members of the audience were induced to perform 
absurd, unconnected actions. One could analyze the whole experience using the 
categories of film, visual art, or theater. In fact, two aspects of the Sun in Your 
Head presentations—sensory pageantry and step-by-step performance of actions—
have significance within the study of ritual.14

Among scholars of art, religion, anthropology and ethology, the term ritual 
takes a number of different definitions, even within each discipline.15 It is hard to 
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in Bringing Ritual To Mind: Psychological Foundations of Cultural Forms (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 79, and elsewhere. On actions broken down into steps, 
see Pascal Boyer and Pierre Lienard, “Why Ritualized Behavior? Precaution Systems and 
Action Parsing in Developmental and Cultural Rituals,” forthcoming in Behavioral and 
Brain Sciences, draft version online at http://artsci.wustl.edu/~pboyer/PBoyerHomeSite/ 
articles/BoyerLienardPsychRitual6.pdf. 

15 For example, the term is used in varying ways among the papers collected in “Art and 
Ritual,” Part V in Irving Lavin, ed., World Art: Themes of Unity in Diversity: Acts of the 



avoid a certain amount of arbitrariness in choosing a particular definition. The 
ideas I use here have been developed by scholars working in cognitive science. 
They are anchored in the developing results of cognitive neuroscience and 
evolutionary psychology, which empirical foundation gives them a certain rigor. 
Hence they are applicable to higher-order, that is, more complex phenomena in art, 
religion or (anthropologically viewed) culture, and can stimulate productive con-
nections among these disciplines. Whereas from an art historical perspective, the 
present analysis will anchor the work under consideration in its historical 
moment—the ascendance of television as a dominant institution— it will also, 
from a psychological perspective, show how the work is based in psychological el-
ements common to any human.16 Both perspectives, in my analysis, begin with the 
work’s form. 

In spite of diverse approaches, scholars have long distinguished two kinds of 
ritual. Among many other scholars, Max Weber used the terms routinized and 
charismatic, Ruth Benedict Apollonian and Dionysian, and Ernest Gellner literate-
urban and imagistic-tribal.17 More recently, these different types of rituals have 
been associated with different orders of memory used by the brain. The reasoning 
runs as follows. All popular religious rituals had to survive, until very recently, 
among largely illiterate populations. Hence, in order to be transmissible, their 
rituals needed to be memorable. But different types of rituals are remembered in 
different ways. Frequently repeated, simple rituals, such as, for Catholics, making 
the sign of the cross, are stored in implicit or procedural memory—that is, ‘know-
ing how.’ Religious doctrines are stored in semantic memory, which stores all 
“mental representations of a general, propositional nature.” However, the ex-
perience of rarely performed, highly emotive rituals such as initiations, which tend 
to be characterized by “extreme affectivity and sensual arousal,” are stored in epi-
sodic memory, which is a first-person, autobiographical kind of memory.18 Inclu-
ded as a type of episodic memory is so-called flashbulb memory, which is char-
acterized by special vividness and confidence in recollection.19 Several factors 

                                                                                                                                      
XXVIth International Congress of the History of Art, vol. 3 (University Park: Pennsylvania 
State University Press, 1989).   

16 I know that the last assertion, of common human psychological characteristics, may 
be controversial from the standpoint of cultural relativism. In this context, I can only cite 
Donald Brown, Human Universals (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1991), for a 
review of some of the issues. 

17 A list including these and others is given in Harvey Whitehouse, Modes of Religiosity: 
A Cognitive Theory of Religious Transmission (Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira Press, 2004). 

18 This is all laid out in Harvey Whitehouse, “Implicit and Explicit Knowledge in the 
Domain of Ritual,” in Ilkka Pyysiäinen and Veikko Anttonen, eds., Current Approaches in 
the Cognitive Science of Religion (New York: Continuum, 2002), 133-152. 

