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Foreword
Art as Collective Mythology: Mail Art

The history of art is often a solidified lie dictated directly or indirecly
by comedians, merchants, and rulers. Likewise, the history of mail art
will degenerate into an objective assumed lie. Yet it is doubtful that
one shall ever be able to answer "exactly” when and where mail art
arose, because many answers are possible and valid. Maybe mail art
started in Japan in the fifties, maybe in the U.S.A. in the sixties, maybe
in Europe in the seventies. It is all dependent on many different
factors and in the first instance "what" one really means by the term
and idea of "mail art."

The more concentrated and centralized power is, the stronger will be
the affirmation of one state of affairs, of one specific truth. "The"
history is mostly just one history, pretending to be complete and
without mercy for the unknown. The names and works of those who
are powerless will be swept away with the sponge of namelessness.
Antithetical to Hegel, Th. Adorno said that the whole is the untrue.
So, apart from the idea of "history" the "history" does not exist. And
equally the history of mail art does not exist. Every mail artist can tell
his own story, his or her own history of mail art. And one history is
not more true than another one.

This view of the history of art refers to what has been called "artas an
individual mythology": artists realize their own history and myth.
Applying this idea to the mail art network (=all mail artists together)
it means the realization of a collective mythology. Here every mail
artist has his/her role and function. But not one role is more true or
important than another. Every judgment of value stays a mere
personal judgment. It can't be generalized in the mail art circuit
without injuring the democratic principle of co-partnership in mail
art. A mail artist and his/her work are more or less important for
another mail artist depending on the intensity of their communica-
tion and the interpersonal impressions of all this.

Every mail artist must be encouraged to write his/her own mail art
biography and bibliography (bravo J. Held!), so that all this culmi-
nates in a collective bio-bibliography, a network of crawling signs of
the mail art life. The epistemological problem, if there must always
be a relation of truth between the artistic activities and the places
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"where" or the period "when" these activities happen, stays an open
issue. Anyone is free to transform the objective assumed lies of the
history of art into subjective or intersubjective lies or truths.

Since the urinary bowl of Duchamp, everything can be art. Since
Beuys, everybody canbeanartist. Itall depends on the way one looks
atit, on the way one thinks. The aesthetic observation, the perception
and the state of consciousness become more important than the
created object. M. Blanchot: "The reader makes the work; while
reading it, he creates it; he is the real author, he is the conscience and
living substance of the written thing." Art is no longer a schoolish
game, played according to "specific"” rules (except for the academic,
folkloristic, and technical-traditional art). It is played according to
undetermined rules. Thisis nota contradictionbecause itis necessary
to change the rules in accordance with the needs of the time and the
situational modalities. More important (vitally important) than
monetary considerations, the works of art or the art fetishes are the
instincts of self-preservation, the wild intuitive thinking and the
processes of creating. But even these processes may not become the
object of worship in an infertile way. Life is evolution, so is art. A
cybernetic interplay of action and reaction. This feast of questioning
and answering, of writing and writing in margins (J. Derrida), of in-
tellectual and artistic creating, of an art that is never finished, is the
real art of this age. It finds its most important representation in the
communication-art or mail art.

Guy Bleus - 42.292



Introduction

This introduction, like mail art itself, falls somewhere between the
Foreword of Guy Bleus and the "suppressed" Big Introduction of Al
Ackerman, which has been banished to the Appendix. On the one
hand you have the honed insight of the European intellectual, and on
the other, the bad boy of the family, who, despite his eccentricities,
refuses to stay locked in a closet, and shouldn't be locked in the closet,
because he is in truth, the soul of the family.

I'went to visit Guy Bleusin April 1989 at hishomein Wellen, Belgium.
He came to hear me give a lecture at De Media artspace in Eeklo,
which is on the other side of Belgium, a good three-hour drive from
his home. After my talk, we drove to Wellen, and I spent the next two
days with him. It was a marvelous and frustrating time. Marvelous
because Guy has one of the finest archives of mail art in Europe, if not
the world, and weboth share the same obsession. Frustrating because
all that information, all those treasures I had come so far to see, were
filed away in thousands of archival boxes neatly housed in Guy's
spacious living quarters. It was like being given the keys to unlock
the gates of wisdom only to find them rusted shut. It was all there, but
I couldn't get to it. Not that Guy wasn't generous, which he was. If
I mentioned something I'd like to see, he would go to it without
hesitation, retrieve it with precision, and offer a duplicate if he had it.
But one couldn't browse and serendipitously uncover that single
item that leads on to the next and thereupon reveals the hinge upon
which the door swings.

Ackerman lives just down the trail from me in Texas. I've made the
trip from Dallas to San Antonio on several occasions. I love being
with Al, because he is a living, breathing encyclopedia of mail art.
He's been at it since the early seventies, and he is, as his suppressed
Big Introduction indicates, a brilliant writer, who, fortunately for
fellow mail artists, pours it all into his letter writing. He is a virtual
stream of never ending insights and insanity. One does not glean
through the floss. You take the whole package, or you take nothing
atall. You have to accept the fact that the spirit is sometimes made
manifest in the unlikeliest of places.

Mail art has many facets and ports of entry. That is what this work is
allabout: a collective history of the medium. AsGuy Bleus sorightly
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states, one is no more truthful than another. Some are better informed
than others. Different writers dwell on different aspects. But in all,
we have the accumulated accounts of mail art from more than eight
hundred authors from thirty-seven countries. The earliest entry is
from the inaugural edition of the Village Voice (item 686) in 1955. The
latest is from the official publication of the Soviet Ministry of Culture,
Iskusstvo (item 657), appearing in the October 1989 issue.

I keep wondering why such a fugitive art medium is so well docu-
mented. As I write this in early 1990, the last time a major account of
mail art appeared in a major American art journal was nine years ago
in 1981 (item 450). And yet, there has recently been a groundswell of
support for mail art from a syndicated story in the Washington Post
(item 1849) to an article in a French art supply magazine (item 639).
While mail art may notappeal to acommodity-based art mainstream,
it obviously strikes a receptive chord with the general public. Per-
haps it's because it offers an alternative to the growing fascination of
established collectors for expensive artworks and hyped-up artstars.
Anyone can participate in mail art from children on up. It democra-
tizes art. Everyone can participate despite location. It decentralizes
art. Everyone can participate no matter the level of skillfulness. It
dematerializes art.

And yet the seriousness of the medium is no more diminished for its
openness. One of the greatest contributions of mail art has been the
creation of a structure into which many people from different cul-
tures can contribute. This is no small featina world in which misun-
derstandings and hostilities are all too frequent. Mail art has fulfilled
a prophecy of the historic avant-garde in bridging art and life. From
a postal-based medium mail art has come to encompass many new
contemporary art mediums, including collaborative performancesin
time-based situations.

The purpose of this work is to provide a variety of sources so that the
reader can research mail art and come to his or her own conclusions.
Since mail art embraces so many different facets, many different
areas of contemporary art can be pursued. This is not only the largest
bibliography of mail art ever compiled, but also of rubber stamp art,
artist postage stamps, Ray Johnson and the New York Correspon-
dance School, as well as a number of artists who have participated in
themediumover the years. Other subjects, like artist publications, art
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and communication, and Fluxus can also be researched through this
volume to great benefit.

