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PERSONAL WORLDS

OR
CULTURAL STRATEGIES?

Introduction to the Artists*
Postage Stamps and Cancellatio
Stamps Exhibition,

This Show includes works

some 150 artists living in or
coming originally from some 25
countries. The cancellation
stamps were all designed
especially for this occasion by
invited artists, and produced by
the Posthumus Rubber Stamp
Factory in Amsterdam, The post-
age stamps come, with few
exceptions, fTrom the Other
Books and So Archive, They
include either stamps that

have been actually glued on
postal pieces and often
cancelled by the Post Office,
or printed sheets with a
varying number of stamps

(see list of participants).

I*d like to make clear from the
beginning that when 1 conceived
of this show, my main concern
was not to assemble a number

of precious, curious miniatures.
This clarification is necessary
since most members of the public
and the critics tend to miss
the point when judging Mail-Art
works and exhibitions — they
usually look for plastic
quality, for visual appea].
Since most Kail-Art pieces by
nature don’t lend themselves

to such an approach, they
tolerate Mail-Art as an
ancillary activity of some good
artists and a cover for crowds
of bad ones. As 1 have said on
other occasions, Mail-Art shifts
the focus from what is
traditionally called "“art* to
the wider concept of ’culture,*
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And this shift is what makes
Mail-Art truly contemporary.
In opposition to “personal
worlds,” Mail-Art emphasizes
cultural strategies.

This radical shift gives birth
to quite a number of theoretical
and practical questions, the
most evident of them being,
Where does the border lie
between an artist’s work and the
actual organization and
distribution of the work? As
it usually happens, this
question can only be

answered by the artists them-
selves rather than by
theoreticians, historians, and
bureaucrats. When an artist is
busy choosing his starting
point, defining the limits of
his scope, he has the right to
include the organization and
distribution of his work as an
element of the same work. And
by doing so, he’s creating a
strategy that will become a
constituent formal element of
the final work.

Up to the present, no art
critic has made a serious
attempt to identify and
describe the elements of works
of this kind, how they affect
each other, and the way they
function as a whole, that Iis,
as a fTinished art work. They
apply instead concepts
borrowed from other art
practices that either cover
too much or too little. The
most striking of these
inadequacies is related to the
apparent plural authorship of
a Mail-Art work. In a project
like this one, containing
around 1SO pieces, am | to be
considered the author of only
that one showing my signature?



Am 1 innocent of the other 149?
As | said above, this is not a
collection of miniatures. All
150 pieces should rather he
considered one element of a
complex art work that involves
much more than that which the
public see hanging from the

wal l*

In Mail-Art, those unseen
elements don’t lay hidden in
the depths of the artist’s
soul. They are conditions that
the external world (physical
and social) imposes on the
artist and that he will
structure in a particular way.
The artist is thus also
expressing his subjectivity,
but only after having emerged
from himself to act in the
world. A Mail-Art project 1is
an artist’s attempt to organize,
in a coherent way, a chaotic
range of ideas, feelings,
experiences, objects, but also
machines, distances, postal
regulations, time uncertainties,
and, most strikingly, Mail-Art
pieces from other artists. By
incorporating these pieces as
one element of his work, he"s
depriving them of their
original identity. He’s giving
them instead a role to play
among other equally important
elements of his own personal
world.

Size, colour, dimension,
number, reproduction technique,
number of items, number of
copies, placement, material,
actual use, perforation,
repetition, outline, iImage,
combination, cut, alteration,
context, sequence, support,
completeness, utility,
fragmentation, rhythm,
imitation, likeness, origin,



these are some of the elements
to he noticed in each
individual i1tem of this show.
But the show as a whole offers
greater number and complexity
T significant elements,
nsidering the show as a
le, every piece included
the show has the same value,
that is, the same meaning.

People cannot be stopped from
exerting their own capacity
for choice, but it’s possible
for this capacity to be applied
in the wrong direction. In the
case of a collection of
postage and cancellation stamps
the public would tend to
admire those that are
attractively designed,
professionally produced,
preferably multicoloured.

Such a preference would reveal
a point of view not

applicable in a show of this
kind. It’s as if you’d like an
abstract painting because it
reminds you of an object! A
more coherent attitude would
be paying attention to the
tension or lack of tension
between form and function.
For instance, how far one

can go in creating postage
stamps and cancellation stamps
that don’t look like real

ones but have effectively
functioned as real ones? Or,
in the opposite direction,
works that from a formal point
of view can be identified as
postage stamps or cancellation
stamps but aren’t intended for
functioning as real ones?

This analysis, however
interesting as it may he,
possesses only a partial,
provisional validity, since



it considers no more than
fragments artificially cut out
from the whole — the Mail-Art
project. How are we to
approach this?

