
'' Correspondences'' 

J ane Greengold and Chris Tanz 

" Correspondences" explores the correspondence between concrete poetry and 
conceptual art ; between postal language a nd ordinary language; between 
sending/receiving le.tters and priva te theater. The article presents part of an 
actual correspondence between friends/poet-artists attending to the act and 
experience of corresponding, and making the language of correspondence visible. 

" Correspondences" is an art work/visual essay that takes place at 
the juncture of conceptual a rt and concrete poetry. Visual art and 
poetry have been thought of in the recent past as distinct art 
forms. Now, by moving in opposite directions, they have come 
together. Conceptual art sought to " dematerialize" the art object, 1 

and concrete 2 and visible 3 poetry to objectify the poem. The art 
object grows more and more verbal, and the poem more and more 
visual. Matter converts to energy, energy to matter. 

Concrete poetry is made of words used as visible objects, not as 
ideas. Conceptual art uses words, because the words carry ideas 
and ideas are the material of the art. "The concrete poet is con­
cerned with making an object to be perceived rather than read; 
... the visual poem is a material object in space." 4 Conceptual 
artists aim toward the "progressive elimination of the object" and 
its replacement with ideas (expressed in language). 5 

Very little explicit exploration has been done of the conver­
gence of these art forms. "Correspondences" is not a critical 
discussion of the phenomenon but was done with it in mind and 
bridges whatever gap remains between the two enterprises.6 Many 
of th~ pieces of correspondence are themselves concrete poems ; the 
correspondence as a whole is a conceptual art work of which 
"correspondence" is both the form and the substance. 

In the individual pieces we are exploring the correspondence 
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not only be tween concrete poetry and conceptual a rt but between 
postal la nguage and ordinary language . We are looking a t these 
languages and finding the poems visibl e in them. We are toying 
with the conventions of letter writing imposed by the post office 
a nd by general habit a nd expec tation . Spoken language has 
changed; literary conventions have died; paint has edged off the 
two-dimensional surface of a rectangular canvas. Bu t corres­
ponden ts are still writing "sincerely" a nd " cordially" on the bot­
tom lines of their let ters, and putting their stamps on the 
upper-right corner of their envelopes. 

We are exploring the drama of corresponding. O pening a letter 
involves suspe nse. It is private thea ter. When someone speaks to 
you, the message unfolds gradually. Bu t inside the envelope the 
message is alread y fu lly formulated, whole. 

W c a re tes ting limits of th e postal sys tem : will th ere be a suc­
cessful passage between the mailing and the receipt of the letters? 
I n some of the pieces the work consists of the relationship between 
the envelope a nd its contents; in others it is simply the envelope 
itself, or the relationship between severa l envelopes; and in still 
others it lies inside the envelope. 

Some, who have classified themselves or been identified with 
conceptual art, have used th e postal system as their vehicles : Ray 
Johnson's myriad mailings from the New York Correspondence 
School ; On Kawara's " I got up" postcards; 7 Douglas Huebler's 
42nd Parallel, which in his words " used an aspect of the U nited 
States Postal Service for a period of time to describe 3,000 miles of 
space" by sending letters to and retaining receipts from fourteen 
loca tions on the 42nd parallel; 11 Nam June Paik's postal event in 
which he mailed pennies to many friends ; 9 and Craig Del Gaudio 
who tested the postal system by mailing theoretically unmailable 
objects and th en exhibited evidence of their mailing and receipt. 

But none of these works has been about the words and the 
language and the experience of corresponding. None has been 
about the poetry of the words and the events. "Correspondences" 
draws attention to the postal la nguage we accept without think­
ing. It finds the poetry in the material of ou r mail- without 
having to take it out of context and move it into the rarefi ed 
atmosphere of a poetry manuscript. The poems take place where 
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they a re in life and their publication onl y helps the reader to see 
that the poems are there- in his or her mailbox. To pa raphrase 
J ohn Cage, a leading conceptualist of music/theater: " Thea ter 
takes place all the time wherever one is and a rt sim pl y facili tates 
persuading one this is the case." 10 Letter writing itself was once 
an a rt form- "Correspondences" finds th e a rt left in the form, a nd 
makes it visible. 

The illustrated pieces represent only a sma ll percen tage of the 
correspondence tha t has passed between us to date. 

I. The phrase "demateria lize" comes from criti ca l writing about the "concep­
tual ," " idea," " process," " anti-form" art movements. Sec especially Lucy 
Lippa rd , Six rears, The Dematerialization of the Art Objectfrom 1966to 1972. New 
York: Praeger Pu blishers, 1973 ; and Ursula Meyer, Conceptual Art. New York : 
E. P. Dutton, 1972. 
2. A primary anthology of concrete poetry was originally published by the 
Chicago Review in 196'1, edited by Eugene Wildma n, and reissued by Swallow 
Press, Chicago, 1970. Also see, Concrete Poetry: A World View, ed ited by Mary 
Ellen Solt, Bloomington: India na University Press, 1970 ; and Imaged Words & 
Worded Images, edited by Richard Kostelanetz, New York : Outerbridge & 
Dienstfrey, 19 70. 
3. For a discussion of visible poetry, or Pocsia visiva, see Chicago Review, vol. 26,. 
no. 3, 1974 ; and Italian Visual Poetry 1912-1972, edited Luigi Ballerini, Finch 
College Museum, 1973. 
4. Solt, p. 7 & 60. 
5. Meyer, p. xii. 
6. The exhibition La nguage and Structure in North America (November 1975) 
presented by the K ensington Arts Association, T oronto, and self-styled " The first 
large defini tive survey of North American Language Art," brought together 
works previously described as concrc~e poetry (or word-imagery as Richa rd 
Kostelanetz, the cura tor of the show prefers) and conceptual art, under the 
um brella " Language Art." This show and its catalogue (published by the 
Kensington Arts Association, Toronto, Ontario, Canada, 1975) do bring the two 
arts together and reveal their st riking resemblances, but still without critical 
discussion of the process of the convergence. 
7. See Ariforum, V I (O ctober 1967), 50-55. 
8. Lippard, p. 49 ; Meyer, p. 147. 
9. Lippard, p. 6 1. 
IO.John Cage, Silence. Cambridge : M.I.T. Press, 1961 , p. 174. 
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