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What makes the constellation into an object is the relation I impose on its components. But I
can refrain from positing that relation. 
 — John Cage (1) 

This essay explores Ray Johnson's impact on the Vancouver avant-garde art scene in the years following 1968, when
Johnson's mail-art practice, although previously unknown here, was taken up with great energy and enthusiasm. I
make the argument that the most productive means of reading Johnson's formation, the New York Correspondence
School (NYCS) alongside its locally initiated counterparts, such as the New York Corres Sponge Dance School of
Vancouver, is within the framework of an emergent cultural ecology. Mail art, based on collage and shared exchange,
can be seen as one among many artistic practices which were to pose a direct challenge to modernist ideas about
the importance of purity and autonomy in art. The term 'cultural ecology' came into popular usage during the 1960s,
expressing a critical stance toward the technological and economic dynamic of progress that characterizes modernity.
It emerged during an era when the concept of 'ecology' in general became a formidable force, motivating movements
in social activism, state environmental reform, philosophy, and applied sciences, including cybernetics and
anthropology. Although in this essay I use the term primarily as an articulation of experimental art practices, cultural
ecology must be seen as one small aspect of a much wider epistemological shift.

Ray Johnson's contact with certain Canadian artists — Image Bank (Michael Morris, Vincent Trasov, and initially Gary
Lee-Nova), Flakey Rose Hips a.k.a. the New York Corres Sponge Dance School of Vancouver (Glenn Lewis), General
Idea (AA Bronson, Felix Partz, Jorge Zontal), Dr. and Lady Brute (Eric Metcalfe and Kate Craig), Ed Varney, and
Anna Banana — was, for a time, a source of enthusiasm and new aesthetic possibilities. (2)  In the case of Michael
Morris, whose work I consider here in more detail, it is apparent that meeting Johnson reoriented the course of his
entire artistic career. The enthusiasm with which Johnson's practice of mail art was taken up and enacted shaped the
contours of artistic production in Vancouver to an extent still evident today. It is difficult to theorize mail art because
the vast number of individual contributions insists on an orientation toward the particular, which risks losing touch
with the wider context of art production to which these efforts were attached. Ray Johnson's art was a sophisticated
intervention in the art world of the time and posed an engaging alternative to concurrent movements of pop,
performance, and conceptual art. The NYCS network that Johnson developed and shared with artists in Vancouver
had been shaped in part by the ecological thought developed at Black Mountain College and more broadly within the
context of post-war American art. In this essay I review how local conditions fostered their own version of ecological
sensitivity, laying down the foundation that governed the terms of Johnson's initial reception. The correspondence
format adopted by Johnson and others represents an engagement with an ecological perspective that, in Vancouver's
art-historical terms, operated at a strategic remove from both 'tradition' (romantic landscape painting) and
'countertradition' (the critical aesthetics of modernity espoused by the New Left). What is at stake in finding a
position for cultural ecology is the articulation of a history that has been too readily characterized within the
parameters of current art-historical accounts as either outmoded romanticism or decadent anti-intellectualism. (3) 
Rather, the paradigm of cultural ecology must be seen as a sophisticated logic with a complex intellectual history of
its own. The emergence of this paradigm from the late 1960s was strongly aligned with the dynamic force of
contemporaneous new social movements, in particular with environmental consciousness and gay liberation.

It has often been noted that the climate of art production in Vancouver during the 1960s was characterized by a
pervasive sense of utopian possibility. (4)  Indeed, the archives are filled with reviews and journalistic commentaries
that lend force to just such a characterization. The utopian imagination of this period, distant from the historical
vision of the avant-garde, was radically oriented toward the transformation of everyday life. One of the formations
fuelled by such optimism was the Intermedia Society (1967-1972), similar in spirit to the American group
Experiments in Art and Technology. (5)  The possibility of reorienting technology toward humanistic and creative
ends, in particular emergent communications media such as television and fax machines, played an important role in
Intermedia. A newspaper story of the time, referring to a federal grant of $40,000 awarded to Intermedia, reads:
'City Visualized as Media Capital — Vancouver: communications capital of the world. This is the dream of a group of
local artists, educators, writers, engineers and architects.' (6)  Another review, a year later, proclaimed 'the
formation of Intermedia was a bold and visionary move. There is no doubt now that it has proved its worth and
begun to reveal its unbounded scope for the future. It has put this city in the vanguard of a new era of human
activity and aspiration.' (7) 

