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The new publication JasenPelan: The Post Office gathers together mail art exchanged by the

late artist.

Mail Art Didn’t End with
the Digital Age

s long as humans employ courier

services, from pigeons to state-

maintained networks, artists har-
ness these systems for their work. The
earliest piece of mail art may be lost to
history (some argue Cleopatra’s inge-
nious rug delivery to the Roman emperor
was the genesis; others wait for Ray
Johnson and a group of 1960s late-
modernists to establish the “New York
Correspondence School” with self-aware
intention). Still, recent exhibitions, new
publications, and collections remind us
that mail can be utilized for unexpected
creative ends.

While visual artists long dashed off a
sketch on a letter, it wasn't until the early
twentieth century that anti-establishment
artists intentionally incorporated mail into
a practice, such as Duchamp’s nonsensi-
cal postcards and Kurt Schwitters’s use
of discarded envelopes and postage

stamps in collages. With these prece-
dents, artists in the 1960s built an interna-
tional mail art network and what became
known as the Mail Art Movement.
Transgresoras: Mail Art and Messages,
1960s-2020s is on view through
February 15, 2026, at the California
Museum of Photography at the University
of California, Riverside. Co-curated by
Zanna Gilbert, senior research special-
ist at the Getty Research Institute, and
Elena Shtromberg, professor of art his-
tory at the University of Utah, it exam-
ines how mail art has allowed Latinx and
Latin American women artists to share
their work and ideas, build international
relationships, evade censorship, and
confront restrictive systems, from gen-
der expectations to repressive regimes.
The work also hijacks a state system—
the postal service—to challenge, ques-
tion, and transgress government oppres-
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FAME

The original cover image of David
Bowie’s 1973 album Aladdin Sane
sold for £381,400 ($497,088) at
Bonhams London, setting an
auction record for an album
cover. The iconic portrait of the
singer with a blue-and-red light-
ning bolt on his face was taken
by photographer Brian Duffy.

HISTORY SAVED

Woodblocks hand-carved by
illustrator Eric Ravilious and

his wife, artist Tirzah Garwood,
which were believed missing or
stolen since the 1950s, were res-
cued from eBay. They are now
held by the Fry Art Gallery in
Suffolk and Towner Eastbourne,
with both galleries planning on
their display.

FROMPIZZA TO BOOKS

A community library in
Spicewood, Texas, opened in

a repurposed pizza restaurant.
The former drive-through win-
dow allows pickup of reserved
materials, while the outdoor din-
ing space offers free WiFi for a
24/7 workspace.

ART TROVE PRESERVED

Around one million items from
the archives of the University

of the Arts, which suddenly
closed in 2024 and filed for bank-
ruptcy, have a new permanent
home at the Historical Society
of Pennsylvania. The materials
include limited edition artist’s
books, photographs, prints, and
exhibition catalogues.

A DRINK FORETOLD

Barcelona’s historic Bar Mundial,
where Gabriel Garcia Marquez
was a regular, has been reno-
vated and reopened. A small
plaque on the wall has his
words: “If | had discovered this
bar earlier, | would have written
One Hundred Years of Solitude
right here.”
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sion. Shtromberg observed, “Artists at
this time were very anti-commodifi-
cation ... [Mail art] broadened the audi-
ence without being inside the gallery,
inside an institution. And it allowed

them to do what they wanted. You
could send whatever you wanted to
whoever you wanted. And so that kind
of freedom, | think, modeled what art-
ists hoped would be a more demo-

© VIRGINIA ERRAZURIZ

Virginia Errazuriz’s “Untitled” (c. 1979), from the series Cancelados, is one
of the works featured in Transgresoras.

Some artists have experimented with their own stamps,
like Graciela Sacco’s “Urban Intervention No. 2” (1993),
from the series Bocanada, included in Transgresoras.
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COURTESY ARTBOOK | D.AP.

Jason Polan and the artists in
his network often used postal
labels as canvases.
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Marcel Dzama was one of the artists with whom Polan had an active creative

correspondence.
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cratic approach to art making and, by
extension, speech.”

Mail art as an accessible practice is
also reflected in Jason Polan: The Post
Office, published by Printed Matter, Inc.
this past fall. The book brings together
work created by, and sent to, Polan
from the mid-"90s to his premature
death in early 2020. Its editor, Jason
Fulford, who met Polan via snail mail
in 2006, discovered a box of this work
while assisting in archiving the late art-
ist’s papers. “It may have been in con-
tention to be thrown out,” he recalled.
“[It] was just things that he had received

.. there was a sensibility throughout

a lot of this correspondence that
started to be definable in a way that |
think was kind of a portrait of Jason.”
Fulford contacted the senders to see
if they had saved work sent by Polan.
Naturally, many items soon arrived by
mail at Fulford’s studio to be photo-
graphed for the book. “A lot of people
who knew his name probably thought
of him as the giraffe guy or the [draw-
ing] every person [in New York] guy ...
The mail shows how much broader his
interests were.”

The visual language of the postal
system is an element still ripe for exper-
imentation, with artists creating their
own stamps, personas, and coun-
tries. Institutions have focused on this
breadth in their collections, such as
the Oberlin College Mail Art Collection,
which houses over 20,000 pieces by
over 1,800 artists from seventy coun-
tries. Their mixed media includes dried
squid, shoes, industrial tomato cans,
license plates, and foam bricks, all sent
through the mail.

“Making mail art usually takes into
account the fact that it’s traveling and
its travel is part of its meaning,” said
Gilbert, who co-curated Transgresoras.
And for all of these pieces, the artisin
sending the unexpected across town
or around the world.

Julianna Rose Dow is a writer, researcher, and
editorial strategist. Her work focuses on visual
and material culture, from fine art to food, and
has appeared in Surface, Yahoo!Style, and
American University Magazine. She lives and
works in Durham, North Carolina.



