
TI{E NEw yoRK Correspondance School is an art ofwitty
resemblances; it originates with Ray Johnson, but any
number can play. It takes the 'New York school' of
painters, an invention ofcareless art historians, and schools
of art by correspondence in which famous artists teach
commercial aft through the mails, and it combines them
into a satiric portmanteau that carries still other meanings.

Correspondence is spelled correspondance, not in the
French manner, but because a Ukrainian poster from the
Lower East Side of Manhattan announces a dance in a
word that looks like 3AbaBy (three-a-baby). This poster
(dance,3AbaBy) became an image after Ann \Vilson gave
birth to twins and M.T. became pregnant; three-a-baby
seemed a sign ofthe times.

In the same spirit Ray Johnson invented the Robin
Gallery as an answer to the Batman Gallery in San Fran-
cisco (Robin was Batman's youthfirl companion in the
comic as we now all know). The Robin Gallery not only
held 'robbin' ' events (in October, 1963, Ray Johnson and
Sari Dienes stole a painting back from friends at Haver-
straw), it also held (at least announced) an eight man show
with only three artists, because 3 and its inverted reflection
g make an 8. Clearly the truth for Ray Johnson is not
correspondence to actLlality (verisimilitude), but is cor-
respondence of part to part (pregnant similarities that
dance).

Now correspondencebelongs in a thesaurus not only with
'correlation, agreement, symmetry, and concord', but also
with 'epistolary intercourse, written communication, and
letter writing'. So the NYCS uses the US mails as part of
its method or medium.

Ray Johnson first notices something about a person, an
image which might be central or marginal, and then he
fi"lls an envelope with scraps, of images that comment on or
add to or combine with that image. This process begins
with a fondness for filing things, so he sends horses to
Billy Liuich, lobsters to Henry Martin, balloons to Karl
Wirsum. He files a person under something in his mind,
and then sends along through the mails whatever he feels
belongs in the same file.

The use of the US mails, a sanctimonious institution
with pretensions to heroic purity and endurance, offers

the delight of turning to aesthetic purposes a practi{
outfit with ethical ambitions ('Report obscene mail o
your postmaster.') The slow daily post is still useful, h
technologically as obsolete as the nineteenth-century
middle-class family in which grandfather seems to harc
devoured bacon and the morning post together. Now ttr*
data can be communicated electronically, the old fashionod
mails begin to yield aesthetic possibilities. At just abou
the time that mailboxes ceased to be painted drab greea,
as nature intended them, and became red, white and blue,
like US hybrid petunias, Ray Johnson founded tbc
NYCS.

With correspondence as content (similarity) and as
method (epistolary intercourse), many otherwise fla
details come into relief. The bombastic statue of Samud
S. Cox, 'the letter carrier's friend', at Thompkin's Square
off 10th Street in Manhattan, becomes a work of art wheo
it is drawn by Karl \Virsum for page 7 of the Book Abort
Death, a series of multilithoed sheets Ray Johnson has
mailed around. An envelope becomes part of a work of
aft, and the typical envelope of NYCS missive has been
found discarded by a commercial firm or municipal agency
(in truth, some filched by friends). Envelopei carryi"g
the crest of tnvrc-tIrr INc rather deflate that affiatus
of editorial wind, and envelopes from rsn{ turn up 5
truants from commerce playing a part in art whose value
cannot be computed. The envelope usually has a cor
mercial history, then, but its future lies as an unsalable
part of the NYCS taking its chances in the unassailable
US mails.