In reviewing the first mail art show curated by Ray Johnson and
Marcia Tucker at the Whitney Museum of American Art, New York,
critic Kasha Linville (item 561) writes that "...it seems a shame to catch
aliving thing in flight, to pin it down and make a museum display of
it." On the contrary, the butterfly was notdying but rather metamor-
phosing. What followed wasa profusion of similar exhibits held over
the next twenty years, which did much to spread the visiblility of the
medium and give a focus to its participants. So too, I hope that by
enumerating these thousands of sources of information about mail
art, I have not diminished the vitality it possesses, but instead will
enrich the field by bringing forth both new participants and perspec-
tives. This fascinating art medium deserves nothing less. It has
served countless individuals well by providing an avenue for them to
explore the world around them in an unusual and effective manner.

John Held Jr.

Fine Arts Division
Dallas Public Library
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Three Essays on Mail Art

From Moticos to Mail Art:
Five Decades of Postal Networking

The reporter stopped him outside the Orientalia bookstore in New
York City where he worked. It was 1955 and the New York School of
Abstract Expressionists was in full bloom. Ray Johnson, fresh out of
the New York Art Students League and Black Mountain College, a
"bookish-looking guy with hair short as a newly-cut lawn," was
talking on the record for the inaugural issue of the Village Voice about
moticos and what they were and weren't. The reporter had heard
about Ray from a friend who "inexplicably found himself on a
moticos mailinglistone day.” Johnson said his mailing list had grown
to some two hundred people and included such diverse people as the
noted socialite and party-giver Elsa Maxwell as well as James Barr of
the Museum of Modern Art.

I've got a big pile of things at home which will make moticos. They're really
collages - paste-ups of pictures and pieces of paper, and so on - but that
sounds too much like what they really are, so I call them moticos. It'sa good
word because it's both singular and plural and you can pronouce it how you
like. However, I'm going to get a new word soon.

The new word Johnson was searching for came some seven years
later courtesy of Edward Plunkett, who named the emerging postal
network the New York Correspondence School of Art, a play on both
the prevailing New York School of painters active at the time and
schools of art by correspondence in which famous artists teach
commercial art through the mails. The Correspondence School
shortly thereafter became the Correspondance School, further accen-
tuating the intertwining relationships Johnson had created through
the post.

Johnson had an uncanny knack for mixing and matching the diverse

and distant. This found expression not only in his collages and
mailings, but in the New York Correspondence School meetings,
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where seating lists were prepared beforehand inducing correspon-
dents to meet one another in poetic environments of Johnson's devis-
ing. The thematic meetings included a stilt walking event, fan club
meetings for Marcel Duchamp and Paloma Picasso, and "nothings,"
which were conducted as alternatives to the more prevalent "happen-
ings" of the era.

Moticos became a mainstay among the New York artworld in crowd.
Johnson wasasclose to emergent mainstreamart stars Robert Rausch-
enberg and Andy Warhol as he was to members of the experimental
Fluxus group. In 1965, Fluxus participant Dick Higgins published
Johnson's book, The Paper Snake, under the Something Else Press
imprint, a collage of Johnson's moticos which Higgins had received
over the years. It became the first printed book of what we now know
as mail art.

Butat thattimeit wasn'tanart movement, it was simply fun. And yet,
it drew upon such Modernist precedents as Marcel Duchamp send-
ing quixotic postcards to his patrons and neighbors the Arensbergs,
and the Italian Futurists mailing postcards of tin. Yves Klein, the
Nouveau Realist creator of Klein International Blue, commemorated
his invention with a postage stamp that was officially sanctioned by
the French postal service. His fellow Nouveau Realist artists Arman
and Daniel Spoerri, were pioneering rubber stamp artists, following
the earlier lead of Dada artist Kurt Schwitters, who incorporated
rubber stamp impressions into his collages. Mail art could claim a
history concurrent with the rise of Modernism.

Through the postal weavings of Ray Johnson and the occasional
articles about him in art journals, mail art continued to gain an
underground following throughout the sixties. At the start of the
following decade a major step toward the expansion of mail art took
place when Johnson and Whitney Museum of American Art curator
Marcia Tucker organized a New York Correspondance School of Art
exhibition at the Museum in the Fall of 1970. The show was composed
of whatever was sent in by Johnson's correspondents who were
simply instructed to forward work to the Whitney.

In 1973, Ken Friedman organized the "Omaha Flow Systems" exhibi-
tion at the Joslyn Art Museum in Omaha, Nebraska . These exhibits

and other shows centering around works of art and information
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submitted through the postal system, such as "Mail Art"by Jean-Marc
Poinsot held during the VII Biennale de Paris (1971) and "Fluxshoe"
curated by David Mayor and others in England (1972), set the stan-
dard for the many mail art shows which flourished in the seventies.
All works were accepted; no juries or fees were imposed; and con-
tributors were sent back some form of documentation for their par-
ticipation. In my sourcebook, International Artists Cooperation:
Mail Art Shows, 1970-1985, I document the growth of the mail art
show from five in 1971 to seventy-five in 1979. By 1983, this number
had exploded to one hundred and eighty-seven.

Other events that changed the course of mail art in the early seventies
included widely read articles in large circulation magazines. In the
January/February 1973 issue of Art in America, David Zack had a
cover story called, "An Authentik and Historikal Discourse on the
Phenomenon of Mail Art." Buteven more important was the appear-
ance of a two-part article on the medium by respected San Francisco
art critic Thomas Albrightin Rolling Stone (April 13 and 27,1972). The
wide circulation of the trendy magazine shifted interest in the newly
emerging artform from the isolated artworld to a general population
that was interested in social and political as well as artistic alterna-
tives.

Suddenly one could dive head first into the Eternal Network of inter-
national artists by obtaining one of the many mailing lists that were
circulating in the postal underground. These lists could be obtained
from the documentation of mail art shows, Ken Friedman's New York
Weekly Breeder magazine, and the Image Bank Request Lists that were
published in FILE magazine.

FILE magazine served as an international switchboard of artists
becoming interested in the Eternal Network, as Fluxus artist Robert
Filliou described the flowering postal network of artists becoming
interested in alternatives. Indeed, FILE itself was an alternative artist
publication edited by the Canadian art collective General Idea. FILE
proved an important touchstone for postal artists and greatly in-
creased knowledge of the medium among European artists.

Klaus Groh of West Germany was an early participant in European
mail art activities who remains active to this day. His International

Artist Cooperation (IAC) newsletters, published in small Xerox edi-

Xvii



tions, further spread the news about cooperative projects initiated by
members of the Eternal Network. Groh also started a modest publish-
ing enterprise, which attracted a host of participants. For a small fee
($6), artists could have limited editions of their artists' books printed.
Such people as Clemente Padin (Uruguay), Filliou (France), Fried-
man (USA), Endre Tot (Hungary), Miroljub Todorovic (Yugoslavia),
Davi Det Hompson (USA) and Robin Crozier (England) participated
in the project and remained active networkers throughout the seven-
ties.