A Mail-Art project like the
present one is .the outcome of
a process consisting of 3

main phases: One artist’s
conception and announcement of
the project; the answers from
a number of artists to the
invitation to participate; and
the presentation of the answers
to the public in the form of a
show. The invitation has no
value in itself, it only offers
the opportunity for something
that hasn’t yet happened. Yet
it is a necessary element for
the art-piece to occur
effectively. The answers
validate the existence of the
invitation. They don’t have
any value in themselves, but
only as answers to the original
invitation. Invitation and
answers exist iIn a dialectical
interdependence upon each
other. The answers embody the
forces triggered by the
invitation, thereby revealing
beauty. The beauty of each
particular answer lies in its
being an answer. The most
perfectly the response fits
the request, the more beauty
it possesses.

Why is the artist asking for. -
answers from other individuals -
instead of giving himself AV
multiple answers? He ha3 indee
renounced the possibility of a
unique answer. The necessity

of giving multiple answers 1is
then revealed, concretised by

the plurality of sources. From
this point of view, a Mail-Art
project is never closed, Fvery



human being, even those who
will never hear the question,
can provide an infinite number
of possible answers# And here
intervenes perhaps the most
crucial element iIn a Mail-Art
project — showing the answers
to an audience# The artist
should convince the audience
that they are looking at him,
that every piece in the show,
that all these apparently
unconnected pieces coming from
various sources and with
various purposes, are a true
reflection of himself. They
are his personal world, nothing
more and nothing less! Only,
he’s letting his world gain

a social reality by making a
show out of it, that is, a
cultural event# He’s thereby
creating models for a

cultural strategy#

IT this is so, it looks as

if 1 have arrived at an
important conclusion without
even mentioning the Post
Office, and this is quite
strange for a text dealing
with Mail-Art. Or, isn’t it?
The Post Office provides the
artist with a distribution
network but it doesn’t define
the work. The Post Office is
not an essential element of
the work and it could be
replaced by other
transportation systems. The
Post Office catches the
attention of artists and the
public because of its
strangeness when compared with
other media. It is in fact the
most complex, the least
traditional of all the media
that artists are using
nowadays. At fTirst sight,
compared to telephones or



televisions, the Postal System
seems rather slow, unsafe,
complicated, awkward, ineffici-
cient, uncontrollable. But
these i1mperfections leave

space for play, for invention,
for surprisef those qualities
that Mail-artists have been
exploiting for quite a number
of years now. And this is
natural. When the use of new
media (radio, TV) places

medium like the PTT in a
disadvantageous position,

the latter can afford to

used for the sake of i

and beauty. In the Renaissance,
the appearing of pai

activity with purely ar
intentions, as compared

the didactic function it had Hr.
had before, was made possible
by the invention of the printed
books, that became then a more
adequate way of disseminating
ideas. In our time, the
invention and spreading of
multimedia communication allows
for the purely artistic

of ™monomedia" like

postcards, letters, e

This in turn triggers

process of analyses and
renovation of the used media,
that could not be foreseen or
allowed when they were being
used for purely practical
purposes. In the case of Mail-
Art, such a process hasn"t yet
finished and we cannot foresee
which direction it will take
next, which aspect of the
process will attract next the
attention of the artists. But
we can identify some of the
supportive or formal elements
that have already undergone a
deep transformation in the
hands of Mail-artists, like



envelopes, letters, postcards,
rubber-3tamps, cancellation
stamps, postage stamps. The
present 3how offers quite a
number of alternatives for the
last 2 mentioned categories. A
detailed study of each particular
work would be most helpful, on
the condition that it be done
within an ideological context
which proves to be suitable
for Mail-Art projects.

Ulises Carrion
Other Books and So Archive
Amsterdam



LIST OF PARTICIPANTS

(P=Postage Stamp,
c=»Cancellation Stamp,
C=*Cancellation Stamp designed,

for this show)