While riding the wave of media and telecommunications experiments, the press often emphasized the dynamism of
the art scene itself. In 1967, Philip Leider (then editor of Artforum), referring to Vancouver artists such as Roy
Kiyooka, Iain Baxter, Gary Lee-Nova, and Michael Morris, commented, 'Wherever a group of artists as talented as
the ones discussed above are gathered, there is a "scene" .' (8)  A year later, Barry Lord concluded a brief survey of
the art scene in Vancouver with the remark, '[T]he extent of new gallery activities, the potential of Intermedia and
the quality of work now being done by the growing number of younger artists all suggest that Vancouver is at last
emerging as a focus of vital growth in contemporary Canadian art.' (9)  That same year a writer for the Toronto Star
began his review of Michael Morris's work by saying, 'Right now, Vancouver is the scene in Canada for painting,
sculpture, light shows, environments. It's not happening in Toronto and it's not happening in Montreal. It is
happening in Vancouver.' (10)  Tony Emery, then director of the Vancouver Art Gallery, explained in a 1968 issue of
Art International, 'To put it in a nutshell, Vancouver seems at the moment to have a virtual monopoly of the young
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talent in the country.' (11)  Emery speculated that the Vancouver scene had flourished because, unlike other
Canadian cities, its aesthetic influences were culled from places as distant from one another as Los Angeles, London,
and New York. Enthusiasm about the Vancouver scene climaxed around 1970. A review that year in Art in America is
prefaced by this comment from one critic: 'I had read about the energetic art scene in Vancouver, and a number of
critics from New York and London had told me that there were some lively and adventurous artists working there.
Nevertheless, on my recent visit to Vancouver, I was amazed at the amount and the quality of aesthetic
experimentation to be found in a city that always seemed quite remote and that is no larger than Cincinnati.' (12) 

In Vancouver, the technological utopianism envisioned by the artists involved in and around Intermedia often
functioned within the realm of a broad ecological imagination. Rather than perpetuating the familiar dichotomy
between 'technology' and 'nature', the advent of post-industrial network systems was seen by artists as bringing
these terms together, a means of reconciling the unfortunate consequences that industrialization had brought about.
This paradoxical logic is well expressed in an article from the 1970 'Ecology and Art' issue of artscanada. Beginning
with a dramatic description of the 'ecological revolution' resulting from technological growth, one author, drawing on
theories from Buckminster Fuller, goes on to describe the crucial contribution of art. (13)  Making reference to artists
including Intermedia, Iain Baxter, Gary Lee-Nova, Robert Smithson, and John Cage, the author explains that
'[r]ecent trends in ecological art, systems esthetics, and controlled real-time information environments have brought
the frontier of art into concert with the sciences. Artistic activity during the last five years, known variously as land
art, earthworks, conceptual art, process art, environmental art, has been characterized, however tentatively, by a
common concern with interacting ecologies, whether social, biological or geosocial.'

Reliance on this type of ecological discourse suggests that the intermedial art scene of the time, while widely known
for its utopian embrace of technology, had a decidedly countercultural orientation, encompassing an awareness of the
social and environmental impact of technologies governed by modern industrial organization. Whereas massive waves
of protest swept across Europe and North America during the 1960s, the 1970s saw a subsequent embrace of
subculture and alternative-lifestyle movements, fostered in no small part by the apparent failure of 60s strategies
and by the visible retrenchment of the status quo. In Vancouver, situated at the edge of the Pacific Ocean along a
coastal mountain range, the question of political and artistic alternatives to mainstream culture were frequently
shaped by the imposing presence of the natural environment.

A reviewer for artscanada remarked in 1971, 'Out of the early experiments by Dave Orcutt, Sam Perry and others
came the media-explosion of the 60s, and with it, here and everywhere, a new urban lifestyle, out of which the
present search for an alternative system — which again has nothing to do with selling or creating for a commercial
marketplace — has grown: an alternative lifestyle, open and communal, interacting and resonating with an
alternative kind of creative activity — not even always art oriented, which shies away from institutions and is
essentially, though loosely, collaborative in feeling.' Relevant to the discussion here, the reviewer goes on to say that
'[i]t has a relatively domestic base in the rambling Jericho house of Michael Morris and Vincent Trasov, which is the
central file and headquarters of Image Bank.' (14) 

Michael Morris produced works in keeping with the experimental and utopian currents of that era. One can trace a
distinct evolution from the mid-1960s to the early 1970s, from conventional painting toward diverse, open-form
practices. The transition evident in Morris's production — from hard-edged abstract painting (circa 1965) to the
organization and management of the mail-art organization Image Bank (circa 1970) — belongs to the historical
moment during which 'communication' was embraced as an art form. This type of shift might easily be dismissed as a
manifestation of 60s 'anti-art', consonant with the most naive logic of the counterculture. However, what must be
emphasized is that while many of those who participated in Intermedia and the later explosion of mail art became
involved precisely because they saw it as a utopian forum for communication and shared creative expression that
could operate free of art, art history, and aesthetics, this was never the case for Michael Morris, nor, for that matter
(in the case of mail art), for Ray Johnson. Morris had been a member of Intermedia, but his earlier success as a
painter had always held him somewhat apart from the intermedial scene. (15)  In reference to Intermedia's
technological utopianism, Morris said, 'Technology is not an end in itself. I could never really get excited about the
promise of fibre optics. So often the technologies were offered as ends in themselves, presented like trophies. You
still find that today. It clouds the issue — almost any tool can be a technology — the question is how you are going
to use it.' (16)  The transformations in Morris's work, even prior to contact with Ray Johnson's mail-art practice,
were motivated by an avant-gardist sense of innovation rather than a populist mobilization toward romantic anti-art
movements.