Polish artist Pawel Petasz initiated the Commonpress periodical
project in 1977, which became an important networking vehicle for
several reasons. By establishing a revolving editorship of the maga-
zine, with each participant encouraged to publish an edition with his
own theme and format, Petasz setin motion an ongoing international
performance that saw some sixty issues published in sevenyears. The
history of the Commonpress project parallels the development of mail
art as a global movement. While the first issue was published by
Petasz in Poland, successive issues were conceived by editors in
Holland, West Germany, the United States, Italy, Brazil, England,
Belgium, Argentina, Switzerland, Hungary, Australia, Canada, and
East Germany.

Mail art began to incorporate numerous evolving marginal art
mediums under its banner. Besides artists' books and periodicals,
theyincluded rubber stamps, artist postage stamps, photocopy (Xerox)
art, performance, video, audio, visual poetry, and computers.

Artist postage stamps, which were first created by Fluxus and Nou-
veau Realist artists as well as participants in the New York Corre-
spondance School of Art, were first presented asan art mediumat the
exhibition "Artist Stamps and Stamp Images" curated by James War-
ren Felter at Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, Canada, in 1974.
Thirty-five artists from nine countries participated in this pioneering
exhibition of what was to become an increasingly important genre of
mail art.

Rubber stamps were a shared bond in the emerging mail networks.
It seemed that everyone had his or her official seal. In 1974, French
artist Hervé Fisher gathered together these impressions of rubber
stamps in his anthology, Art et Communication Marginale: Tam-
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pons D'Artistes. In 1978, The Rubber Stamp Album was published
in the United States, written by Joni Miller and Lowry Thompson.
Thompson went on to edit the magazine Rubberstampmadness, which
greatly expanded participation in the genre and, indeed, created a
new industry centered around the use of visual rubber stamps for
decorative as well as mailing purposes.

Photocopy art wasanother importantingredient which fueled the ex-
plosion of mail art activity. Johnson's moticos were often accompa-
nied by mimeographed writings, but in the sixties the photocopy
medium became widely accessible. While certain mail artists crafted
skilled one-of-a-kind creations to send via the post, others would use
the xerox medium to bombard lists (such as the Image Bank Request
Lists) with mass mailings. This resulted not only in a widening
network of participants and recipients, but in an increasing con-
demnation of "quick-kopy" mail art. As early as 1973, FILE magazine
published a letter from Robert Cumming responding to the "imper-
sonal exercise of hitting everyone on the request lists." His letter
generated one of the first controversies in mail art.

By the middle seventies, most of the big names in the artworld who
participated in Johnson's New York Correspondance School became
dropouts due to the slap-dash nature of the medium. On Kawara, a
participant in Fluxus and noted conceptualist, who had become well
known for sending postcards stating the time he woke up each day,
switched to painting. Another postcard series, featuring the continu-
ing adventures of 100 boots crossing America under the guidance of
California artist Eleanor Antin, completed the journey, and the artist
moved on to video and performance works. Gilbertand George were
also doing "postcard sculpture" during this same period. They too left
the network to pursue full-time mainstream art careers.

Rather than see this flight of established art professionals as a dimin-
ishing of the energy in the genre, mail art was beginning to accom-
plish a long-cherished strategy of the avant-garde to break down the
distinctions between artists and non-artists, and indeed, between art
and life itself. While some mainstream artists such as Christo and
Carl André continued to contribute to mail art shows well into the
eighties, new participants began to emerge from divergent sectors of
society and from an increasing number of countries. As the network
expanded, contributors appeared from the audiocassette under-
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ground and 'zine culture. Although rooted in the artworld, mail art
gained a social and political face as well.

Following the lead of the earlier New York Correspondance School
meetings, participantsinmail art not only mailed works to each other,
but met each other. This culminated in the Decentralized Worldwide
Mail Art Congresses of 1986. Congress organizers H. R. Fricker and
Giinther Ruch had originally intended for participants to gather in
their native Switzerland for a centralized correspon-dance. But when
they asked for comments to their proposal, network participants
stressed the decentralized nature of the medium, and so it came to be
that Congresses were held "wherever two or more mail artists meet
to discuss networking concerns." During the course of the Congress
year, some eighty meetings were held in twenty-five countries with
the participation of over five hundred artists.

Another potent force in mail art networking in the late eighties was
Neoism. Neoism was a shared myth between art networkers, both a
bond and a parody. A strategy which consisted of each participant re-
interpreting and adding to the established mythology of the pseudo-
movement, Neoism was an open concept in that each participant
could contribute to and elaborate upon a given structure.

What Neoism proved is that disparate individuals could interact
within a shared mythology of their own devising. And, as such, it
mirrored the larger network of mail art from which Neoism had
sprung.

The most important contribution of mail art has not been in the
products which have been created, but the structure of interaction
which has evolved. As such, the mail art show is a perfect expression
of the collective personality of the mediumatany one time. Abarrage
of color, design, and information, it conveys a collective and interac-
tive approach to art.

Another manifestation of the collective approach to a shared or "open
concept" is Art Strike, 1990-1993. Originally put forward by Stewart
Home of London, England, in 1985 as a battering ram for class war
against commodity culture, the notion took on a life of its own after
Art Strike Action Committees were established in such diverse loca-
tions as San Francisco, Baltimore, Ireland, and Uruguay. Home's
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earlier attempts at collective action included the conception of Smile
magazine, a publication of multiple origins, and the organization of
the Festivals of Plagiarism, which was based on an end to the impor-
tance of originality asa componentof the creative process. All of these
concepts have roots in mail art and Neoism and espouse a desire to
share the responsibility for creation.

With the widepread reaction to the concept of Art Strike, 1990-1993,
itis clear that mail art still has the ability to act as a purveyor of ideas.
The fact that ideas can move swiftly through an international
network and engageartists from England to Japan to the Soviet Union
remains one of the medium'’s greatest strengths.

New York Correspondance School meetings are now conducted on
an international level. As the decade of the nineties began, exciting
projects were taking place that drew from both postal art history and
the relationships formed during the Mail Art Congresses of the late
eighties. Net Run, a collaboration between Japanese mail artists
Shozo Shimamoto and Ryosuke Cohen and American Indian peace
activist Dennis Banks, involved mail artists in England, Belgium,
Germany, Poland, Finland, and the Soviet Union, as the group trav-
ersed the European continent in a run for world peace during the
summer of 1990. Along the way, the Japanese artists collaborated
with Western and Eastern European correspondents in performances
and receptions for mail art shows.