On the envelope is usually a correct return address for
Ray Johnson (176 Suffolk Street, New York CitS 10002),
the address of the recipient, and stamps. The picture on
the stamp can correspond to something, and the position
ofthe stamp, and ofthe cancellation, is important formally
to the success ofthe envelope. Stamp and cancellation are
as significant as the position of a collector's seal on an
oriental painting-sort of New York Chinatown Dada-
(Ray Johnson has lived at Munroe Street and Dover
Street, both near New York's Chinatown and City HalL
He has collected scraps ofpaper, pictures, and other trash
from both. Chinatown has provided words-probably the

il Y Gorrespondance school
by william wilson

54



luouluedull'u,/Y\oSIqlnoSuI^IEf,}nqCSuoIlJuI}SIpcUIlu3IJS {: '',:.::"* 
IEIsods eqr lnq c(rusruorssordxg 1]EI1Sq\

ro srulo{ aqt }E }ou Burrmr .serceds p::-:]:::'S t'^o i'q aas) suorlour'' io 11"' eql }ou i' 1'"' st }Erla esn,3ar'

il,;:i:fr;X,llXjf:H'ff"?^HgJl;il:3:H# ff,fi','"f"#[:fi:1lH:;'Si],,:iH];:Jl:ilii'lfi 'saBeun p..,,q*oJl['* tu'a t'i?Ls]'^i] u se f,1]curlsqe sE palBa!

Jer{lo alqursser,(aqrueq,vr sSurqrJo *rry_-"tur Surrnpua t* 'ooJ*Jio 
tt'o*t"a*t--aseql }nq 'sc^N eql oltr]

sa'eun Jo sn 01 s4urds rerpo-puu-aurs 3o i'"pi"'*q ptao'ffi"ie"lrdrsotusre,qdtouisrallolel,^udp,0r"l

srqr pu, (reqto sr r1 ir.t p.rr- ."*r, "qt ., qAriao*UA ;:yt::-*i"q pit'o' slalslsrno ue^e qoIqIA uI seuloqruc=

eqa .saurze8e* r.rrr"gip ui.reded ruarejglp.ro fr,'npo'ai' "*'1-f. t;iii'nt'a ':{-:-t^d::'' 
Jo {3BI oq} sI eulBb srr-

sezrs ruar{rp ur uBoCtJ#,ffiil;;;oioua f.ioro:qdura 
." t'oo"ffi p* ";n"i':$'rtrli'i,l;"ttt, TlT}jj:f:.:. -oror{d aruBs eq} Jo serdoc oiir eq .(ury ereq} edolo'rue aqt ss, causs,o.&arlos e'sdrqiuor}rl"rJo "":,:l-tl:T'

Ti*1ffi',*ilrj;+'4":-'SlffifrJ[:",":3I]i*#$i*[:,,"$,tlt1];""'ff [1]i+=
uor3t1n1se16 e'roeg-edo1"i.r" "qr 

ro p.rr.drr-ii ,"ar,i, 'p"r"11iti''o''"i' t""'1',q"soi eur 'sqdergoroqd Jo pl*il

I,rrluepl I,re^es rrq, o, ,airrrs rI sesn.rrr,o "11 '* r'o*p *,'T:j t-'"itiq *tiii i"o'-:'na 'pelserre ro" s?r!\ I'l=u

ro .lecrtruepr or€ s'urq] o.,\\r r"qr rrpuo^ p* rt'"iutr"*t 3'1 ""o""t"T "ur 
ol Sf,IN 111p^'Jl'ld*t 

3H 'ssorpP? ur--i

-/deuer 
(selqrureosrpur 3o '&rruepl :1'J"l1i1:iJ 

tq' qu^ '1q q'i^ ''"*crcl 
iuecapur ;o cdola^ue uE po^I,f,3r UEE'- rL

Jela aq,nq .zrruqral pEaI ,a^eu 
:W,:U:*,};Jj" frili "t,','tr1 +*+i$ltj{rI"n:,*.f:3:i{,xti{'