Morris's lifelong dedication to being an artist is unsurprising, as his background had provided him with a sophisticated
engagement with art. His mother, Rita Morris, during the 1950s had taught children's art classes by correspondence
and at the Victoria Art Gallery. His talent for painting had been fostered early in life, and by his mid 20s he had
received numerous awards and scholarships, culminating in 1965 with a scholarship for a year's study at the Slade
School in London. For a few years after he returned to Canada in 1966, the potential of Morris's blossoming artistic
career was celebrated in the local media, attracting reviews with such opening lines as 'Morris the Maverick — His
restless sensibility is examined...', 'Multi-happening of Michael Morris — one of the most versatile members of the
young pleiad now dominating the Vancouver scene...' (17)  and comments about Morris being 'one of the most
important artists in this country.' (18)  In local painting circles, Michael Morris found support and encouragement
from Maxwell Bates and Roy Kiyooka. One of the most successful paintings Morris completed upon his return from
study abroad was The Problem of Nothing. The painting, geometric shapes made of narrow, hard-edged stripes, is a
complex assemblage of conventions drawn from formalist abstraction, op art and pop. The reproduction of this
painting in a 1968 issue of Artforum sparked the first contact between Ray Johnson and Michael Morris. (19)  On
seeing the painting, Johnson sent Morris a letter revealing his own interest in 'nothing' as a motivation for making
art. As with many of Morris's paintings of the time, the primary idiom of The Problem of Nothing was op art, which
demanded the viewer's active perceptual engagement. Colour theory, such as that developed by the German-
American painter Josef Albers, informed much of the dialogue about the increasingly active role that viewers would
have in relation to painting as they began to experience the complex perceptual effects of op art. Ray Johnson, who
in addition to his love of nothing had studied colour theory with Albers while a student at Black Mountain College,
would likely have responded to the sophisticated play with formal conventions at work in Morris's painting. The
Problem of Nothing depicts a minimalist cube sporting a speach bubble (a la pop art) whose only comment is more
abstract lines, suggesting that art, governed by the conventions of the flat canvas, had nothing left to say about the
fixture. In the accompanying article, Morris emphasized that the role of art was crucially non-utilitarian: 'The best art
today is a put-down, it is...utterly useless...seriously intent upon producing monuments to nothing.' The painting can
be considered a point of departure for Morris, and the following years saw him moving steadily toward the
possibilities offered by alternative media.
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The irreverent tone of The Problem of Nothing was both clever and humorous, but it also expressed the sentiment of
what was in many ways a disconsolate generation. The subject of the painting suggests the blatant social
contradictions and pervasive anxiety that flowed beneath the affluent and comfortable exterior of Morris's social
world. Like many artists at that time, he recognized the hollow promises advanced by media culture and the
seductive force of the social myths that they propagated. His queer orientation enabled him to recognize the
stultifying conformity of dominant social norms and to look for alternative strategies capable of splitting these norms
open. During this time, Morris witnessed growing dissent and the mobilization of the civil rights, anti-war, New Left,
and student movements. These diverse oppositional movements would mount a pervasive and unrelenting critique of
the sociopolitical state of Western society. Among those that would continue to direct the widespread rejection of the
U.S. military-industrial complex were activists who took up the global environment as their central concern.
Ecopolitics would find an increasingly visible position in this newly structured intellectual and political arena. (20) 