The entrance of mail art into the Soviet Union has been a milestone in
recent mail art history. Active Soviet participant Serge Segay has
written an article on the medium that was published in Iskusstvo, the
official art journal of the Soviet Ministry of Culture and the largest art
magazine in the country. Numerous Soviet mail art shows have been
held. Swiss artist H. R. Fricker vjsited Segay and Rea Nikonova in
Eysk. West German artist Peter Kiistermann traveled to the Soviet
Union in the Summer of 1990 to meet his mail art correspondent Jonas
Nekrasius for a Mail Art Congress in Lithuania. And in September
1990, I traveled to Estonia and Leningrad to participatein the Mail Art
Symposium in the USSR sponsored by mail artist Ilmar Kruusamae
and the Tartu Artists Society.

Issues suchas theimpact of computer and fax technologies on mail art
activities in the nineties mark the entry of mail artintoits fifth decade.
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Other current concerns of the medium include its increasing accep-
tance by the mainstream. ButI think it has become clear that mail art
functions best as an alternative standing in opposition to art as a
commercial enterprise. In contrast to commodity culture, mail art is
an ongoing process of questioning - a search for international under-
standing among artists. Mail artists are paving the way for the global
interaction of various nationalities on a grassroots basis. Rather than
the creation of one world culture, mail art is showing thata respect for
divergent ideas can be a powerful stratagem in reconciling multina-
tional differences, and that specific cultures caninteractin "open situ-
ations" where each cultural representation can make important con-
tributions in an integrated process of creation.

Five decades after Ray Johnson developed his moticos mailing list,
mail art has escaped the rigid boundaries of the artworld, and yet it
still has lessons to impart to the mainstream art establishment. It
confirms the idea that art is everywhere and that everyone can be
creative given the opportunity to do so; that artis decentralized and
does not depend on controlling opinions emanating from centralized
world centers. Indeed, the diffusion of ideas is more potent and
varied when it originates from the base of a pyramid rather than the
summit.

Mail artis changing the way we think aboutartand aboutlivingin the
world. After five decades of erecting a worldwide structure of global
artistic interaction, mail art continues to evolveasa stimulus for in-
creased understanding and cooperation among a global constitu-
ency.

John Held, Jr.

Dallas, Texas
September 1990
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Eighties Mail Art Networking

One of the great ironies of mail art is that its acknowledged pioneer,
New Yorkartist Ray Johnson, is something of a hermeticloner, whose
"happenings" would as often as not turn into "nothings." And yet this
man of poetry possessing a natural generosity has paved the way to-
wards the creation of an international network of artists.

Johnson was a product of the legendary American art school Black
Mountain College. It was there that artists of many disciplines such
as John Cage, Merce Cunningham, Robert Rauschenberg, and
Buckminster Fuller, as well as many others, nurtured themselves in
each other's company. Johnson was in direct contact with the begin-
nings of anew movement in American art, which eventually eclipsed
the predominant Abstract Expressionist School of Art. Johnson's
large circle of artworld friends was drawn together by his enigmatic
use of the postal system around which the New York Correspon-
dance School of Art was initiated. Although other artists had pre-
ceded Johnson in the use of the postal system for artistic means, most
notably Marcel Duchamp and members of the Italian Futurist move-
ment, it was Johnson's vigor and ability to manifest poetry from
everyday life which led to his becoming the center of a gathering

storm.

Throughout the fifties and sixties, mail art, very much under the
directinfluence of Johnson, remained a closed mechanism of commu-
nication between artworld intelligentsia. But the slow spread of mail
art during this period, often from person to person through the in-
struction of Johnson to "add and send to" an often unknown third
person, led to the eventual public display at the Whitney Museum of
Art of the New York Correspondance School exhibition curated by
Johnson and Marcia Tucker.

In the November 1970 issue of Artforum magazine, author Kasha
Linville wrote:

Johnson is concerned with loosely structured interactions, but not as a
conceptualartist. Instead heis morea solicitous host who likes to provide the
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opportunity to meet, by mail or in person at one of the NYCS meetings, and
to watch what happens. The only sad note about Johnson's Whitney diver-
sion is it seems a shame to catch such a living thing in flight, to pin it down
and make a museum piece of it.

But this "living thing" was not yet "in flight." It was still a caterpillar
evolving into something very different from the schoolyard of the
New York artworld intelligentsia.

Indeed, this first mail art show at the Whitney Museum of American
Art was the beginning of a revolution in art, because it was through
the mail art show thata previously fractured network was linked. In-
vitations to mail artists were distributed in mass mailings fromnames
gathered from newly emerging sources. Mail art exhibitions flour-
ished throughout the seventies and into the eighties.

In the middle seventies, the mail art show came to mean "all work
shown," "no fees to enter," and "documentation to all participants."
Sensing that something important was happening, yetreceiving little
support from the art establishment, mail artists took it upon them-
selves to curate their own shows and thus insure the growth of their
preferred medium. In my book, International Artist Cooperation:
Mail Art Shows, 1970-1985, I documented 1,335 mail art shows
between 1970 and 1985. No doubt there were many more.

The network began to echo the sentiments of Fluxus artist Robert
Filliou, who began to develop the concept for an Eternal Network of
artists. In a 1973 issue of FILE magazine he wrote:

If it is true that information about the knowledge of all modern art research
is more than any one artist could comprehend, then the concept of the avant-
garde is obsolete. With incomplefe knowledge, who can say who is in front,
and who ain't. I suggest that considering each artist as part of an Eternal
Network is a much more useful concept.

Throughout the seventies the Eternal Network gathered strength.
Former participants with established artworld reputations dropped
out, while isolated emerging artists from throughout the world drew
strength from an ever-increasing community of artists who utilized
the postal system for its connecting fabric.
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The evolution of mail art was also aided by publications, which took
up its cause and became central clearinghouses of information. The
first major publication linking the newly emerging network was
FILE, published by the Canadian art collective General Idea. Butby
the middle of the seventies General Idea turned its attention else-
where, mirroring the movement of well-known artists away from
mail art. Steppingin to fill the void was Umbrella magazine, edited by
art librarian Judith A. Hoffberg.

During the late seventies and until the mid-eighties, Umbrellabecame
the publication of record for the mail art movement. A growing list
of mail art shows and projects was announced in each issue swelling
the ranks of newcomers to the network. A glance at Umbrella leaves
a trail of mail art activities in the early eighties.

1980:

Fluxus collection at Ecart bookshop in Geneva, Switzerland.

Mohammed Center of Restricted Communication, Genoa, Italy.

Other Books and So bookstore, Amsterdam, Holland.

Arte Postale #10, by Vittore Baroni, Italy.

Commonpress #33, edited by Russell Butler (Buzz Blurr).

Des Moines Festival of the Avant-Garde announces the formation of
the Performance Bank (Fred Truck).

Mail art show to free Buster Cleveland from a California jail.

AU artspace requests mail art for the exhibition, "Japan Modern Art
80."

Rubberstampmadness begins publication.

"Electroworks" exhibit of photocopy art at George Eastman House,
Rochester, New York.

Bern Porter states he was doing mail art in 1920.

Anna Banana completes her second Banana Olympics.

Xerox exhibition curated by Ginny Lloyd at La Mamelle, San Fran-
cisco, California.

Lon Spiegelman raises questions concerning the paying of fees for
mail art catalogs.

