
Yayoi Kusama, Naked Happening: Orgy and Flag-Burning, Brooklyn Bridge, 1968 

 Today, amidst the mass popularity of Yayoi Kusama’s mirrored and polka-dotted and endlessly-

selfied infinity chambers, one key phase of her artistic career tends to be forgotten: the brief fusion of 

performance art, public nudity, political protest, and (yes, of course) polka dots in 1968-69, near the end 

of her New York years. And American flags—as costume, as something for performers to lie on during 

sexual performances, and as ritual object for burning, as on the Brooklyn Bridge—figure frequently in 

the “naked happenings” or “anatomic explosions” Kusama staged over the course of that year. 

 Midori Yoshimoto tracks several stages in Kusama’s shift toward performance art. In the early 

years in New York City, 1958-63, Kusama moved from dot paintings to sculptural work of accumulation 

and obsessive repetition, although already featuring dots and sexual elements (lots of phallus shapes 

and women’s shoes). These were, however, essentially the products of her isolated studio work. But, 

starting around 1964, “Kusama used photography as a medium in the transition from environments to 

performance,” creating images that were, increasingly, “self-fashioning” and “constructed.”1 They also 

featured her interacting with her installations, often nude, almost always polka-dotted. By 1965-66, she 

conceptualized as environments (as in Infinity Mirror Room, which looks forward to her current work, 

and Peep Show: Eternal Love, which Kitty Robson describes as “her first multimedia work, with 

hexagonal mirrors, flashing coloured lights, rock music and ‘Love Forever’ badges”2). She was also was 

pushing toward performance, selling mirror balls from the guerilla installation Narcissus Garden outside 

the 1966 Venice Biennale, and performing/documenting her Walking Piece (which involved, well, her 

walking) and 14th Street Happening (in which Kusama lay down on top of an installation of her “red-dot-

patterned, stuffed phallic protuberances”3) in New York City.  

The next phase of Kusama’s work, commencing in 1967, brought in new participants, recruiting 

from New York’s increasingly visible hippie subculture, who Kusama believed shared her worldview. 

Writing of the “hippie whirlwind” in her autobiography, Kusama notes: “The hippies’ social customs, 



ideas, and actions were very avant-garde and seemed to foretell the shape of things to come…. Hippies 

were groups of young people who were in rebellion against America’s mechanised and increasingly 

computerised culture, and wanted to reclaim their alienated humanity…. Their demand for a restoration 

of humanity had much in common with the themes of my work, which has always asserted itself by 

shocking the viewer.”4 Yoshimoto writes, “Kusama initiated body-painting performances that took place 

in numerous indoor and outdoor locations throughout the New York metropolitan area,” indoors at her 

studio, nightclubs, and the Black Gate Theatre, outdoors in Washington Square and Tompkin Square 

Parks. “In these performances, Kusama applied polka dots … on naked bodies of participants, mostly in 

red or white paint. While Kusama gave these performances various titles, including ‘naked 

performances’ and ‘body festivals,’ the unifying concept was one of ‘self-obliteration.’”5 Yoshimoto 

quotes one event’s publicity flyer: “Become one with eternity. Obliterate your personality. Become part 

of your environment. Forget yourself. Self-destruction is the only way out.”6 Film clips from some of 

these events figure in Kusama’s psychedelic film (with Jud Yalkut), Kusama’s Self-Obliteration (1967; 

available on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n6wnhLqJqVE). She also opened a Church of 

Self-Obliteration in her Soho loft. As Kusama told interviewers at Bomb: “To get baptized at the church 

of Self-Obliteration, people first have their bodies painted all over with polka dots by Kusama, then 

return to the root of their eternal soul.”7 In such events, Kusama’s emphasis on nudity, and her open 

support for homosexual culture and free love, underlined the tensions between the puritanism of 

mainstream culture and the liberatory potential of sexuality, but still lacked a more explicit politics. 

That changed in 1968. Kusama recalls: “We rolled out even more Body Paint Happenings in 1968 

than we had the year before, but by now they were not solely about art but increasingly reflected the 

turmoil of the times and opposition to both the war in Vietnam and the government.” She divides her 

activities during this period into “three categories. The first was the normal ‘art’ Happening. Second was 

what may be called the ‘socio-political’ Happening, a category that reflected my interest in the historic 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n6wnhLqJqVE


social issues of the day. This was a year of upheaval, in which a presidential election was held even as 

the war in Vietnam escalated and the anti-war movement exploded. The third category involved fashion 

and music.”8 Mignon Nixon recounts the July 14 event on Wall Street that initiated the new series of 

“anatomic explosions”—naked dancers, polka dots, a leaflet proclaiming: “The money made with this 

stock is enabling the war to continue.”9 Yoshimoto notes: “In 1968, Kusama’s naked performance 

increased visibility by expanding its venues into business districts and tourist sites.” As opposed to the 

participatory (or open-to-participatory) events of the past, these “were more like guerilla performances 

to shock the public.”10 They also got wide newspaper coverage. The Wall Street Anatomic Explosion was 

followed by similar events at the Statue of Liberty, in Central Park (at the Alice in Wonderland statue), at 

the United Nations building, on Brooklyn Bridge (pictured), back at Wall Street again, in front of the 

offices of the Board of Elections office on election eve (where Kusama presented her Open Letter to My 

Hero, Richard Nixon, which read in part: “Let’s forget ourselves, dearest Richard, and become one with 

the Absolute, all together in the altogether…. We’ll paint each other with polka dots, lose our egos in 

timeless eternity, and finally discover the naked truth: You can’t eradicate violence by using more 

violence”11), and finally, in August 1969, in MOMA’s sculpture garden (in an event titled Grand Orgy to 