The five years following 1968 held the most dynamic and prolific exchange between Ray Johnson and the younger
generation of Canadian artists. By 1968, when he sent his first letter about nothing to Morris, Johnson was already
becoming known as one of the key figures in the practice of mail art. Through the ongoing activities of his NYCS,
which had officially begun in 1962, Johnson worked tirelessly to build a structure of correspondence and
communication that functioned without the conventional structures of gallery display. Johnson's correspondence
practice — an ongoing system of interconnected participants — exemplified a profound departure from the older
tradition of a solitary artist immersed in the creation of unique and original objects. The NYCS provided a creative
template based on a sophisticated collage principle, demonstrating a preference for the continuous juxtaposition of
immanent fragments rather than any attempt at definitive resolution or coherence. Through participant lists, group
portraits, reports, announcements, recirculated network and media snippets, and various other devices, Johnson
created an ongoing, open-ended collage of gossip and commentary about 'school' members, the New York art world,
and the most banal details of everyday life. The studiously casual throw-away aesthetic and biting satirical edge of
the school was positioned on the perimeter of New York's newly minted and self-important status as the centre of the
international art market. Ray Johnson's whole enterprise depended on the imagination of its carefully chosen
members to lend meaning and communication sufficient to keep things engaged and vital. Pursuing an associative
correspondence that took as its starting point a momentary experience or bit of trivia that he had shared with
someone, Johnson relied on the network to send, re-send, or forward this correspondence, extending the relationship
both temporally and spatially. One could enter into the spirit of correspondences and return material in kind, as with
an exchange of shower caps between Johnson and Image Bank that went on sporadically for at least six years. The
volume of information disseminated by Ray Johnson escapes quantification, but there is no question of its
abundance; the archives of Image Bank alone contain hundreds of NYCS mailings sent out over the years.

Canadian contact was developed through mailed exchanges and ongoing visits. A short time after hearing from Ray
Johnson, Morris travelled to New York and they met in person. Less than a year later, Johnson went to Vancouver to
participate in an exhibition of concrete poetry organized by Alvin Balkind at the University of British Columbia Fine
Arts Gallery. In 1973, Ray Johnson and Eric Metcalfe met in Detroit and drove together to Toronto, where Johnson
was going for his first meeting with General Idea. During the 1970s, Morris, Trasov, General Idea, Anna Banana, and,
in later years, Peter Schuyff, periodically met up with Ray Johnson in New York. Exchanges in the mail went on
throughout. Projects that characterize the early network period include Notebook (1970) and A Space Atlas (1971),
multiples produced by Dana Atchley to which Johnson and others contributed; Ray Johnson's first museum exhibition
of the NYCS, held at the Whitney in 1970, to which West Coast artists Dana Atchley, Gary Lee-Nova, Eric Metcalfe,
Michael Morris, Richard Ross, and Ed Varney all contributed; (21)  and Image Bank's exhibition and published edition
of postcards (1971), to which Johnson and many others contributed.

Although the NYCS provided the impetus and the model for making art into a mobile network of collage and
information exchange, the younger generation of Canadian artists went on to create networks that responded to
different motivations and social conditions. Revelling in the sense that they had found access to the formerly remote
arena of the global art world, they fostered not only contact with Johnson but also an international circulation of
ideas whose contributors included Fluxus, action art, and conceptualism. In 1970, mimicking the structure of
correspondence demonstrated by the NYCS, three local artists — Morris, Trasov, and initially Gary Lee-Nova —
founded Image Bank. The Image Bank was not an art collective as much as a public depository for any artists who
wanted to trade in images drawn from media culture. The strategy of the organization was to offer an empty framing
device — the correspondence format — which would encourage individuals to appropriate and reshape the intended
meanings embedded in advertising, news, and entertainment within a structure that would allow their endeavours to
be shared. Although the mail-art network acted as a 'parasite', feeding off the costly infrastructure of the global
media economy that was its host, the work it contained and the means by which it circulated remained defiantly low-
tech. In this new wave of mail art Johnson was given a celebrated and fatherly status. Transforming the more private
and erratic organization of Johnson's school, Canadian networkers propagated the new correspondence format to a
wider public by producing various publications including the Image Bank Directory (1972) and postcard editions
(1971, 1977), FILE Megazine (launched in 1972), and Vile magazine (launched in 1974). These publications circulated
for free or for a very low cost; products of an era of generous arts funding in Canada.

As Michael Morris left his practice as a painter and installation artist and became more completely involved in mail
art, he began to make reference to cultural ecology. For him, it conveyed the strategic importance of contemporary
art in relation to the larger world. As he stated on several occasions 'aesthetics determines the cultural
ecology.' (22)  This phrase is suggestive in that 'determines' carries a dual sense, implying that aesthetic practice
has a function in both assessing and creating the larger lifeworld. As Image Bank demonstrated, art was not intended
to isolate subjective experience; rather, it was aimed at 'increasing the effectiveness of working and interacting with
your environment.' (23)  In 1972, Image Bank initiated the Cultural Ecology Project, inviting their network
collaborators to send in 'piss pics'. An assortment of unsigned ephemera and images having some direct or obscure
relation to piss was deposited into the Image Bank, among them a drawing by Ray Johnson that announced with
playful absurdity: 'Ray Johnson's new book Cannibal Piss send for your free copy!' Johnson frequently incorporated
references to piss in his own work, often toying with the status of popular icons by imagining them urinating: Buddha
urinating, Warhol urinating, Jim Rosenquist urinating, and so on. The piss pics from the Cultural Ecology Project were
ostensibly directed by Image Bank to 'Barbara Rose', posing — at least through inference, as the images undoubtedly
remained unsent — a wicked and playful challenge to Barbara Rose, a well-known critic of American painting. By
symbolically pissing on Rose, an influential and therefore potentially emasculating woman, the Cultural Ecology
Project toyed with power dynamics inherent in sexual difference. Interestingly enough, one of the most explicit and
provocative images related to the project came from Kate Craig, an artist based in Vancouver. In 1973, when Morris,
Trasov, Metcalfe, Craig, Martin Bartlett, and others went on to found the intermedial artist-run centre the Western
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Front, their original (and still current) mandate stated their purpose as being 'to determine the cultural ecology.'