.secuepuodserrof, :ruarf,Uns sr r asnereq pr, ,! qllq^ ffi -t-1-1"":* 
rueld'l"r pt'g "qi 'qttu eql qllla 3uu^a0---

ruesard,pererorsqoro'pJ11.naqrurues1yr,1irr'twLqtrt-p ::::-:^?' lia";J *qi s:]:oux 'spu,tl slq q;n=--

ro^a.^roq .sa8u11oc p,rr' ,8,r,1,r* eqr .rBer 
".i;l;;"il+ :-yj::l;i "'i* "r *iP:::t aes lou tq8tur ro 1q::=

u se3e11oc s.uosuqof ,(eu-eru ,"" .1,.1'11,,.0i,.p,n * 11,y;1oo* 
lqr .rueldl'e:-1$g eql 'lsIU esle 3Uo+E-:*.

orpolr ]ou op sa'urur p,r, ,ido1rn.r, .qr ;J:rlqi 'iq"'ot'1 
o' qp#'"ir qc'qrt aaeurr uB-euoaulos ol sparlp uos:: : -

aql sarpoque qrrN{O etqrsrA eqr *Ui 1i-.^;ii,ri ipi'o^ r'g tJ AIh;' reqrer la' uuc sdrqsuotr,lar aE 1

arqrsr^ur prB.^aroJ u,rriq ro, of sa:eu, i1.1-{}il' ,'"qa1q' ;- ;*or5 praa-p 
sasua}o SBCrsr

ou .(1durr ,"r,rrp.roir'"iro3 osagJ, jrroqa"r"'ii j; 
".'dj ]-"{-^S?IN 

oq} uorJ p'd1"]9 eldoed Jo }sq E pslBitr'---r:

e (sacuepuodserroc Jo anssr] B (sacuelqrueser rrritrr:l'.* :'-y::il;o 
lot"' it' "^".-:lt" 

1eql 'auop sI l,q-r .,m

ro peuSrsap ur sr .fiqrer .,oq/d roJ ]:*ar E .t,ioroqoi riu ',o"#; 
Jf,rs uosuqol '(e5 

'ipunor perurodde l*; uI

'.&qeer go ,{roatp ' "q t'"'-""t * "':]:'llloq' 
al*o'.D '1""#t'i1q' 

p'n^'"J ipttouot"tt'of, sreqlo PUB 'tr*lr

3o .(tm e d'po 1ou sr roqdu,,* 113 
.3]]:]',r*" ,,,.,eqo. .*o, ;p,,,J1p'euros .131r.r:|, .*o' s}cerlqns 311169 .:]r]m

ro sar,urrunru rrq] 
'roqderau, 

orr^ ,r,rn ,if-";;";;" 
'y.".:'i# 

iLos 'ru"1a1'-'i-1*g aqr;o 'turaur'{'}= -*
.BurueeuI pue .roqdeleu .or.rdd ,o3 ,"rirt1q ,1 t11*'"qi qA"norqr'pissed ''(1e'tlssed 8u*uq 6aJ;-: :=

_rssod Burrra:3 sr oq (acrp Burlooq, *^rJ .r1"*, ,;;;,i i^q. s ^uJri"^ ^;ryil:tl'-' 
Lrtv €zr ceoq uqo[ c::'=+

-iu'rs aqr o] Burrreur 
"qi 

p..rr.,r :orrq"I- l;;'r,iq 'r1rr,,i :::-r{ ?il'ili -'.1"1*'i 'pruesra'ro 'utoco : =-E:

ar,spunos,,B'{l,d'og:r"o-"pi'-st'o'^i1 p'fitq'i"qpro' '""iq'''*'r1 q'rt'--S?ilN aql ur sedolaAUs ?E-r

oq,,n (uosuqof ,rug ruo13 gurtrE; u ocerdlaluuur .rq t'o iotr ('u"'1 t'op"rrnitr ro3 ipeor eq ol se '--i:<=

acuo 6a8u3 uqofJo a1d-rcsrp e'4u4 aunl-urffii$;;i L*:i"* 
rq fii"rd'p '(1p1dnrs 

os qq18ug Jo s:::=
q'norsr {unlJo ,ro,rr,qi'r1p ef,u,qr ,",, :i*i*J*"q'' ,t'd;;i i"t' 111?'::"t"' 

a}EInrIuE Jo ^?E--?'rnr

3o sernsuald *rr^"4.,1'.qr'Burrdecc, lo,r*1 ,roroqol f'i pt't1i ' lo ri'd eurocaq '(psea qcrqlr pue (alqr5r:-

