
Heard and Secn 
K E T R O  S P E CT I V E li A U S C II E N B E R G  

Iiobcrt Iiauschrnberg, whose show has  just endcd at the Whitechapel Gallery, 
is a traditional artist, binding into one visioii all the major streams of experiment 
and achievement of twcntieth-century art which interest hiin. The paintings, 
combine paintings. and objects on view are a digest of influences which in fact wc 
all know; if we do not, then there is no excuse, bccause books on thc art lcading 
up to Iiauschenberg are a commonplace in bookshops, Ict alone tlic pictures 
thcnisclvcs whirh are on view at the Tatc and other galleries. Rauschenberg’s is 
probhly thc best exampleof a kindofart in the mid twenticth ccntiiry which starts 
off by making you think it is art autre, and then it becomes art engqb, only, on final 
analysis to turn into a kind ofart pour l’art. At first glancc nothing could bc more 
art autrc’ than the first combine paintings with their wilful inclusion of everything 
that is not art. ’I‘he point of art arctre as 1 scc it, is to cut to the root any kind of 
making or apprcciating that involves the acstlictic faculty; it is done cxprcssly to 
destroy thc academic and conventional idea ofwhat constitutcs Art and substitute 
a gratuitous gesture in its place, a gesture that is in thc cnd only made valid by the 
vision ofthe maker, the true artist. It is a simultaneous alienation ofthe art-object 
from the spectator and from arty, or aesthetic, art; but this situation is never a 
complete success unless the art-object is thuinpingly bad-thcn of course you do 
get a complete alienation. Rauschenberg’s art is very good however and so the 
fceling ofalicnation is quickly replaced by a feeling of magnetism. I couldn’t help 
becoming part of every work I saw therc; I found niysclf participating in the 
conibinc paintings with all my faculties ofsight, hearing, touch, even smell; only 
taste sccnied to be left out of this sensual feast, otherwise all one’s senses were 
assaultcd simultaneously, compelling one to beconic an activc even though un- 
willing extension of the painting. The combine paintings include everything; 
piriups, cuttings, bottles, enamelled metal plates, firewood, doors, wirclcss sets, 
flashing electric lights, bedlinen, sleeping-bags, stuffed birds-the list is endless; 
in some ofthe pieces, such as Empire I and 11 and Odalisk thc entire object is made- 
up of dctritus f r o i d .  Rausclienberg’s niode of opcration, which consistc of oscil- 
lating bctween the real object and the synthetic object, however inadc, and be- 
tween the emotional and the intellecnid apprehension of objects, is a brilliantly 
persuasive technique. His use of‘rcal’ objects, photographic objects, negative and 
positive, collage, together with a paintcd iniagc, a profligacy of paint, and the 
bare whitecanvac, to say nothing of light, sound, niovcmcnt, and other ephemera, 
is precisely calculated to create a traffic or trade bctwcen all the disparate parts, 
and so to involve the spectator, who is found inccssantly questioning reality and 
unreality till the two fuse into an expcrience parallel to the experience of life. 
How successful he is; the whole ofthe Whitechapel Gallery has temporarily taken 
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on thc atinosphcrc of Hicronynius Hosch‘s G d c n  of IMiglits. with bemused 
beats and mods wandering froni cxllibit to d u b i t  rather in thc drcanhke way 
the innoccnt Adaiiutcs in Bosch’s painting pecr into their sclf-erccted toys and 
playthings in the dreanigardt:n which is the anteroom to  Hcll. It is mipossible for 
anyone to remain an outsider; all  thc spcctators arc taken. caught up in an invol- 
untary act of integration with what tiicy scc. 

Rauschenberg’s ovcrquoted remark about operating in thc space betwcen Art 
and Lifc should really only apply to hic cdrlirr work. i.c. the combinc paiirthigs 
up to 1963. HJS later paintings arc very siniplc in facture; lie has abandoncd all 
attenipts to destroy thc surfacc oftlie picture with ohjccts arid spccial eff‘ccts; the 
siibject-inattcr is almost banal, it is in the putting togcthcr ofit  that Rauschciiberg 
shows his stdturc, rathcr in the inaimcr of lkacluc, or Chardin. I do not incan that 
hisachicvements are ofthc samc ordcr as Uraquc or Chardin, however. Rauschen- 
bcrg is a grcat traditional pauitrr rather in thc way Ticpolo was; cnch trans- 
fornicd a wliole train of cxpericnce into thcir vision; each skated ovcr tlic thin- 
nest of icc with consiiiniiiatc c.w; they stand LII almost idcntical rclation to their 
so-callcd classical tradition, and they arc both great artists. Whercis Giovanni 
Banista Ticpolo carricd on thc tradition of the Italim School, traiisforming thc 
style of Vrroncsc and Feti, Storzzi and M a f h  into  sonictllin!; altogcther inorc 
volarilc and witt!., elcgmt arid dcxtcrou\, widiout a hint of weight, ku tchcn-  
bcrg carries 011 thc traditional art of Europc ofthe twentictli ccntury 3s handed to 
Arricrica by Duchanip, Scliwittcrs, Albers and M.ix Emst, and developet! by dc 
Kooning, Iunsclf a Dutchnim 2nd the niojt scnunal talent in Amcria .  