Mail art show by Michael Duquette (Toronto, Canada) is censored.

Ulises Carrion's Second Thoughts is published.

Libellus, a monthly mail art publication by Guy Schraenen, Belgium.

Johan van Geluwe, Belgium, begins his Museum project (Common-
press 40).
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1981:

Artist postage stamp exhibition at Artpool, Budapest, Hungary.

C.D. O. archive in Parma, Italy, active.

Carlo Pittore opens La Galleria dell 'Occhio in New York City.

John Held Jr. shows "Letters from Mohammed."

VEC Audio Archives in Holland.

Rubber continues publication from Stempelplaats Gallery,
Amsterdam, Holland.

Jean Brown Archives in Tyringham, Massachusetts, sponsoring
mail art projects.

E. F. Higgins auctions off his Stamp Paintings in New York City.

David Cole and Paul Zelevansky create MC magazine.

Lon Spiegelman holds a workshop on mail art for children at the Los
Angeles County Museum of Art.

Harley announces the First International Mail Art Congress (never
takes place).

Henk Fakkeldij holds a "mail art performance” called The Meeting in
Utrecht, Holland.

1982:

Communication to Poland disrupted by political unrest.

Chuck Stake celebrates his tenth anniversary in mail art.

Rimma and Valery Gerlovin issue a collection of envelopes called
"Letters to the USSR."

Edgardo-Antonio Vigo of Argentina issues number 8 in the series
"Our International Stamps and Cancelled Seals."

Nattovning (Night Exercises) organized by Peter Meyer for Swedish
National Radio.

International Society of Copy Artists Quarterly begins publication.

Bookworks 82, a conference on artists' books, is held in Philadelphia.

Geza Perneczky active in conceptual book publishing.

Mike Bidner seeking information on "artistamps" for a forthcoming
catalog.

Modern Realism gallery opens in Dallas, Texas, to show mail art,
Xerox, artists' books, rubber stamps, and Fluxus.

First International Mail Art Manifesto issued to mark the "twentieth
anniversary" of the New York Correspondance School (C.D.O.
Archive, Parma, Italy).

New York Cavellini Festival is held.

Michael Mollet distributes his VW bus through the mail.
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Peter Horobin (Scotland) visits Jurgen Olbrich in Kassel, West
Germany.

National Stampagraphic begins publication.

"Third National High School Postal Art Exhibition" held in Washing-
ton, D.C., organized by Cracker Jack Kid.

1983:

"Correspondence as Art: An Historical Overview," curated by Mike
Crane, is exhibited at San Jose State University, California.

Anna Banana tours, "Why Banana?," a performance artwork, in
Canada and the United States.

Ginny Lloyd opens The Storefront Gallery in San Francisco for mail
art and performance activities.

About Vile published by Anna Banana.

Press Me Close produces t-shirts by Lon Spiegelman, Carlo Pittore,
Bern Porter, and others.

Trax published by Piermario Ciani, Italy.

"Maine Mail Art Exhibition" events feature Carlo Pittore, Steve Ran-
dom, R. Saunders, and others.

"Mail Music," an international mail art project by Nicola Frangione,
is released as an album with 47 artists represented.

The film "Mail Art Romance" is shown, documenting the marriage
of mail artists John and C. Mehrl Bennett.

"Mail Art for Peace” catalog by Peter Kustermann is published.

1984:

Guy Bleus organizes the European Cavellini Festival 1984 in Brussels.

"World ArtPost" catalog distributed by Artpool, Budapest, Hungary.

"Mail Art Then and Now," curated by Ronny Cohen, is shown at
Franklin Furnace, New York City, from January 18 through
March 10.

ND issue number 2 is published by Daniel Plunkett, Austin, Texas.

"Injury by Jury Mail Art Show" curated by Cracker Jack Kid.

"Works by Ray Johnson" shown at Nassau County Museum opens
February 7.

H.R. Fricker visits New York City.

Two panel discussions on mail art at 22 Wooster Street Gallery, New
York City, sponsored by Artists Talk on Art, generate a storm of
controversy.

Cavellini changes his address.
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Piotr Rypson shows his retrospective mail art archive in a Polish
exhibition.

TAM begins a monthly bulletin of mail art activities from Tilberg,
Holland.

"Mail Art about Mail Art" published as Commonpress 55.

While this essay deals primarily with the state of mail art and its
explosive growth in the eighties, to better understand the decadeitis
necessary to draw upon our knowledge of the past. From increasing
research on mail art conducted during the decade, it becomes clear
that mail art is not so much the sole progeny of Ray Johnson, as it is
a parallel development of the modern art movement, and that an
understanding of this broader history of mail art can give us a better
perspective on eighties mail art networking.

Duchamp's prototypical postal action of attaching four postcards to
each other and sending them to his neighbors, the Arensbergs, is
becoming well-known. Less understood is the impact of the Italian
Futurist movementon international postal activity. The group devel-
oped notonly manifestoes, for which they are famous, but stationery,
postcards, and decorated correspondence for the purpose of connect-
ing its far-flung membership and to publicize the group's positions.
Two books have been published in Europe devoted to the subject of
Futurist postal activity, one in France and another in Italy.

By now the Fluxus contribution to mail art has been well established,
not only in the development of newsletters to link the geographically
diverse participants and the collaborative projects conducted through
correspondence, but especially Robert Watts' use of the postage
stamp as an artistic medium, various members' use of the rubber
stamp, and Ken Friedman's role in the compilation of mailing lists.

It should be noted that both Futurism and Fluxus had very strong
performance art elements in their repertoire, and this we will see also
sheds light on mail art in the eighties. Like Futurism, Dada, and
Fluxus, mail artis as much attitude as art form. At times this attitude
erupts into a public display of emotion.

Such was the case during the Franklin Furnace/ Artists Talk on Art
controversy in February of 1984. This event galvanized the mail art
network and forced it to examine itself. This same period of self-
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reflection saw the publication of the first major anthology of mail art
writings, Correspondence Art: Source Book for the Network of
International Postal Art Activity, edited by Michael Crane and Mary
Stofflet. It remains the landmark work documenting the field. The
same year saw an unprecedented number of mail artists drawn to-
gether at Interdada '84 in San Francisco.

The concept of a Worldwide Decentralized Mail Art Congress was
developed in 1985 by Swiss mail artists Gunther Riich and Hans Rudi
Fricker and implemented the following year. I personally consider
this to be one of the mostimportantdevelopmentsin the fifteenyears
Ihavebeenactive in mail art. More than 70 congresses were held with
over 500 participants from 25 countries. Each congress was encour-
aged to explore networking concerns (the nature of interpersonal
contacts, the art market, archives, mass mail art versus one-to-one
communication, cooperation, etc.) and to report the conclusions to
the two Swiss organizers. Gunther Riich published a report of the
Worldwide Decentralized Mail Art Congress, which united the vari-
ous opinions expressed.

One of the important effects of the Mail Art Congress was the fact that
many mail artists, who had previously corresponded with each other,
were given an opportunity to meet. This is certainly not a new
development, for Ray Johnson was the host of many a New York
Correspondance School meeting in the sixties, but this was a wide-
spread series of meetings of unprecedented scope onan international
level.