Given the wider context of the moment, it is not surprising that networkers felt an alignment with ecology. During
the busy initial years of the Canadian mail-art network, ecology became one of the most popularly discussed issues
in the local mainstream and alternative media. Media networks popularized and expanded ecological discourse as they
provided coverage that amplified the apocalyptic tenor of a looming 'environmental crisis'. In 1969 alone, the major
Vancouver papers were suddenly overrun with stories such as 'Scientist Urges Quick Steps to Save Earth's
Environment,' (24)  'UBC Ecologist Warns Man Destroying Bid to Make Better Life,' (25)  'Mankind can have a
future...if he follows ecology advice,' (26)  and 'Man's Pesticide War Could Be Fatal for All.' (27) 

Meanwhile, the city's alternative papers ran reports on local ecological activism such as the founding of Ecology
House in Kitsilano, (28)  the downtown staging of an 'ecology happening', (29)  not only the diverse new social
movements but of mainstream society as a whole. Environmental awareness during the 1960s took the form of
popular protests against the dominant ethos of productivism and the detrimental effects of industrialization. Industrial
pollution, overpopulation, and the exhaustion of natural resources were seen as the critical concerns of the moment.
By the late 1960s, environmentalism had entered the public sphere and the term 'ecology' came into use as a
broadly political concept describing the potentially catastrophic consequences resulting from the human domination of
the natural world. Time magazine declared 1969 the 'Year of Ecology', featuring a series of articles that reviewed the
environmental ideas of internationally prominent ecologists. (31)  In scientific studies and media reports, 'ecology'
was used to convey how the cultural logic of capitalist industrialization had come into crisis because it had
systematically repressed and denied the interconnected relationship between humans and their environment.
Although it was seen as a universal condition, the ecological situation was anything but neutral. Rather, it quickly
became a new terrain for ideological battle. In its most radical political guise, the concept of ecology was used to
argue that a complete revolution would be necessary in order to improve the human situation.

During this time, public opposition to U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War and the potential hazards of the American
war machine became one of the foundations of environmental awareness in the United States and Canada. Support
for the environmental movement greatly increased when the issue of nuclear testing entered the public arena. In
1971, opposition to nuclear tests came to the fore for Canadians in general, and those on the West Coast in
particular, when Amchitka, a five-megaton anti-missile warhead, was scheduled for detonation in the Aleutian Islands
by the U.S. military. The environmental damage possible from such a blast generated a massive public outcry
throughout Canada and the United States, and a protest telegram signed by 177,000 Canadians was delivered to the
White House. (32)  Although protest did not stop the detonation, this mobilization against the Amchitka blast in 1971
provided the initial impetus for the formation of Greenpeace, one of several activist groups started in Vancouver
whose sole mandate was the environment. The founding of Greenpeace was an important step in the evolution of
ecological philosophy, for it brought together the political critique of the anti-war movement with the anti-productivist
ethos of environmentalism. The visibility of ecology as a discourse in Vancouver since the 1960s has a great deal to
do with the continuing presence of local environmental groups such as Greenpeace, the Western Canada Wilderness
Committee, and the Society for Pollution and Environmental Control (SPEC).