19 See Lawson and McCauley (as in n. 13), 56ff. On episodic memory, see Endel 
Tulving, Elements of Episodic Memory (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983); on flashbulb 



contribute to forming flashbulb memories, including first-hand experience, a per-
ception of danger or threat, and emotional arousal.20

Using these terms, Vostell’s presentation of Sun in Your Head employed 
features of “sensory pageantry” (to use Lawson and McCauley’s term) that were 
likely to effect the kind of emotional shock that would produce an especially vivid, 
first-person experience in the audience, the kind that would be held in episodic 
memory. There were sudden bright lights and loud sounds, which would have 
produced both surprise and a feeling of threat, and other sorts of surprising actions 
like a fish placed in a woman’s mouth and a vacuum cleaner tied to another wo-
man’s torso. The Algemeen Handelsblad even reported people stumbling out of the 
theater.21 While allowing for the differences between a work of the avant-garde 
and a religious ritual, this could be fairly described as an experience in 
Whitehouse’s “imagistic mode.”22

Another aspect of this and other Vostell Happenings relates to the theories of 
ritual I have been discussing: the instructions given to the audience. Actions can be 
described on three different time scales: gestures that last a few seconds, episodes 
such as “getting dressed,” and scenes that take much longer, like “eating out.”23 
The middle level of episodes, however, is by far the dominant one on which people 
notice and think about actions. Also, as Boyer and Lienard put it, 

It is certainly not a coincidence that this is also the level of description at which 
people typically ascribe goals to behavior. While gestures do not readily reveal 
intention, and scenes include many different intentions, behavioral episodes 
typically constitute the realisation of a particular goal. Action-parsing develops early 
in infants and seems to focus on the intentional unit level from that early stage.24

In the case of ritual, however, behavior is organized at the gestural level, and in se-
quences that often do not necessarily make sense in terms of episodes or scenes. 

                                                                                                                                      
memories, see Martin A. Conway, Flashbulb Memories (Hove, U.K.: L. Erlbaum, 1995), 
and Eugene Winograd and Ulric Neisser, eds., Affect and Accuracy in Recall: Studies of 
‘Flashbulb’ Memories (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1992).  

20 Concerning emotion, memory and the brain, see Joseph E. LeDoux, The Emotional 
Brain: The Mysterious Underpinnings of Emotional Life (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1996), and Antonio R. Damasio, Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain 
(New York: Putnam, 1994). 

21 See n. 7. 
22 See Whitehouse, “Ritual and Meaning in the Imagistic Mode,” ch. 6 in Modes of 

Religiosity (as in n. 15), 105-117. 
23 This scheme is used by Jeffrey M. Zacks and Barbara Tversky, “Event Structure in 

Perception and Conception.” Psychological Bulletin 127:1 (2001), 3-21. Copy online at 
http://dcl.wustl.edu/pubs/ZacksESPC.pdf. Discussed in Boyer and Lienard (as in n. 13), 26. 

24 Boyer and Lienard (as in n. 13), 26. 



This gestural level is indeed the one used by Vostell in presenting Sun in Your 
Head (“put a fish in your mouth” or “every 30 seconds cram a purse on your head 
and then remove”). Focusing action at this level makes it difficult or impossible to 
think in terms of intentions or goals. 

Lienard and Boyer have a theory about why various kinds of ritualized be-
havior are organized at this gestural level. They observe similarities in the rituals 
commonly performed by children around five years old (i.e., at the security-blanket 
stage), individuals with obsessive-compulsive disorder, as well as collective rituals 
which relate to themes of potential danger.25 In all these cases, highly detailed pre-
scriptions, demanding that the ritual be performed just so, require that the perfor-
mer maintain a high degree of concentrated attention. In Lienard and Boyer’s 
terms, the result is that these tasks “swamp working memory,” in other words, help 
push thoughts of the threat out of mind, by directing mental focus toward the pro-
per performance of the ritual. This is in contrast to goal-oriented, episode-level ac-
tions, in which the larger goal allows for the subordinate gestures to be performed 
automatically, or routinized. They see this as the basic difference between two 
kinds of repeated behavior: the ritual and the routine. 26