Before the initiation of the Worldwide Decentralized Mail Art Con-
gress, it was perfectly legitimate for a mail artist simply to stay at
home and write letters, never having to meet any of his correspon-
dents to function at an international networking level. But since the
congress year of 1986, to be truly involved in mail art is to confront the
greater world in extended discussions. This was a mistake previous
to the Franklin Furnace debates. Mail artists thought they were in
agreement, only to find in a face-to-face confrontation that there was
a wide gulf between them. It seemed that only by meeting and
discussion could many of those disputes be resolved.

As a result of the congress year, a number of collaborative projects
were undertaken. Jiirgen O. Olbrich, who was invited to participate
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in the prestigious Documenta performance section in his hometown
of Kassel, West Germany, invited fellow mail artists to participate in
his "City Souvenir" project. This "expanded performance" took the
form of the various artists' preparing storefront window displays to
reflect the various manufactured products, or "souvenirs," of their re-
spective hometowns, and a cooperative display in a department
store, whereby these "souvenirs" were given away free to the unsus-
pecting shoppers. By going to where the people were, Olbrich and his
collaborators (including Chuck Stake from Canada) reflected the
theme of the 1987 Documenta, which sought to stress the blend
between art and life. Documenta was almost universally denounced
as having failed its stated mission and instead portrayed the artworld
as artmarket. But Olbrich's concept of an expanded performance
bringing art to where the people were remains a bright spot.

Againin West Germany, this time in Minden, Jo Klaffki, better known
as Joki Mail Art, continued a series of mail art meetings in an attempt
to establish Minden as a mail art mecca. "Mailart-Station-Minden"
was held in conjunction with the Minden Arts Festival from Septem-
ber 26 to October 4, 1987. It featured the participation of mail artists
Dobrica Kamperelic (Yugoslavia), H. R. Fricker (Switzerland), Rug-
gero Maggi (Italy), A. Dudeck-Durer (Poland), and West German
artists Achim Schnyder and Peter Kustermann, among others.

Joki writes, "There may be over 1000 mailartists serving in different
links of the international network to inspire each other. The simplest
way to do this is per post. Were one to discount the transported art
pieces there would still remain a highly qualified correspondence-art
as the most important feature of the Mailart movement. Above and
beyond the postal communication would be the next step of commu-
nicative works, the personal contacts."

We also see this urge to communicate a live art manifested in
Uruguay. Clemente Padin, an active mail art participant since thelate
sixties, has served as an inspiration to a whole generation of South
American artists. Visual poet and political activist, Padin was jailed
for a time in the seventies for his postal activities. This precipitated
a widespread campaign for his release through the mail art network,
along with that of his fellow countryman Jorge Carabello. Mail artin
South America takes a political stance in response to prevailing
conditions of repression. So it was not surprising that in September
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1987 a collaborative project supported by the Uruguayan Mail Art
Association was held in which Antonio Ladra marched in a parade
with a sandwich board making known his concerns for the Peruvian
people on the anniversary of the establishment of Augusto Pinochet's
dictatorship. Padin writes, "The question is not only to take the art
to the street, but transform its social meaning in actions and works
that have to be actively inserted in its development, referring to those
problems that are specially concealed, sensitizing people, trying to
give them courage to change their views. And such a modification
would change the art work, its consumption, but even more, the
artist-spectator relationship."

Two of mail art's most indefatigable "tourists" are Shozo Shimamoto
and Ryosuke Cohen of Japan. "Tourism" has become a whole sub-
genre of mail art developing from the concept of H. R. Fricker that
extends the postal experience into a life experience. Cohen and
Shimamoto came to the United States in 1987 after successful tours of
Eastern and Western Europe in 1986. Cohen is well known for his
Brain Cell project, in which he gathers specific design elements of his
correspondents and combines them on one sheet. Shimamoto is one
of the most respected figures in mail art. In the fifties, he was active
in the Gutai movement, which had an enormous impact on bringing
progressive art concepts to Japan. Today he directs AU, an artist
union for unidentified art. Their North American tour of 1987 in-
cluded stops in Baltimore, New York, Portland (Maine), Dallas, Los
Angeles, San Francisco, and Calgary. In each city they met with mail
art contacts and performed Shimamoto's "Networking on the Head,"
in which his shaved head served as a projection screen for slides of
mail artists that were sent to him from around the network.

Shimamoto's appearance in Dallas on July 28, 1987, coincided with
the one-hundreth birthday of Marcel Duchamp. To recognize this
fact, we performed an act to honor Duchamp at a Dallas club,
appropriately named Club Dada. I had Ryosuke cut off my hair,
which I then pasted on the back of Shimamoto's head in the shape of
a star. This paid homage to Duchamp's action of 1919 (or 1921,
depending on the source), and sometimes called the "Tonsure," in
which Duchamp shaved a star on the back of his head. This was one
of the first instances of what would now be considered "Body Art."
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The performance points out an integral part of the mail art network
in the late eighties - the extension of the postal experience to live
cooperative actions by networkers.

If this aspect of mail art has roots in Futurism, Dada, and Fluxus, we
must remember that there are other elements of creativity common
to these precursors of mail art. These movements also had a strong
influence on the written (and printed) word. Mail art, too, has its
share of literary figures - Jack Saunders, Al Ackerman, David Zack,
John M. Bennett, Joel Lipman, and George Myers - to name but a few
American mail artists involved in literary matters.

The literary aspect of mail art illustrates the ties that mail art has with
other avant-garde, alternate, underground, marginal, or counter-
culture genres (call them what you will). The above-named writers
have ties to the small press literary scene as well as to mail art.
Nowhere is this illustrated as well as in the writings of Nation
magazine columnist Stewart Klawans, who had an occasional col-
umn in the magazine called the Small Scene. In his columns of 1988,
Klawans mentioned mail artists Saunders, Ackerman, Anna Banana,
and the Cracker Jack Kid in his exploration of the alternate and small
press scene.

Another genre which has increasingly strong ties to mail art is the
music cassette underground. Daniel Plunkett's ND magazine has its
roots in this field. Mail artists Monty (Istvan Kantor) Cantsin, VEC's
Rod Summers of Holland, and Italy's Vittore Baroni and his TRAX
project have long been involved in sound and audio art forms, which
appear to be converging with underground music. There are many
other mail artists involved in this: Peter Meyer of Sweden, Minoy in
Los Angeles, James "Six-Fingered Nunzio" Cobb in San Antonio,
Gerald X. Jupitter-Larsen and his group the Haters in Canada, and
Nichola Frangione of Italy, who produced the album "Mail Music,"
to name but a few.

Editorsof mail art publications also have strong links with the fanzine
and underground press. Editors of mail art publications like Dobrica
Kamperelic of Open World, Daniel Plunkett of ND, and Ruud Janssen
of The TAM Bulletin have much in common with other publishers in
the science fiction, music, anarchist, and libertarian fields.
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Pseudo-cults like the Church of the Sub-Genius have strong affinities
for mail artists, who share the Church's Dada lifestyle. Mail art's own
cult-within-a-cult, Neoism, attracted a lot of attention in the late
eighties, both within and from outside the strict boundaries of mail
art.