Ecological sensitivity showed itself in a myriad of forms, and its expression often exposed the divisiveness of the
underlying ideological belief. There was no necessary congruence, for instance, between artistic and activist
initiatives, though both drew on the emergence of ecology. One of the difficulties in considering cultural ecology is
that many of the conventional ecological perspectives operate on the tacit or explicit opposition of 'nature' to
'culture', calling for a stance that promotes the primacy of nature. Robert Smithson, whose art and ideas were held in
high esteem in Vancouver, is of interest here because his work followed the logic of the avant-garde, developing from
minimalism and conceptual art and extending its scope to incorporate a basis in the natural environment. Smithson's
work was valuable at the time because it demonstrated profound ecological awareness without compromising
aesthetics. During an extended trip to Vancouver in 1969-70, Smithson was involved in the creation of two
earthworks — Glue Pour and Island of Broken Glass — that relied on inserting industrially manufactured products into
natural environments and allowing time to bear witness to the process of entropy. The Island of Broken Glass project
entailed dumping 100 tons of tinted glass onto a small island off Vancouver and allowing the natural movement at
the shoreline to gradually erode the glass. (33)  Smithson's work made a substantial impression on the Vancouver
art scene, including the artists in Image Bank. By situating the products of human culture directly into the environs of
nature, Smithson had relied on entropy as a force capable of diminishing the grand, humanist ambitions of his
culture. His projects were meant to show that, from the perspective of geological time, human life occurred on a
scale of relatively small significance. Smithson conceived of his sites, even their destructive potential, as an extension
of natural processes, commenting at one point in relation to Island of Broken Glass: 'Yeah, well, in nature you can
fall off cliffs, and you can drown in the water, and you can fall in a volcano. I mean the fact that somebody will swim
out there and impale himself on that glass is not my fault.' (34)  Smithson's ability to envision his earthworks as
appropriately situated in the surrounding ecosystem was not a vision shared by environmental activists, however, and
his proposal for Island of Broken Glass provoked a public controversy. Members of SPEC considered Smithson's
ecological project a potential threat to wildlife, and permission was eventually rescinded by the Canadian
government, preventing the project from ever being realized. Smithson's spectacular and ambitious earthworks, by
positing an engagement with the terms of the human domination of nature through an extension of the same logic —
as compared to a counterlogic of refusal or strategic opposition — exemplify the contradictory imagination of cultural
ecology circa 1970.

Relying on the mirror of media culture, General Idea and Image Bank investigated the construction and
representation of social and sexual identity. Calling attention to the manipulative capacity of the media in cultivating
glamorous and celebrated identities, General Idea initiated a parodic do-it-yourself mail-art project, inviting portraits
of artists 'manipulating the self', to which Johnson and others contributed. In Image Bank's world, where homosexual
desire was taken as a divide between nature and culture, aesthetic production took place along the borderline. At a
broad social level the gay movement had attracted mainstream attention with the Stonewall riots of 1969, acting in
the face of a repressive and intolerant hegemonic culture. Investigating the possibilities offered by lifestyle,
performance, and media art, Image Bank documents show projects including nude men with rainbow colour bars
swimming in rivers remote from urban settings. Among the images that circulated on the Image Bank network were
many that toyed with 'bad' behaviour and prurient fantasy. Where Ray Johnson's sensibility is amenable to queer
readings, many of the Canadian networkers were deeply invested in imagining a homosexual aesthetic. Mailings sent
out by Image Bank, Bum Bank (John Jack Baylin and John Dowd), and General Idea are replete with a queering of
media culture, which was at times both clever and sophisticated. Reliance on this modus operandum was one of the
factors that made the Canadian mail-art network appear insular and narcissistic and the reason why it failed to
attract a wider range of artists willing to participate. Although it failed to reach the public sphere until much later,
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the discourse of ecology had in fact begun to take shape during the post-war period. One of the sites in which
ecological thought was brought into cultural practice during that time was Black Mountain College in North Carolina,
where Ray Johnson had been a student for several years (1945-1947), living year-round in an environment that
fostered intense learning and experimentation with diverse artistic media. At Black Mountain, several threads woven
into the pedagogical formation could be said to characterize the ecological turn. (35)  Philosophically, there was the
centrality of the aesthetic object as it had been elaborated through phenomenology, newly understood as a 'thing in
itself' rather than a symbolic or mimetic token. Creatively, one sees a practice predicated on immanence, in which
the finite material of the present was valued in itself rather than relinquished to a transcendent and abstract realm of
interpretation. As well, ecological thought generated a political orientation distinct from Marxism, rejecting the
liberationist role played by class-consciousness and the right to dominate nature in the name of human progress.
Ecological politics favoured a global transformation of non-anthropocentric inclusivity.