Although it is enlightening to reflect on the key features that Vostell’s 
Happenings share with rituals described as such, the fundamental differences are 
just as important. Rituals are repeated, they must be done in the proper way, and 
are done expressly in the social interest. In contrast, Vostell made a point of never 
repeating a Happening in the same way, and of presenting the audience with choi-
ces or decisions to make, and the Happenings possess at least a relative autonomy 
from the social order. All of this is to say that Vostell’s work is still self-con-
sciously ‘artistic.’ How, then, are we to understand the significance of the use of 
ritual elements in the work? For this, we should return to the historical context. My 
premise is that the ascendance of television is a dominant element in this historical 
situation. Indeed, a number of artists were working with television right around this 
time.27 Most of them, however, incorporated it back into painting or sculpture in 
some form. It was Paik and Vostell, stimulated by ideas including those embraced 
by Stockhausen, John Cage and other Fluxus artists, who worked on developing 
forms that addressed television as a system rather than as an object.  

                                                           
25 Pierre Lienard and Pascal Boyer, “Whence Collective Rituals? A Cultural Selection 

Model of Ritualized Behavior.” Copy online at http://www.qub.ac.uk/icc/docs/LienardBoyer 
_CollectiveRituals.pdf. 

26 On the distinction between automatic, routinized episode-level action and attention-
demanding, counterintuitive gesture-level action, see Lienard and Boyer (as in n. 25), 18-20 
and Boyer and Lienard (as in n. 13) 26-28, 42. 

27 See Farmer, and Frieling and Daniels (as in n. 2) for good surveys of the range of 
work. 



In the industrialized world, TV was on the rise. The first demonstration broad-
casts had occurred in the 1930s, notably at the 1939 New York World’s Fair and in 
Nazi Germany, but the medium only really took hold in the 1950s.28 In 1956, the 
Federal Republic of Germany had regained control over broadcasting from the 
Allied powers. Max Grundig developed the first economical TV set in that year, 
and both East Germany (Deutschen Fernsehfunk) and West Germany (Tagesschau) 
began regular official TV broadcasts. 29 The number of cinema tickets sold began 
to decline in 1957 as the new medium began to dominate. Historian Tony Judt 
argues that television became a primary means of forming national identities in Eu-
rope, on that score diminishing the relative importance of institutions like primary 
education or annual festivals.30 Certainly in Germany, it was assumed rather than 
openly debated that the medium belonged to the public, non-commercial realm; the 
question was which level of government would be responsible for broadcasting.31 
As an object, the TV set, like the refrigerator, was a sign of affluence and 
normalization.32 The spread of such ‘white goods’ was rapid and irreversible.33 
Since a household would have at most one set, everyone in a house would gather in 
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in n. 1), 455-465; this essay was first in October 50 (Autumn 1989), 96-107. 
29 The set was sold for under 1000 DM. See Christl Bronnenmeyer, Max Grundig 

(Berlin: Ullstein, 1999) and Hermann Glaser, “Daily Life and Social Patterns,” in Reiner 
Pommerin, ed., The American Impact on Postwar Germany (Providence and Oxford: 
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30 See Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe Since 1945 (New York: Penguin, 2005), 
348-353. 

31 In a landmark 1961 ruling, the Federal Constitutional Court in Germany rejected the 
efforts of the central government under Chancellor Konrad Adenauer to establish a second 
TV channel under federal control, leading the presidents of the federal states to join together 
to establish a second channel of their own accord. See Peter J. Humphreys, Media and 
Media Policy in West Germany: Press and Broadcasting since 1945 (Oxford: Berg, 1994), 
164, and Roswitha Muller, “From Public to Private: Television in the Federal Republic of 
Germany,” New German Critique 50 (1990), 41-55. 

32 For strikingly personal, emotional memories of purchasing these appliances, see Lutz 
Niethammer, “‘Normalization’ in the West: Traces of Memory Leading Back into the 
1950s,” in Hanna Schissler, ed., The Miracle Years: A Cultural History of West Germany, 
1949-1968 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 254-256. 

