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bequeathing a final riddle to his friends.

TREBAY ..

 portraitof
: o

Johmson ¢ ¢

No one liked a riddle better than Ray Johnson. Puns and wisccracks and

word games were central to the artist, whose work, for all its fragmentary and ephemeral

nature, had the ornery assurance of a Zen koan. So it was both “a surprise and no suprise

atall,” as a friend later claimed, when news got out that the Pop collagist and founder of

the New York Correspondence School had leapt from a bridge in Sag Harbor on January
13 and backstroked into oblivion, ending his life without warning and bequeathing a final
riddle to his friends. % Under a bright moon on a warm winter evening, the 67-year-old
artist apparently jumped 20 feet into Sag Harbor Cove from the unnamed bridge
that connects North Haven and Sag Harbor. He drifted for a time in the frigid
water before he drowned. Two hours carlier, Johnson had checked into Baron’s
Cove Inn and taken a $95 second-floor room with a clear view of the bridge and
the cove. Around seven o’clock, he drove the short distance from the hotel to a
7-Eleven at the foot of the bridge and parked. A bottleful of Valium from an old
prescription was later found in his car. Wearing a blue windbreaker, fohnson walked to the
top of the bridge and scrambled over a h.ip-high safety railing. < The splash was heard by
two teenage girls who had been hanging out under the bridge. When they darted to the top,
what they saw was a fully dressed man leisurely backstroking away ﬁ'g)m land. The two then
ran a short distance to town for help, but found the adults they alerted unconcerned and
the police station shut for the evening. Someone left a message on the Sag Harbor Police
Department’s answering machine. But it wasn’t until the following afternoon that John-
son’s body was accidentally discovered by a local man who’d dropped his wife off at the
Harborview Medical Center and then taken a walk by the shore. < All his life Johnson
had been devoted to symbolism and nagged by reminders of his own semiobscurity. Few
people in the artworld were unaware of Ray Johnson’s name. Yet his work was rarely dis-
cussed in recent years and it had been some time since he had had a gallery or a gallery
show. Even as he took his own life, Johnson somehow failed to get himself noticed. In-

formed of Johnson’s suicide, a painter friend remarked that it was a “good carcer move.”

T VilLAGE VViE

Guy Trebay

¥ %

Avray BTOTFY

P

wevwwrE v e £



-

AMARCH 16,1969

-

piAR GEORGE ASHLEY, [{

]
(1l
4

26TH MARRAKECH
MATCH

nna
AR

§obY

o peopie in the art world,
Ray Johnson’s reputation was formed
in cqual parts of talent, ubiquitousness,
and eccentricity. “T always said that he’d
never be famous in his lifetime,”
says art enitic David Bourdon,
who wrote the catalogue
essay for a 1986 show
ot Johnson’s collages
at the Nassau
County Museum
of b A
“His personality
was a big deter-
rent. Ray was a
I was
deal-

1 was
h on collec-
L the art

ves noth-

berter than an
arust who commits
suicide.” The art mar-
ket, he says, “loves the
nd of the unappreci-
fakyess

It Was not llﬂkﬂo\r\'ﬂ f()f
Johnson to appear at his

gallery on the final day of a
show and snatch all the work
away. “‘Dealers

had nothing to
ys Bour-
don. “He didn’t
accept the idea of leaving work
in the back room, or people buy-
ng on ume.” When his collages

sold at auction, Johnson would
sometmes track down the buy-
ers and demand to know how
much they’d paid. “Or he’d
call four times in a day and ask
who was Natalie Wood’s costar in such and
such a movie,” explains Bourdon. “I al-
s said that without the impediment of
s personality there’d be a lot of inter-

o
SCU =5

> 1970s, John-
d that “whether something dra-
or nothing happens, it is all the same
He meant this philosophically.
is that Johnson wished as deeply
1011 as most of us do, and ob-
‘hat measure of it he could from
the New York Corre-

all the people who punctuated the art and
social scene” of the past half century. “He
knew obscure or humorous things about
everyone. And he could interlock all those
things, time past, the present, imaginative
time in his work.”

According to friends, Johnson was ob-
sessed with symbolism and the importance
of gesture. “Why he [killed himself] will
never be known,” says Lieber. “But the
meanings are in the details.” Johnson
would not have failed to note, says Lieber,
that on Friday the 13th, a man of 67 (6 +
7) checked into room 247 (2 + 4 + 7) and

prepared to
kill himself. “I see this
as a clear, rational decision,” says

“tions all his life.”

Johnson's

(pictured here)

doing these evapora

Johnson  was |
nothing if not delib- |
cerate. Gifted with a |
droll cast of mind
great graphic skills, |
and a range of mem-
ory that drew aston- |
ishing connections
between Pop  and |
camp and official cul- |
ture, between celebri-
ty and obscurity,
Johnson was also nat- |
urally playful in his |

art. Ephemeral as it
was, his work |

“gave out a
pure bellnote of meaning that
lingered for years,” as John

Russell once wrote. “Lists, ad-
dresses, dates, ephemeral allu-
sions, terms of speech that
soon went out of style—all
these turn up in Ray John-

son’s letters, where dead

words get up and dance
and the small change of
human communication is
dipped in gold.”