.s1o1pred ,*rog *op.rrr .(pua*dde "qr 
qr.,r^-q ,fr^.noJ"o p"' ':l"J'i;d"''J'Ao't" qorqm'-^ens doqo -i; =u'



correspondencies' (Lamb). To him, a photograph of
Bustei Keaton leaning over the side of a ship belongs with
a postcard of a gargoyle leaning over Notre Dame. An
Indian drawing of a woman, seen sidewise, looks like a
photograph of a pistol in the same envelope. The equation,
woman and pistol, relates to a whole theme of 'Annie Get
Your Gun',^ Ethel Merman, tnufl pistols, and Connie
Francis in a recent movie in which she plays a female mail-
man with guns hanging above her mantelpiece.

EDUCATIONAL DEPT.

YM.YWHA
92nd ST. & LEXIN
NEV/ YOR( N. Y

Popc. Alcanndc, 1688-1744' Eng' poet
snJiranslator, b. Ldds& son of a prosperous
frio-tiiin""t. He wrote in poetic.form
froB a very early age. In 1714 he puD' Irrs'iiiit tii t'o"i, wf,ich broughl hi-q instant
;ffi;. H" is particularly noted for his trans-
i"ti"; ;i }JrofcLer't lliad, t7l5-20 ; the Oilvssc-v,
lnS-zo; i"aan editioir of ShaLespeare, 1725'

BY RAY JOHNSON
Johnson

Focus: A horse does not resemble, however abstracted,
a cup and saucer, in the way that the Indian woman
resembles the gun. But Ray Johnson can find a horse that
is seen in the same way that a cup and saucer is being seeo
(Fernande Olivier painted by Picasso looks more like
Kahnweiler painted by Picasso than like herself painted
by I(ees van Dongen). Ray Johnson finds resemblances
between two things that are being imagined from the same
point of view, or photographed from the same mental
iocus, and offers the resemblance as correspondence, and
correspondence as meaning.

Whit suffices for Ray Johnson is a mind that makr=
metaphors and a world that yields them. He perceires
identities in spite of obvious differences, and holds e
tension between identity and difference in his work. The
meaning of most envelopes in the NYCS is partly in thc
content (a picture ofa horse conveys an idea), but more fo
in the method, the use of correspondences. These corres-
pondences are not part ofa cosmic design with metaphysican
ionsolations. They represent a temporary balance berwu
an unsatisfying cornmon sense world and an imagioairc
mind, moments when miscellaneous items are shown to
be a coherent motif: moments that rhyme.

Ray Johnson finds it sufficient to discover corresp<r
dences, and he corresponds with people by mail to conYqr
to them images that correspond to some image they fl
recognise as approPriate.

His address is: 176 Suffolk Street, New York City'
10002.
(lef) New York Conupondance School, 7964, using -aniiritop, as the background of a collage-letter; note the
oariety of type and means of prlnting.-Tle e.ltry on Pope
is ctifpeilfiom a dictionary and attached with rape

COLLAGE
Bay
t?6
New

Sulfoilt StreetIork, I'leu York

Ray Johnson is an American collagist bom in Detroit,
Michigan, October 16, 1927. He studied under Josef Albers
at Black Mountain College, before working and living in
Manhattan. His first one-man show at the Willard Gallery
in 1965, hailed him in the New York Times as 'Nett York' s

most famous unknoww artist'. His one-man show this Aprilt
'66, should bring his public reputation into line zpith the

prioate reputation he has had for a decade as an artist
ranking with Rauschenberg andJohns. A book of Conespon-
dance School material was published by 'Something Else

Press',160 Fifth Aoenue, NYC.
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