And maybe that's the whole point: there are no strict boundaries any
more. | was surprised when Lloyd Dunn, the editor of the excellent
photocopy journal Photostatic, wrote to me that he was not a mail
artist, but a networker interested in photocopy. It just so happened
that photocopy interests and mail art issues overlapped.

These various special interest groups, and  haven't meant to exclude
the rubber stamp enthusiast who has enjoyed a long history of
involvement in mail art, are finding that mail art has established
networks and strategies (like the mail art show structure or the mail
art publication, where each contributor of a certain amount of pages
receives a free issue) that work for them as well.

With all the merging going on, it becomes a distinct possibility that
mail art could lose its own identity, fracturing into a myriad sub-
genres. But mail arthas established a strong history: Dada, Futurism,
Nouveau Realism, Fluxus, Ray Johnson. International mail art net-
working's great strength has been to serve as an umbrella for these
diverse fields such as audio, rubber stamps, artists' postage stamps,
photocopy, artists' publications, poetry and literature, computer art,
performance art, and so on.

So far, at any rate, mail art is proving itself an Eternal Network. It has
extended itself by means of such publications as FILE and Umbrella,
yet when these publications shifted their emphasis elsewhere, the art
form adapted and found new avenues for making its voice heard.
Currents rise and fall in mail art. Artists' postage stamps, mail art
shows, rubber stamps, tourism: each fluctuates according to particu-
lar concerns and fashions of the moment. Even countriesrise and fall
in the mailstream of postal activity. Italy has traditionally been an
active voice in mail art. Shozo and Ryosuke's frenzied activities on
behalf of mail art have caused Japan to take a prominent role in
current mail art networking. The Soviet Union is currently embark-
ing upon the seas of mail art. But Australia, while it still has die-hard
enthusiasts like Pat and Dick Larter, has lost much of the energy it
brought to the medium in the early and mid-seventies.

XXXiii



Themes in mail art come and go as well. In recent years, the Neoist
philosophy has swept mail art. Tourism has become an integral part
of the networking experience. And in 1988, "Plagiarism" became a
prominent concept, with Festivals of Plagiarism being held in Lon-
don, San Francisco, and Madison, Wisconsin.

There were fundamental concepts of mail art that were being ques-
tioned and revitalized in the late eighties. The question of mail art
archives had been raised. Who really owns them, the receiver or the
artists who created and mailed them? Can they be sold? (And
perhaps more importantly, does anyone want to buy them?) In 1987,
Vittore Baroni, in a special issue of his influential Arte Postale maga-
zine, dared to state that mail art and money do mix. And many agreed
with him that there are times when indeed they do.

Another controversial concept debated at the end of the decade was
the integration of mail art into the framework of the traditional art
establishment. In the catalog accompanying the exhibition "Corre-
sponding Worlds - Artists' Stamps," curator Harley (a long- time mail
artist) wrote:

I realize that this is a controversial approach to the mail-art network that
prides itself on its origins as an alternative to the labyrinth of the highly
politicized 'art world' of galleries, museums and collectors. Personally, I feel
that the integration of the traditional art world structure and the mail-art
network is inevitable. My response is that the mail-artist should play the
pivotal role in this integration.

The one thing that can be said with confidence about mail art is that
its history has never been dull. This vibrancy is what distinguishes
mail art from other more static forms of art. The Eternal Network
marches to a drum beat of its own, toward a future of undetermined
promise.

John Held, Jr.

Dallas, Texas
February 1990
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Networking the Nineties

In this follow-up article to the previously published "Eighties Mail
Art Networking," I have attempted to show how various recent
occurrences such as political events, topics of interest, specific exhi-
bitions and new communication technologies are pointing toward di-
rections the international mail art network will likely pursue in the
present decade.

In the course of the article, I have used the terms mail art and
networking interchangeably. Networking has become a commonly
accepted term in mail art since the concept of the Eternal Network
was developed by Robert Filliou in the late sixties. This concept was
used to describe "an international center of permanent creation” in
which participants were composed of "someone starting someone
stopping.” And while contributors to the Eternal Network are com-
posed of a revolving cast, the network itself remains everlasting.

This has proved to be true of mail art, whose greatest contribution has
not been the creation of specific artworks, but rather the creation of
an open democratic structure in which participants can exchange art
and information,and in the process, learnabout the waysin which the
artistic experience is communicated.

Latein 1989, I received a letter from a Finnish rock critic who had just
visited a mutual friend in Romania. He wrote to tell me that my
Romanian correspondent had not heard from me in some time and
wondered if it was because of censorship from the Romanian govern-
ment or because I had no time to write him.

After telling me of conditions in Romania ("You also need a license if
you want more than four people in one room at the same time,
whether they are Romanians or not."), he went on to explain that:

...you can understand how much it means for and other mail art people

in Romania to have some contacts outside. But the secret police confiscate
everything they don't understand, even if it isn't clearly against the regime.
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So it does not matter if it is not political; if they're not sure, they stop it.

is worried that youmay have not received his letters for some such reason and
begs you to know that he always replies to your letters to him if you would
continue to write to him even if it may seem that he has not replied.

I must admit that at times when I write platitudes about mail art
fostering "international artist cooperation" and establishing a new
"global vocabulary " sometimes I have my doubts. The flicker of light
is so small that you never know if the sparks can be seen. And then
a letter like this arrives and confirmation exists that yes, one person
can make a difference. At least with one other person.

Soon after the letter arrived, the walls tumbled down throughout
Eastern Europe. It meant not only greater political and social free-
dom, but also artistic freedom for the numerous artists who labored
under government repression for so long. It can safely be said that
mail art played an integral part in keeping their lines of communica-
tion open throughout difficult times.

Ina letter dated December 12, 1989, Gyorgy Galantai, one of the more
active Hungarian mail artists, wrote about the catalog he enclosed:

I'am glad to be able to send you -after six years- this Commonpress Hungary
issue. Though this catalogue was finished in January 1984, due to political
circumstances (the exhibition was banned, I was under police "control”, all
my collaborators were frightened) only some copies could be printed with
xerox technique.

Now finally in a more liberal Hungarian Republic I can publicly show again
the once banned material and publish the Commonpress 51 catalogue the way
and in the quality I always wanted to.

Even the Soviet Union has been exposed to the ever widening ripples
of the mail art network. The October 1989 issue of the slick Soviet art
journal Iskusstvo carried an article on mail art written by Serge Segay
with the title, "Where the Secret Is Hidden."

So as we enter the nineties, we find ourselves in a much more open
world. A world in which the free flow of information becomes even
more a requisite of a continuing harmonius gobal situation.