The perspective of ecology can be considered in relation to the work of certain visiting faculty and permanent
residents of Black Mountain during the post-war period, in particular Buckminster Fuller, John Cage, and Charles
Olson. Olson's poetics were steeped in a range of ecological ideas drawn from writers such as Alfred North Whitehead
and Carl O. Sauer, and he became a major voice in the New American Poetry. Although John Cage was not well
known in 1948 when he first arrived at Black Mountain, his innovative ideas about music and composition were to
become increasingly popular, influencing a whole generation of artists working across diverse media during the 1950s
and 60s. In the summer of 1948, Cage produced a Satie festival, comprised of a series of performances of Erik
Satie's piano compositions, lectures, and a play. Ray Johnson, a student that summer, participated in the play
alongside Buckminster Fuller and Elaine de Kooning. (36)  In his Black Mountain lecture on Satie, Cage defended the
use of time or duration as opposed to the conventional use of harmony as the basis of musical structure. (37)  Only
duration, Cage argued, would allow music to integrate a role for silence. During the next few years, informed by his
curiosity with Zen, Cage further diminished the assertion of personal control and expression by systematically
imposing environmental sounds, chance events, nothingness, and silence onto his musical compositions. The silence
of Cage was something that he invited rather than a condition into which he was forced. Rather than expressing a
tendency toward nihilism, his work demonstrated the desire to be unhinged from the restrictions and limits of the
authorial ego, inviting instead the arrival of the world as a realm of performative silence. In his 1950 'Lecture on
Nothing', Cage had emphasized the importance of structure as a corollary of the invisible realm of existence:
'Structure without life is dead. But life without structure is unseen. Pure life expresses itself within and through
structure.' (38)  Like Cage's lecture, Johnson's NYCS was an empty structure filled with random fragments of
trivialities, which might be construed as nothing. Within a logic of pure immanence, spontaneity, and
interconnectedness, everything was potentially relevant and of value, leaving nothing, in fact, to be said. This type of
art, providing a structure without insisting on its content, reoriented engagement toward the act of perception and
the associative train that it inspired rather than fostering an investment in the quality of the object produced.
Demonstrating a creative logic that consistently relied on the outside as a source of meaning, Cage's work became
one of the factors informing the collage aesthetic that Johnson later developed.

The type of dynamic silence that Zen philosophy brought to Cage might also be understood as the creation of a
strategic space in which the difficulties of being a gay artist in the violently homophobic culture of the 1950s could be
personally integrated without a therapeutic or self-destructive context. (39)  Cage's stance was reminiscent of
another of the Black Mountain affiliates of the same generation, Robert Duncan, whose theorization of homosexuality
refused the insularity of 'gay identity', demanding inclusion into, rather than exclusion from, a larger discourse of
universal human concerns. (40)  While Johnson relentlessly deconstructed the foundational myths that hold together
our social and sexual identity, the complexity of his own sexual orientation always remained ambiguous. Quite unlike
the aesthetics of his contemporary Andy Warhol, for instance, Johnson's cannot be read as predominantly camp.
Warhol's campy and performative persona represented a sensibility that, while key to understanding the antics of
General Idea, would never fully determine Johnson's own position. In the noisy circulation of the NYCS, nothing, not
even the irreverent detachment so prized in camp, was sacred.

Some of the ideas that were to challenge the epistemological foundations of the social sciences during the post-war
period arrived by way of ecological and systems thinking. The first to develop cultural ecology into a method for
anthropology was the influential American anthropologist Julian Steward. In the mid 1950s, attempting to incorporate
previously disparate approaches to field research, Steward's model of cultural ecology insisted on the fundamental
interactivity between specific human cultures and their environment, bringing together the anthropological analysis of
human communities with empirical studies of the natural ecosystems on which they depended. Although Steward's
model has since been criticized for failing to consider the process of acculturation that also shaped indigenous North
American tribes, it opened a dialogue between culture and ecology that has left its impression on the history of the
discipline. (41)  In local circles, the celebrated French anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss had a popular following.
Levi-Strauss provided the starting point for General Idea's thoughts about myth and also coined the term 'Image
Bank'. Smithson, in an interview with Vancouver artist Dennis Wheeler, spoke highly of Levi-Strauss's concept of the
'savage mind'. (42)  By relying on the structural and relational foundations of human language and myth, Levi-
Strauss's structuralist anthropology launched a concerted critique against the accepted understanding of the
privileged European subject as the unique creator of the industrialized modern world. His work on 'primitive' or non-
literate cultures enacted a critique of entrenched claims about modern social progress that relied on the belief of a
domination of culture over nature, insisting that, at the most basic level, the mind was able to see nature only
because it was ultimately inseparable from it. The penetration of cultural anthropology into the imagination of the neo
avant-garde is necessary background for understanding the research on gardens undertaken by Vancouver artist
Glenn Lewis, or the activities of the New York Corres Sponge Dance School of Vancouver, which became the identity
that Lewis humorously donned in homage to Ray Johnson. During 1972 and 1973, as a pointed gesture toward
dissolving the assumed border between culture and nature (or, one might say, between content and context), the
New York Corres Sponge Dance School held weekly swimming meetings at a local pool.

