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When the electronic telecommunications
network known as the Internet gave rise to
e-mail art, conventional mail-art artists
came to refer to the international postal
service as the 'paper net' or snail-mail net.
When a group of these artists are in some
way linked through their works they are
collectively referred to as a Mail Art
Network or the Eternal Network.

The Mail-Art Network concept has roots
in the work of earlier groups, including the
Fluxus artists and the notion of 'multiples’
or artworks manufactured as editions.
Most commonly, Mail-Art Network artists
have made and exchanged postcards,
designed custom-made stamps or
‘artistamps', and designed decorated or
illustrated envelopes. But even large and
unwieldy three-dimensional objects have
been known to have been sent by Mail-Art
Network artists, for many of whom the
message and the medium are synonymous.

Fundamentally, mail art in the context of a
Mail Art Network is a form of conceptual
art. It is a 'movement' with no membership
and no leaders.

Mail artists like to claim that mail art
began when Cleopatra had herself
delivered to Julius Caesar in a rolled-up
carpet (although this was neither mail nor
art). However, perhaps the initial genesis
of mail art was in postal stationery, from
which mail art is now typically
distinguished (if not defined in its broadest
sense). The first example of postal
stationery was the pictorial design created
by the English artist William Mulready
(1786-1863) for mass printing-press
reproduction on the first stock of prepaid
postage wrappers or envelopes produced
for the launch of the Penny Post in Britain

in 1840.
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