BEING THERE ART ASSIGNMENT #7
ALISON HEARST AND ROBYN O’NEIL
CORRESPONDENCE ART
“Sunshine is delicious, rain is refreshing, wind braces us up, snow is exhilarating;
there is really no such thing as bad weather, only different kinds of good
weather.” —John Ruskin
This activity packet for high school students was designed to introduce
correspondence art through a conversation between Alison Hearst and Robyn
O’Neil that took place in April through May of 2020.
The Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth presented a 20-year survey of the work of
Robyn O’Neil from October 18, 2019, through February 9, 2020. Organized by
the Modern’s associate curator Alison Hearst, the exhibition Robyn O’Neil: WE,
THE MASSES explored the artist’s fruitful career from 2000 to the present and
included major multipaneled drawings, signature works of graphite on paper,
collages, and the animated film WE, THE MASSES, 2011. This in-depth
presentation was the first to examine O’Neil’s formal and conceptual
developments over the past two decades.
Alison Hearst is Associate Curator at the Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth.
She is the curator of the museum’s FOCUS exhibition series and has presented
solo exhibitions of artists including Fred Tomaselli, Mario García Torres, Joyce
Pensato, Martine Gutierrez, Thomas Demand, Lorna Simpson, Analia Saban,
and Stanley Whitney, among others. She was the curator of Robyn O’Neil: WE,
THE MASSES.
Robyn O’Neil (born 1977) has created intricate, imagined worlds exploring
themes of evolution, natural catastrophe, the apocalypse, and the beauty of
nature. She is best known for her large-scale works populated with tiny male
figures set in harsh landscapes, depicting relatable aspects of the human
condition, such as friendship, strife, and death. Pulling inspiration from art history,
popular culture, literature, and the weather, O’Neil’s worlds are serious, tender,
frightening, and at times comical.

Please watch and read the selected videos and texts about Robyn O’Neil
and correspondence art. These resources will provide you with context
about the artist and assignment theme before you begin the activities.
Robyn O’Neil, podcast, “Me Reading Stuff”
https://www.robynoneil.com/me-reading-stuff

Robyn O’Neil, lecture at the Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth, “Tuesday
Evenings at the Modern,” October 2017
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HVwY5RSfS38
Robyn O’Neil, text by Hillery Hugg for The Believer, “An Interview with Robyn
O’Neil,” 2017
https://believermag.com/an-interview-with-robyn-o-neil/
Art Term, Tate, “Mail Art”
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/m/mail-art
Ray Johnson, “Mail Art and Ephemera”
http://www.rayjohnsonestate.com/art/mail-art-and-ephemera/
Text by Angie Kordic for Widewalls, “How Did Mail Art Develop into a Global Art
Movement?” 2016
https://www.widewalls.ch/mail-art-correspondence-postal/
On Kawara, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, “I Got Up”
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/284464

Correspondence Considerations: Two-Party Response
As our academic year wraps up and we embark on our summer season, here are
some ideas that you might consider engaging with over the next months.
These activities revolve around the process of beginning and sustaining a
correspondence with someone.
Sometimes questions that we compose for friends, family, and even strangers
are a way for us to articulate ideas that haven’t quite taken a communicable form
yet. Using language, we have our own private space and pace to express our
personal experiences of gratitude, reflection, anticipation, humor, regret, conflict,
pain, confusion, melancholia, love, and a range of other emotions that make up
our lives.
Recently, a friend of mine, Emily Peacock, reached out to the artist Wolfgang
Tillmans and expressed her gratitude and the profound effect his work has had
on her photography. She asked if he would look at her website, and Tillmans
responded with some generous feedback that will be cherished by her forever.
Once, I reached out to Valery Spiridonov when he was still the initial candidate to
undergo the world’s first head transplant operation, and we began a two-year
correspondence collaborating on various projects and exhibitions.
The impetus for the activity being shared with you now were letters exchanged
between Alison Hearst and Robyn O’Neil right in the middle of the sheltering in
place and quarantine orders due to COVID-19.
Please read the letters below and think about the ideas, references, and
sentiments being shared between Hearst and O’Neil. These letters may help
inspire decisions toward your addressee, topics, or format of your own
correspondences.

Caspar David Friedrich
Wanderer above the Sea and Fog, c. 1818
Oil on canvas
37.3 × 29.4 inches

Robyn O’Neil
These final hours embrace at last; this is our ending, this is our past., 2007
Graphite on paper
83 × 166 ¾ inches
Collection of the Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth, Gift of Marshall R. Young Oil Co. in Honor of
George Marshall Young, Sr., Chairman

Correspondence Considerations: One Party, No Response
Sometimes correspondences can be signals or statements transmitted to others,
without the opportunity for any messages to return to you. Have you ever sent
someone a message, without any expectation of receiving something back?
Think about the last time you shared a message with someone just to express
gratitude or how you’re frustrated with their behavior or that you are still alive.
These kinds of messages could be shared with a family member, old friend,
business owner, political representative, educational mentor, pop culture
celebrity, etc.
To help you think about this message format, I’d like to introduce a project by the
Japanese artist On Kawara.
In 1970, On Kawara sent a series of telegrams to his Dutch gallerist that
proclaimed, “I am still alive.” This inaugurated the I Am Still Alive telegraph series
that continued for the next three decades, in which he sent nearly 900 telegrams
to recipients.

Think about the statement that On Kawara is communicating to his addressees
and how the simplicity and brevity is contrasted by the profound
acknowledgement of life.
In some ways, the artist is sending a work of art to someone but relinquishing the
touch of the artist’s hand.

Correspondence Response: Personal Interpretation
Continue to think about the text and video resources related to correspondence
art and the way Alison Hearst and Robyn O’Neil shared questions and responses
with each other.
As you develop ideas about how you might like to engage with this summer art
assignment, continue considering the people that you would like to correspond
with. What topics are you most interested in pursuing? Are you interested in
receiving a response? Will the message be words or image on paper? Will your
message be something to listen to while in a plane, train, or automobile? Are you
interested in sustaining a long- or short-term communication? Are your inquiries
and statements part of a process that can be viewed as Art, or is the document
itself more relevant?
Will these correspondences capture the essence of the complex changes we are
privately and collectively undergoing?
Feel free to experiment freely, always.
“And the memory of everything we have loved remains and returns in the
evening of our life. It is not dead, but sleep, and it is well to gather a great
treasure of them.” —Vincent van Gogh

Thank you for participating in these exercises about Alison Hearst,
Robyn O'Neil and Correspondence Art.
If you would like to share your results, please fill out the photo release
form and send it along with your files to jbarnett@themodern.org.
Please save the file as either a JPG or PDF and include First and Last
name_Modern_7.
For example,
JesseBarnett_Modern_7.pdf
JesseBarnett_Modern_7.jpg
If you have any questions about the packet, instructions, or file
sharing, please don’t hesitate contacting me.
Take care out there.
Jesse Morgan Barnett
Assistant Curator of Education
Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth

PHOTO RELEASE

I, the undersigned author or parent or guardian, do hereby give permission for the Modern to use
photograph, video, or electronic images of the participant for inclusion in public relations, promotion, and
marketing for the Modern.
I further authorize the reproduction, copyright, exhibit, broadcast, electronic storage, and/or distribution
of any such photograph, video, or electronic image at the discretion of the Modern without limitations or
reservations.
Participant Name: _______________________________________________________________
Parent/Guardian Name: ___________________________________________________________
Parent/Guardian Signature: ________________________________________________________
Today's Date: ___________________________________________________________________