One direct consequence of this new openness is the Sacred Run -
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Europe 1990 project which will take Japanese mail artists Shozo
Shimamoto, Ryosuke Cohen, and Mayumi Handa through East Ger-
many, Poland, Finland, Norway, and the Soviet Union (Leningrad,
Tartu, Riga, Kiev, and Moscow). "The Run for Land and Life is a call
to people worldwide to move away from the Path of Destruction
towards a Path of a healthier and more peaceful Life initiated by
Native American and Japanese Peace Movements." Providing sup-
port services for the Native American Indian runners, the three
Japanese mail artists will post art and information on their cars from
mail artists worldwide. In preparation for the Sacred Run (August 6
- October 13, 1990), the mail art community has offered not only their
art, but sleeping facilities to the caravan. And no doubt, the Japanese
mail artists will be joined on the tour by their fellow artists. The
success of this project will do much to stimulate other such global
collaborations by mail artists throughout the nineties. Mail art can
often serve as a springboard when postal relationships result in
personal contacts and are put to use for cultural and social purposes.

Mail artis constantly evolving, but it is an evolution that occurs away
from the mainstream art establishment. As we proceed into the
nineties, it is still very much a "hidden secret.” Even though there are
repeated calls for a more socially committed art in the art press, mail
art is ignored in its discussion. One of the reasons for this is that the
genre demands involvement. To know mail art is to do mail art.
Articles like this can only hint at its preoccupations and concerns, but
in truth, they are as varied as the number of people who participate.

But certain ideas tend to sweep through the network with a life of
their own. The major preoccupation of the momentis Art Strike, 1990-
1993. If followed to the letter, the beginning of the nineties is going
to be a very fallow time for an explosive medium. But I don't think
that many networkers will be full-time adherents to the concept. It's
just too problematic to be practical at the moment. And as we will see,
Art Strike is more a starting point than an ending.

Art Strike serves a purpose in the current situation of mail art. Itisa
cleansing agent which is intended to get artists thinking about why
they make art and whom they serve by doing so. After talking to
Stewart Home, who originated the concept, it is my opinion that the
concept is intrinsically connected to the English class system and an
understanding of the extreme right and left politics that hold sway
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over there. For this reason, most North Americans, and indeed, those
outside of England, find the whole of the arguments difficult to grasp.

If the political impact of Art Strike is somewhat tempered by an
unfamiliarity with British class structure and politics, it is easier to
relate to the aesthetic concerns of the Art Strike Action Committees.
Writing in Smile magazine, Home discusses mail art, the commerciali-
zation of art, and the differences between art and creativity:

Theterm Mail Art is however a misnomer. The written, drawn, painted, and
printed words, images, and objects are exchanged in kind, they are not
mediated by the more advanced monetary exchanges of the capitalist epoch.
Thevast majority of pieces exchanged have no monetary value and so cannot
be considered art, a sub-division of reification which is characterized by a
high monetary exchange value as well as anideological content. Some pieces
of "postal art" might be commodified at a later date and traded for money but
this is a potential unlikely to be realized in the foreseeable future, and until
it occurs the artifacts concerned cannot strictly be considered art. Most "Mail
Art" pieces are produced because their "creators” believe that the labour put
into these productions is somehow of "moral value.” For the people involved
the work ethic has taken a quasi-religious significance which is conceptual-
ised as "creativity" (the idea that intellectual and image producing labour are
their own reward and should be pursued by the virtuous regardless of
whether one s being paid for doing so). Followers of this creed often confuse
the terms “art" (those products of creativity which through a random selec-
tion process have come to be used by capitalists as a means of storing surplus
value when the monetary economy is being ravaged by inflation) and crea-
tivity....

Of course our analysis may be incorrect but at least it can be put to the test.
For the three years between 1990 and 1993 we will be abandoning all forms
of creativity, activism, cultural intervention. Three years is the minimum
period over which the impact of such a strategy can be assessed: We do not
necessarily expect to overthrow capitalism by the end of this period as no
doubt the recuperators of both the left and right will do their utmost to
maintain the endless reproduction of the system we oppose....

The dialogue created by Art Strike has jolted the mail art community
like no other action since the Worldwide Decentralized Mail Art
Congress concept of 1986, when some 500 artists from 25 countries
participated in over 80 meetings.

After a somewhat hesitant and confused initial reaction - "Preten-
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tious Drivel Strike (1990-1993)" reads one rubber stamp - mail artists
have embraced the Art Strike concept in their characteristic irrever-
ent, socially engaging, and creative manner.

In a collaborative audio project, the Cracker Jack Kid (Chuck Welch)
sent outan Art Strike Mantra,1990-1993 cassette to be recorded and re-
turned to him for compilation. From Yugoslavia, longtime mail art
participant Andrej Tisma writes:

Nowthat I have learned the reasons for the international Art Strike 1990-1993
Ideclarethat I will supportit, butin Yugoslavia, the country wherelamliving
and making art, an Art Strike would have no sense because:

1. There is no art market here yet.

2. Prices of artworks are so low that you don't sell at all. You make art for
pleasure, philosophical, and creative reasons.

3. We have only a few art critics and curators, and they have no power or
influence upon artists.

4. You don't have to pay the galleries for having your own exhibition, but
galleries pay you for that. Shows are not commercial at all, as alternative
artists can exhibit in official gallery spaces.

5. The serious culture hardly exists here. It is repressed by the primitive
peasant culture, so our aim is to develop and support culture here.

So I am suggesting to all art strikers to come and settle in Yugoslavia during
the period 1990-1993 and continue making art and exhibitions.

While he has ceased to publish Photostatic magazine during Art
Strike, Lloyd Dunn has begun distributing Yawn: Sporadic Critique of
Culture. Dunn writes that "The Art Strike offers the most aggressive
and consistent critique available of the status quo of production and
consumptionand its power structure.” And something called Forced
Art Participation (FAP) 1990-2001 has surfaced in Yawn in an attempt
to "integrate the mental set 'art' into the daily routine of all individu-
als."

My personal way of dealing with Art Strike, 1990-1993 is to examine
the reasons for my own cultural participation. To see if art is an

egotistical projection of the self upon others, or whether after fifteen
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years of participation in the international mail art network I am able
to avoid the termart altogether and instead forge some new hybrid of
art and life towards the implementation of a world view that allows
me some measure of personal comfort.

Itis because of Art Strike that this intensive questioning has occurred.
And no doubt, there will be even more questions asked and newer
strategies developed to reach even more far-reaching conclusions
during the period 1990-1993.

Home's statement that "Some pieces of "postal art' might be commodi-
fied at a later date and traded for money, but this is potentially
unlikely to be realised in the forseeable future...," is already being
challenged and is likely to become one of the main issues confronting
the medium in the nineties.

From December 7 through 30, 1989, the Davidson Gallery in Seattle,
Washington, held an "International Invitational Artistamp Exhibi-
tion," curated by James Warren Felter of Vancouver, Canada. Felter
hosted the "Artists' Stamps and Stamp Images" exhibition at Simon
Fraser University in Burnaby, Canada, in 1976, which was the first
time that artist-created stamps were collected for viewing by the
public. An excellent catalog was also produced at the same time,
making itamong the first printed items that the literature of the field
produced. So whe