33 I take the figures provided by Reinhold Wagnleitner for Austria as typical for Europe. 
In 1954, 73 TV sets were registered; in 1961, 192,000. For electric stoves, 115,000 in 1953, 
and 514,000 in 1962. For refrigerators, 30,000 in 1953, and 591,000 in 1962. For washing 
machines, 8,000 in 1953, and 280,000 in 1962. See Wagnleitner, Coca-colonization and the 
Cold War: The Cultural Mission of the United States in Austria After the Second World 
War, trans. Diana M. Wolf (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994), 280-
294. 



the same room, watching the same thing.34 Insofar as TVs displaced pianos as the 
central piece of furniture in a living room, this was a condensed symbol of the de-
cline of the cultivated bourgeois and the rise of mass culture.35  

Vostell, like most contemporary artists and intellectuals, was against the homo-
geneity, passivity, hierarchization and centralization that he perceived in this shift. 
The challenges, however, were how to avoid a simply negative reaction to the 
medium, and how to address the resulting technological and social developments 
with an active, engaged audience. I argue that to this end, Vostell deployed ele-
ments of ritual in his screenings of Sun in Your Head in a way that critically 
recoded the conventional signs of television watching. This may be just an inter-
disciplinary way of describing an instance of avant-garde shock and defam-
iliarization. I elaborate this position here. 

Above, I considered how elements of Vostell’s screenings—surprise, sensory 
pageantry, and gesture-level, non-goal- and non-intention-oriented action—corre-
spond to important elements of ritual as theorized in the cognitive-scientific study 
of anthropology and religion. But we must consider how to compare the context of 
an avant-garde screening with that of a religious ritual. On the one hand, it is a 
significant break with many ideas of modernity to consider that the two contexts 
can be compared at all.36 I do not hold that the nature of the break between the tra-
ditional life-world and the modern life-world is such that the participants in a tradi-
tional religious initiation ritual can be considered to simply live in a different 
world, or a different reality, than the participants in an event such as a Vostell 
Happening.37 Rather, my point is that although modern society operates at ever-
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the 1940s to the 1970s,” in Schissler (as in n. 29), 348-349. Sywottek also credits the spread 
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35 Wulf Herzogenrath observed that Paik’s destruction of musical instruments in his 
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in Schissler (as in n. 29), 428-450. 

36 I recognize that this break opens onto the vast issue of ‘primitivism,’ but I do not en-
gage this question here, partly because the work being discussed occurs wholly in a modern 
Western context. 

37 Pascal Boyer argues that it is mistaken to think that participants in religious ritual 
have a “different idea of causality” than secular moderns, or that ritual amounts to a “sus-
pension of the ordinary laws of causation.” Rather, he thinks that it is better to study the 
different ontological distinctions made in different contexts. Religions tend to posit “min-
imally counterintuitive agents” which violate one or two of the rules of common sense, not 
all of them at once. See Boyer, The Naturalness of Religious Ideas: A Cognitive Theory of 



higher levels of abstraction, specialization and organization, the individuals who 
make up this society still share many psychological dispositions and tendencies 
with all other historic and prehistoric humans. 

Hence, in my view, the most important difference between this Vostell work 
and a proper ritual is that the latter is considered to engage some degree of social 
totality, whereas the former addresses an avant-garde public who are a self-con-
scious minority among modern society, while at the same time members of it. For 
this reason, while rituals in general promote unity and connectedness among the 
participants, a ritual-esque avant-garde event like Vostell’s promotes some con-
nectedness but also a self-conscious separation from the larger society.38 The shock 
and disorientation of watching Vostell’s television-based film under his conditions, 
combined with the enforced absurdity of performing his prescribed gesture-level, 
non-goal- and non-intention-oriented actions, symbolically shift television from the 
realm of automatic routine to that of imagistic ritual. Participation in the Hap-
pening reinforces for the avant-garde audience the difference between themselves, 
who take a critical distance from the centralizing, hierarchizing institution of tele-
vision, and the growing numbers of those in society for whom watching television 
became an automatic routine. This social distinction was expressed in many forms. 
What Happenings like Vostell’s accomplished, was to do so using the forms of 
ritual. 

                                                                                                                                      
Religion (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 140. Viruses and quantum physics 
also fall into the latter category. 

38 Whitehouse (as in n. 15) also suggests combat as an experience in this mode. For lack 
of space here, I do not explore the relations between the aesthetics of violence in the bel-
ligerent Ernst Jünger and the Futurists, and the aesthetics of violence in the pacifist Vostell. 