Awaken the Dead at MOMA). Over the same period, Kusama continued sex-polka-dot-music-and-and-

drug happenings in her studio (now under the title Kusama’s Mass Erotic Happenings), staged a gay 

wedding there (with a Kusama-designed wedding dress that fit two), started a brief-lived weekly tabloid 

called Kusama Presents an Orgy of Nudity, Love, Sex & Beauty, and began her own fashion line featuring 

unisex clothes with see-through fabrics and peekaboo cut-outs (“The holes are part of my Holy War to 

exterminate the establishment,” Kusama explained).12 

It is in the context of these more politicized and public events that flag-burning became a ritual 

part of Kusama’s routine. The Brooklyn Bridge action entailed nudity, polka-dot painting, the unfurling of 

a banner declaring “Kusama: Self-Obliteration,” and then the flag-burning.13 At a Body Paint Festival in 



front of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, Kusama recalls what she said to her “hippie” performers: “I instructed 

them to remove all their clothes and burn some sixty American flags. I stood amid the smoke, tossing 

bibles and draft cards into the flames.”14 She remembers, too: “In September we gathered in front of 

the United Nations Building, where we burned fifty American flags.15 Mignon Nixon describes the events 

of the Nixon Orgy (1969): “The naked participants … sprawl on the Stars and Stripes or sport it, mug, and 

pleasure one another. Hats are produces. And plastic rifles. Promiscuously intermingling stars and 

stripes with polka dots, guns with groins, and dicks with Dicks.”16 Nor were American flags the only 

target. Kusama states: “I organized several political Happenings involving national flags.”17 Nixon 

recounts: “In September, they burned a Soviet flag near the United Nations to protest the invasion of 

Czechoslovakia.”18 Clearly, the flag-burning on Brooklyn Bridge was not a singular event. 

So what does Kusama mean, when she burns a flag? On the one hand, as her art became more 

politicized and explicitly antiwar, the move amounts to the adoption of an already-established 

convention of antiwar demonstrations (one that had, in fact, already provoked Congress to enact, in 

1968, a law protecting the flag from desecration, overturned as unconstitutional in 198919). Kusama 

herself simply asserts: “From the Establishment point of view, public sex and flag-burning were clearly 

outrageous acts.”20 But there seems to be more to it than that.  

We can see the polka dot and the national flag as opposing principles or symbols in Kusama’s 

understanding. It is notoriously difficult to pin Kusama down on what polka dots mean to her. She writes 

in her autobiography: “Polka dots were the trademark of the Kusama Happenings. The red and green 

and yellow dots might represent the circle of the earth, or of the sun or moon, or whatever you want. 

Defining them was not important. What I was asserting was that painting polka-dot patterns on a 

human body caused the person’s self to be obliterated and returned him or her to the natural 

universe.”21 Echoing as it does the rhetoric of her open letter to Nixon, this suggests (especially in 

conjunction with Kusama’s mantra of “self-obliteration”) an almost Buddhist endeavor of self-



annihilation, or perhaps more precisely ego-annihilation, allowing a spiritual reunion with the oneness 

of being, embodied (as always, ever since Parmenides) by the sphere. From such a perspective, 

Kusama’s tactics during the late-‘60s Happenings can be construed as endeavors to undermine and 

break down settled identity through assault on the conventions that construct it: social conventions like 

clothing, social rules restricting sexuality. As the manifesto for the Wall Street Anatomical Explosion 

decreed: “NUDISM is the one thing that doesn’t cost anything…. Forget yourself and become one with 

Nature. Lose yourself in the ever-advancing stream of eternity. Self-obliteration is the only way out. 

Kusama will cover your body with polka dots.”22 National flags constitute a counter to that in that they 

concentrate, symbolically, the range of ways in which nation-states seek to limit such progressive 

agenda: through laws, wars, limits, institutionalized racism, patriarchal structures. Burning the flag thus 

becomes another form of annihilation, undermining the structures of power through an assault on its 

symbols. 

All this came, for Kusama, at considerable cost, both professionally and politically. Her political 

activism was itself dismissed using the same patriarchal code that she attacked. Mignon Nixon points 

out: “Even now, the political significance of Kusama’s work in New York is largely ignored. Its burlesque 

of compulsive commodity fetishism through pandemic sexual fetishism; its exhaustion of trends in 

manic overproduction and frantic erotomania; its epic feats of outdoing and overdoing; its exposure of 

the art world’s naked commercialism in stereotypic pin-up poses and hysterical orgies of hype—all have 

been subsumed in an overarching narrative of private obsession.”23 She becomes simply the hysterical 

(and/or self-promoting) female, easily dismissed, as in this Village Voice critique from 1968: “Kusama, 

whose gross lust for publicity never leaves room for taste, managed to put on the year’s most boring 

freak shows … Kusama is definitely suffering from over-exposure of over-exposure.”24 Laura Hoptman 

notes: “as popular media interest in Kusama’s exploits grew, her profile in the art world declined. 

Devoted almost entirely in the last years of the 1960s to producing her performances, Kusama’s output 



of paintings and sculptures was small, as was her interest in exhibiting in a conventional gallery or 

museum situation. In 1968 and again in 1969, Kusama attempted to incorporate her entire projection 

into commercial businesses,” but these proved “ephemeral…. Struggling financially and facing waning 

enthusiasm for her performances in New York, Kusama returned to Japan in 1970.”25 The personal costs 

were high as well; Kusama was in both physical and mental decline by the decade’s end and, after her 

final return to Japan in 1973, she was committed to a mental institution, where she has lived ever 

since.26 
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