An analycic of Kauschcnberg’s iiiiiiwchte influences is enlightcning. Marcel 
Duchanip 15 tlic first that  comcs to nimd. His nlflucrice on Kausclrenbcrg is con- 
siderdblc, ns i t  is on almost c v c y  artist of thc twciiticth century. Thc ohjci trotrvi 
and tlic rcadyinadc are never far a w ~ y  from Rausclicnbcrg’s thought, but in his 
painting onc iicvcr gets a hint ofthc satanic irony of Ihcliamp, an irony so forcc- 
ful that, 3s we know, it cvcntually compacted and fell in on itsclf, Icading to  
Duclianip’s rctirement from any form ofstatcincnt ; Rauschciibcrg is not capable 
o f tAing  his vision to such lengths ofcxpcricnce; h i s  is altogcthcr a niorc innoccnt 
vision. 

Iikcwisc the astonishing littlc collagcs of Kur t  Schwittcrs, with thcir poetry 
distillcd out ofjetsam anJ cxcremcnt, with thcir tciidcmcss and irony arid de- 
tachcd inconscquence, havc had a very grc3t iiduciice. Curious that so ~niniaturc 
an artist as Scliwittcrs has had such a11 iidiiciicc on 3 painter who is alniost i n c a p  
able of painting sinall pictures. This isn’t perhaps a n  isolatcd cxampls-one irn- 
mediately thinks of the rnornioiis irlfluencc Elshciiiicr had ovcr Rubcns-but it 
has an intcrcst for rrie bccauw of tlir scnsc of scale in Kauschenbcrg’s work as 
opposcd to that of Schwittcrs. All the collagcs of Schwitters are almost miiiutc. 
and hc swung in scale from this inscrutablc minutrness to the iiicomprehcnsiblc 
environmcnt-budding of his merz-barr whcrc thc whole rooni. or house even, is 
made into a phantasmagorial surrounding purposefully cvading the definition of 
space. Rauschenbcrg doesn’t quitc achieve the onc or the other; I suspcct hc 
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would like to be both contemplational and environmental at the same timc, but 
his combine paintings are too big for thc onc activity and too limited in extcnt 
for the othcr. 

Joseph Albers too has had an influence, but I suspect a ncgative one. His scrupu- 
lous Bauhaus discipline must havc had a considcrable influence and indeed could 
not havc failed to hurt Rauschenberg at the same timc as it did him some good; 
but Talleyrand’s advice to the King, ‘il faut s’appuycr sur ce qui rkiste’, if it is 
sound in politics is the last thing that would cnliven an artist’s vision, and I’m not 
at  all surprised that they parted company after a very short tinie. 

The decisivc influcncc so far as the rhetoric of paint is conccmed is dc Koonirig, 
a master in thc handhg of paint, and a great figurative artist, perhaps the only 
great figurative artist at prcsent working in the United States. I lc  Kooning’s im- 
ages, with their roots in Europcan exprcssioidsm, togcther with his virtuosity 
and frecdoin in the act of painting, havc influcnced the whole course of modem 
American painting from Jackson Pollock and Frnnz Klinc, to the younger genera- 
tion, including Robert Motherwell. The lcssons Rauschenberg learnt from de 
Kooning in thc handling of paint couldn’t have been k n i t  from anybody elsc. 

Lastly I dctcct thc influence ofMax Ernst. It is apt to be forgotten that Ernst was 
in America together with Andre Masson a t  a time when the milieu of what we 
call the New American Painting was fornung, that is in the early 40s; so far, with 
the abstract expressionists, the influence of Masson has secmed paramount, but 
with Rauschenberg it isn’t dfiicult to sce the influence of Ernst coning into its 
own after having lain dormant for so long. 