¢ Judith Ahrahms, P,
t Arthur Aesohhaoher, Pc,
Juan Agius, C.
1 Albrecht B, , P.
i Simon Anderson, Pc
+Volker Anding, P,
t Anonymous, P,
Roy Arden, C.
#Ay-0, P,
#Monique Bailly, Pc,
X ZoltAn Bakos, C,
I Eduard Bal, P,
o John Baldessari, P,
e Giaccomo Balia, P,
% Anna Banana, P,
Ban Barber, C,
Vittore BaronifC,
Gianni Becciani,
% Peter Below, P.
% Enzo Benedetto, P,
%Peter van Beveren, P,
% Umberto Boccioni, P,
Gabriel Borba, C,
% Bart Boumans, PcC,
% Bon Boyd, P,
% Peter Brattinga, P.
% George Brett, PC,
% Paulo Bruscky, PC,
% Brian Buckzak, P,
¢ Klaus Burkhardt, P,
% Henryk Bzdok, P,
% Maurizio Camerani, P,
e Carl Camu, P,
" Ulises Carrion, PcC.
% G, A, Cavellini, Pc,
e John Christie, P,
% Buster Cleveland, Pc,
% Sas Colby, Pc.
Norman B, Colp, C,
Geoffrey Cook, C.
Johan Cornelissen, C.
¢Mike Crane, P.
% Robin Crozier, Pc,
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% Betty Danon, Pc,
Philippe Deleglise, C,

%lrene Dogmatic, P.
Ferruccio Dragoni, C,

e Steve Durland, P,

% Rob van Eek, P,

% J# W, Felter, P,

Tadeu da Fonseca Junges, C,

« Harley Francis, Pc,
Peter Frank, C,

» Ken Friedman, Pc,

% John Furnival, P#

< Bill Gaglione, PC,

VCGyorgy Galdntai, Pc.

« Johan van Geluwe, P.
Maurizio Goldoni, C,
Claudio Goulart, C,

« Klaus Groh, P.

%Hermann Gruber, P,
Luis Guardia Nieto, C.

« Dulce M, de Guimarae3 Horta,

% Barbara J, Hahn, P,

% Horst Hahn, P.

% Miroslaw Halas> P.
Scott Helmes, C,

« Geoff Hendricks, P.

£ E. F. Higgins. 111, P.

% D. D. Hompson, P.
Toheil Horiike, C.

Franz Immoos, cC.
% Mario Ishikawa, P,
« Ko de Jonge, Pc,
e Alison Knowles, P,
e Richard Kostelanetz, P,
Steingrimur E, Kristmundsson,
« Katalin Ladik, P.
e Andrew Law, P,
eHerman C, Lelie, P,
*C, Levine, P.
e Lotti, P,
= George Maciunas, P,
% Marasco, P,
Raul Marroquln, C,
Christine de Martini, C.
% G,E, Marx-Vigo, PcC.
% Jose Medeiros, P.
Plinio Mesciulam, C,
% Tom Mew, P,

Uncle Don MillikenjC-

PC,

C.



« Robert Mueller, P,
* QOpal Nations, P,
* Andrew Nevai, P,
* Tom Ockerse, P.
* Richard Olson, PC,
* Clemente Padln, P.
% Ray di Palma, P,
% Pannaggi, P,
* Gerard P, Pas, PC,
Romano Peli, C,
% Peruzzi, P.
% Pawel Petasz, P,
% Genesis P-Orridge, P#
% Robert & Ruth Rehfeld, P
Marilyn Rosenberg, C.
% Dieter Roth, P.
% Alvaro de Sd, Pc.
% Takako Saito, P.
% Sarenco, P.
* R, Saunders, Pc,
% Ken Saville, P.
% Angelika Schmidt, P.
% Guy Schraenen, P.
% Tomasz Schulz, P,
* Sam Scoland, P.
o Michael Scott, C.
% Walter S. Silveira, PC
% Rick Simon, P.
% Pauline Smith, P.
* Paul Snijders, P,
% Al Souza, Pc.
R. Silvio Spada, C.
% Lon Spiegelman, P.
P.J, Splettstosser, C.
% Chuck Stake, P.
% Kristine Stiles, P.
% BAlint Szombdthy, PC.
% Pat Taverner, P.
% Steva Terrades, P.
% Ace Timm, P.
* Miroljub Todorovic, P.
w Endre Tot, P.
%X Gabor Toth, P.
Arpad Toth, PC,
%R, Dick Trace it, PC.
%Horst Tress, P.
% lan Tyson, P.
Michaela Versari, C.
*Bob"Watts, P.
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RUBBER BOOKS

(August 1979)

CQMMONPRE35 no, 15s

SELF-PORTRAITS

(self-portraits By some 60
artists)

Hand-stamped in O colours.
Edition of 200 copies.

Price: f. 15,- (S 7,50).

RUBBBRBOOKS, Editor: Aart van
Barneveld, Stempelplaats,

St. Luciensteeg 25,

Amsterdam, The Netherlands.



RUBBER, a monthly bulletin about
the use of rubberstamps in the
arts. Editor: Aart van
Barneveld. Subscriptions:

f. 30,- S Price per
issue: f. 3,50 (S 1,75)#

Vol. 2, No. 8, August 1979*
Ulises Carrion: Mail-Art Project
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