My own experience
of Ray Johnson’s mail-
ings dates to the

1970s, when he was
in the habit of

posting drawings
of Napoleon’s
penis, laundry
lists, watch
parts, or pho-
tocopies of
Deborah Kerr’s
autograph, and
recycling anno-
tated, doodled-
on mail from
the Canadian
publishers  of
File magazine.
For every mail
art piece that
Johnson launched, 10 others
were returned by his passionate
correspondents. Johnson’s was

Correspondence Art the best chain letter ever deliv-

cred, the only one not ripe with
superstitious menace, despite the
fact that an envelope might con-

Wilson, the last of his friends to attests to his penchant tain such cerice detritus as an cgg

speak to the artist. “I don’t know
what the grounds of the decision
were. I know that if Ray thought
he had a terminal disease he would
have killed himsclf: it’s his style.
He would not want the physical intimacy of
medical care.” According to a preliminary

report by the med-

spondence School net-

work and from his few

devoted friends.

the next century, peo-

ple will say, ‘He was

among you, what fools
>

were,”

ic-novehlst and John-
son’s friend of 40 years.
In Johnsen, Wilson saw
argument for life
ed “as an aesthetic
construction.”

“Ray was so bril-
lant. He was like this
reservoir,” says artist
Edvard Lieber, who
spoke  to  Johnson

33535335
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ical examiner, John-
son’s organs were in
good health. “I also
know that water im-
-agery was a recurrent

eme,” Wilson con-

nues. “He often
de the Staten Is-
and Ferry and threw
t overboard. He
as obsessed with
¢ details of Natalie
ood’s death by
drowning. But, real-

for symbolism,

in art and in life.

might suddenly '

carton filled with dead bees, ora
box of laundry blucing, or notes
from Anna Banana, Joseph Cor-
nell, Yoko Ono, or Eleanor An-
tin, or a rattlesnake hide. His
mailings have only one point of intersec-
tion, one common reference: Johnson
himself.

And yet the alchemical magic he exer-
cised in art never served Johnson quite as
well in his career. “A living legend,” critic
Clive Phillpot once called him in an essay.
Ifyou went looking in the obscure byways
of late-20th-century art for your legends,
Phillpot would be correct. “Ray was an ex-
traordinarily interesting art world figure,”
says painter Chuck Close, a friend and col-
lector of Johnson’s work, **a really original
American talent who both loved his out-
sider status and resented it.”

Never a star of the first magnitude,
Johnson, predicts Bourdon, will “cnd up
occupying a little constellation in the sky
with Warhol, Rauschenberg, and Cor-
nell—artists who all dealt with images from
popular culture and didn’t have any preju-
dices about high or low.” Although John-
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the North Carolina Mu
GO/ GG scum of Art, the
(= — um of Modern Ar
Efﬁo& zig% er owned one i
194 1942

Johnson contrived to
spirit a piece into the
muscum’s 1191";
SABY SAEV uon. A ¢
toon of
Kooning, it was later in
cluded in Chuck Close’s
celebrared

Willem

“Porrraits

ELpE installaton.
P But it’s Johnson
GO correspondence  that
— most fans consider
I major contributio:
MACICIAN

Conducted on a scopx
thar almost defies «
prchension, much less eluci
tinued unul his death. Friends whe d
Johnson’s house after he died found no o
planatory letter, and few domestic objects
inside the tidy, gray, two-story clapboard
in Locust Valley. “It w ¢ spe
cle,” said one. *“Neatly piled up boxes ¢
taining this huge, huge archive” dar
back to Black Mountain College and Pogp
art’s early days. “The image was of the cell
of a monk.”

Johnson was evidently healthy wh
he died, solvent (he had $1700 in his wal
let when he was found), sober, in good
spirits, and readying himself to produce a
catalogue raisonné of his work. He had 1
cently had a new roof put on his house
spoke to him notlong ago,” said Close. 1
couldn’t tell if he was happy or sad: he
that same flat affect alw - th
Johnson seemed to friends uncommon!
optimistic.

“The police said there was no e
dence that he was in e
Harrison, curator of the Pollock-Kr
Housc in Springs, whom Johnson
cently called for an appointment to

an ¢c¢.

1€
r

1raid
had

anyth

-

dress book when he died, so we were
among the first to hear.”” As Harrison tells
it, Johnson apparently didn’r **
help” before drowning. Wher
was fished out of the 40-degr
Harrison was told, “Ray looked composed
and calm.”

“Conundrums,” Bourdon once s
describing Johnson’s work, **conundr
in which almost every clement is an -
and every ‘solution’ another riddle or
pun.” Considering the death of his long
time friend last week, Bourdon added,
““It’s just too peculiar. There was no note
There was no particular reason. There’s
really no explanation.” All week, a
people had been calling to say, “Watch

the b

¢e water,

weekly. “He knew who
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eryone was. He knew
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y goodnight and
sappear. He’d been

son’s work received retrospectives at the
Whitney, the Nassau County Muscum, and

our mail.” So far, though, nothing has
&1, 5
arrived. -