From its inception in 1961, bringing a roster of prominent international artists, poets, and intellectuals through town,
the annual Festival of Contemporary Arts held at the University of British Columbia was one of the key elements in
generating a fertile, interdisciplinary aesthetic in Vancouver. It was also one of the sites where art was brought into a
wider ecological logic. Festival organizers were committed, for instance, to exposing Vancouverites to the New
American Poetry, and over the years several Black Mountain poets [Charles Olson, Robert Creeley, Robert Duncan,
Edward Dorn] came to spend time in the city and do local readings. Among the festival's guests in 1962 and again in
1966 were Merce Cunningham and his dance company, which also included David Tudor, John Cage, and Robert
Rauschenberg. In addition to performing with the Cunningham Dance Company during his 1966 visit, Cage introduced
his innovative ideas about music in a public lecture. (43)  Martin Bartlett, a local musician and teacher as well as
one of the founders of the Western Front, wrote 'Meeting Cage changed many things. Emma Lake, Saskatchewan,
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1965. I developed an interest in mushrooms. Improved my listening habits — more sounds, less "music" .' (44) 
Bartlett's enthusiasm for and commitment to the new music over two decades did much to convey the Cagean
aesthetic in Vancouver. In 1967 the festival invited Buckminster Fuller to lecture about his ecologically inspired
architecture. The final Festival of Contemporary Arts, held in 1971, showed a decidedly countercultural orientation,
reflecting an enthusiastic embrace of ecological aesthetics. Named 'Operation Kontemporary: The Rainbow Activist
Festival', it was dedicated to artists working outside conventional galleries who were concerned with ecological and
political issues. (45)  Within the rubric of ecology, the Rainbow Activist Festival program incorporated several
screenings of Robert Smithson's film Spiral Jetty. Other projects based on the appropriation of recycled materials
such as used clothing and newspapers reflected the heady dynamism of an historical moment in which aesthetic
production worked in concert with the wider sociopolitical ethos of ecology.

One of the thinkers to recognize the similarity of thought that existed by 1970 across many disciplines and to define
it explicitly as a shift toward ecological systems was Anthony Wilden, an academic who began teaching at Simon
Fraser University in the early 1970s. In 1972 Wilden pointed to the nature of the changes taking place across diverse
fields, saying, 'The direction taken by the explanatory principles of this radical change in the theory of knowledge can
be characterized in a number of different but related ways: from stasis to process, from entity to relationship, from
atom to gestalt, from aggregate to whole, from heap to structure, from part to system...from closed systems to open
systems...from bioenergetics to communication — in a word, from atom to system and thence to ecosystem.' (46) 

It is not difficult to see that the epistemological shift toward ecosystems is consonant with the character of the NYCS
as well as its inheritors. The aesthetic was governed by similar conditions and would fall victim, too, to a similar
range of problems. Wilden's observations locate a moment in history when systems and ecology appeared to provide
a generalizable answer to the many failings of Western civilization. 'Eco-logic' insisted that the lifeworld could not be
articulated through compartmentalization and that understanding, like advances toward social change, had to
surrender to an infinity of interdependent relationships. Being attentive not only to things but to the space in which
they came together, and perceiving individuals not as such but rather as shifting sites of intersubjective
consciousness, seemed to offer a sense of life that was more attuned to the real. Nothing short of everything, it was
thought, would ever be enough. It is difficult to locate a stable position in an environment where immanent totality
holds sway; transcendent perspective is seen as illusion, while the quantifying and categorizing mind of science is
dismissed as part of the problem.

With the NYCS, all final decisions lay with Ray Johnson, and his correspondence endeavours were very much
determined by his strange and unpredictable personal world. Although many celebrated him as the father of mail art,
Johnson had never identified with the generic label of 'mail artist'. As time passed, the contradictory ambitions
existing in the network became obvious and the initially high level of enthusiasm petered out. Johnson began to refer
to the Canadians as copycats, and in 1973 he killed off the NYCS, making an obscure reference to a Canada goose.
The school was reborn as Buddha University and Johnson continued to emphasize that nothing, especially not a
stable identity, was at the core of his infinite correspondences.

For Image Bank and the early Canadian [eternal] networkers, the strategy of multiplying media culture as a means of
determining the cultural ecology expanded to the point where the network was, ironically, defeated by its widespread
popularity. The majority of the artists involved were eventually forced by the massive onslaught of mail to depart
from the correspondence format and investigate their aesthetics in more conventional individualistic forms. Unlike the
network of capital circulation, the ecological utopianism of mail art had attempted to organize a system of
interrelated units without imposing a standard with which to establish value. As the distinctions imposed by
commodification or aesthetic judgment were consciously avoided, the open logic had become a catch-all. Today Ray
Johnson is nowhere to be found, but the archives of the NYCS, Image Bank, and all of early mail art spread out in
every direction, both conceptually and physically, imparting a history for which we have yet to discover a vantage
point from which it can be seen and, possibly, valued.

Text: © Sharla Sava. All rights reserved.
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