Thesc seem to mc to be the main influenccs on Rauschenberg so far as art and 
other artists arc concerned, but of coursc his art demands also that onc look for 
influences outside thosc of art-history or personalitics. Therc is the whole tradi- 
tion in America of exact imagery and close attcntion to observed fact. Now the 
thing that has irkcd Amcricans ever since they began piinting has been the un- 
comfortable knowlcdgc that thcy m o t  dismiss observed fact from their in- 
herited store of images, but that at the same time it is artistically indigestible. The 
Puritan tradition of sharpened outlines and strong fxtual sense rum through an 
enor~~ious amount of American art that is hardly known in Europe, the imagery 
of Methodists and Baptists. If Rauschenbcrg’s background is Baptist, as they say 
it is, and not Jewish, as I thought it was before I read the notices, the measure of 
his escape from his first environment is enormous, and his preoccupation with 
exact imagery is explained. I suspect Rauschenberg was aware ofthe conundrum 
underlying appearances ever since he was allowed to see James Tissot’s illustratcd 
Bible as a juvenile Sunday treat in his father’s house. He may even have been 
scared and disgusted by Gustave 1)ort’s illustrations to Dante’s Inferno. It is this 
imagery, ultimately, that underlies the blatant advertising imagery of peas, 
peaches, brassicres and cars, that offer you the plentitude of life, and hand you the 
last chapter of the Book ofJob on a plate. In this respect it is  important to re& 
that Rauschcnberg’s art is not Pop; it is as though his art is the true image from 
which all Pop art is a degeneration. His emotional range is far greater than is 
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possible if an artist confines himself within the narrow discipline of Pop. 
Thc solution of this particular national, and to Rauschcnberg obviously per- 

sonal, dilemma was suggested to him by another painter, Andy Warhol, who 
showed huschenberg the possibiliv ofprinting photographs onto the canvas by 
means of the silk-scrccn process; in fact by using the silk-screen as a stencil. This 
technique, in the hands of an artist of I<ausclienbcrg’s calibre solvcs an awful lot 
of very tricky questions at once. I~ausclicnbcrg knew, as Andy Warhol will never 
know, the kind of alchciny nccdcd to trniisiiiiitc photographs into art. His cnor- 
nious facility and sleight of IianJ needed the silk-ccrccn to producc that incessant 
changing and escliangi~ig of the sceniingly stable, but actually cvanacent images 
taken from television ant i  photography. It  amounts to a compaction of rctirial 
images half-rctaiticd, half-destroyed, and ih,  in its w ~ y ,  3s great a breakthrough 
as the invention of collage. I don’t think we will ever agam see silk-screen process 
used with the delicacy a d  subtlety and artistic direction and point as in the latcr 
paintings of 1963 and 1964. Con t rxy  to xvhat niany people would iniagine, the 
very process of niechanintioii iiilicrcnt in photographc transference to silk- 
screen is a li\xrating factor in Rauschenbcrg’s art, enabling him to make fnr more 
penetrating and broader stat~niciits than had lie bccn forced into a h i d  offaking 
by hand. It is the pcrfcct medium for niachinc-tiiads America u x d  in a way that 
decisively puts the machine in its true context, as subject, object and scrvxit. In 
Rauscht.nbcrg’s hands it becomes a great art-form and the proof of this is in thc 
relaxed and assured performance oihis latest paintings; they arc likc the pcrforrn- 
ancc of a great atldcte a t  the pcnk of lus carcer; no hesitation, no doubt can bc 
seen in them, and the facture is as sitiiplc as t l n t  of a Mantegna fresco or a ‘Ticpolo 
ceiling. In  the first-rate painters, as Sickcrt observed, the facture is always simple, 
bccausc the design and the exprcssion come first in the artist’s mind. 

Heroism alone is his Achilles Heel. It is thc heroic tendency in American ar t  
that is tlic other specific tradition and a very dangerous one too. Heroism of 
event, of inultiplicity ofcvcnt, and of scale, hns always been o fa  fatal tcniptation, 
as all American painters know. One  can think ofinnumerable large murals from 
Puvis de Chavuines’s, and, surprisingly, John Singcr Sargent’s decorations for 
the Boston Public Libran, through Frank Hrangnyn’s Missouri State Capitol 
Buildings murals, which show the Anicrican urge to what may be called l’anora- 
niic Mysticism. Nowadays this is usually sublimatcd in media such as Todd-A0 
but the instinct still persists in art. These colossal works nearly always give one the 
most acute sense of bathos, with their appxcnt euphoria and actual vacuity of 
content and I cannot feel that huschenberg is ignorant of the danger. 

P A T R I C K  R E Y N T I E N S  
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