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THELASTTIMEI SAW BOBRAUSCHENBERG was rbis past _'larch in Val~ncil,

Spain. He had been unable to go the year before, when he W 35 awarded thepresti­
gious j uliu Gmlllirc~. lnlcrnafiuna l l'ri1.c for lifetim e ach icvemcnt-bur no one
could keep him from alten ding the exhibition ope ning of his friend Du tyl POllon
a t the Inst il "t o Volcnc iano d<' Arte Modern o. It wa s the usual Boh story: The
doctors forbade him to 1:0 , SII of course he went . He was in greM form, despite
being co nfined to his wheelchair.as he had been since his st ro ke in 2002.
(Co nsider ing Ihm he co uld never sit st ill, ~i rlK l ied down had plunged him il1loa
terrible dcp~ss ion . He w id me that Chuck Close had S'II·e.:!him by showing him
how he co uld st ill work .} In Valencia, Bob stafc d up lh rou gh the night to Stt the
grou p of Brazilia n da ncers and musician s that perfo rmed, kC'Cpinglimc with r~

one hand he cou ld st ill mo'·e. I eerneruber how he lo ved pcrfo rming-whi<:h was
:I.Jways surprising, gi"cn that he W:1.5basica lly shy. But being a nervou s, shy cxtl()­
"en was e;lC:r.ctly the kind of con!ladi<:lionlhal made hi. an $0 origina l.



Rausc henbcrg was , above
all, a child of the American
Depression and the New
Deal, a utop ian idealist and
an unabashed romantic.

~lIfdlcnbtrg did nOlmt~iu pt:opIe o r an. He had l ime for rvr.,·body,
C'IaI dledDdcueollcge gin !oining nrxt 10 him. I rememberfim m«ring Bobin
1'5' whengalleriSi Ik a na Son nabtnd sea led me boe5idr him II I din ner Ihar
dnlierLeoCastrlli Wali giv inll.fo r I'n' der iek Kies ler. Late r, I unde rstood why
!lobwnso fond u f lhe mUIIOdi:Kiplinl ry arch ilect : II was said of Kiesler Ihal if
btwanted co bold rw o pieces of woo d rugc lher, hepretend ed th at he had never
bN.rdof nails or screws . D.:finitd y Bu b's kind o f guy.

BobWllS~ua ll y kind when I used to roll my bahy carriage duwn to his lower
8ro;ad_y stud io and watch him sim ultaneously listen to lelcvison , silk-sc reen
painlinpon the floo r, lalk co friends. watc h WMI was cook.i~ on theSIOve,and
Iuvra kw drinu from Ihe om Olprncnl bottle of Jack Dan iel 's. When S....eede,
.. babjou, hopped unto baby Rac hel 's m rria!C' ready to bile her, Bobpl­
bndr pulledhis perof f by the laillnd ...-eneback 10 collCro lr,uing on the pill5
ofJnIIUincs fromwhich he was choosing imagrs TO tta osftt 10 KI'C!mS.

Althelime, I did no l eu mplCldy un del'Sland wha l Ra uschcnberg wudoing.
Bur I k lr il was e;l(C; I,ng and vita l in a way thaI abs'mcr an no long~'r was.I had
bt<n pulled into Clemen! Grccnocrg ', orbu by the clarlry o f his crit icism, bUI I
wasmuch more attracted 10 Rauschcnberg's co mmitment 10 o pe ning rat her
dlandOliing doors. In the 1950" Ra uschen berg was still being dismissed as a
oibilUrk,dcsrrucrlve. ann-a re,and nco-Dada pra nkster. Jo hn Cage was fond of
taJini IOO'IC'mal the wol f dOd001 crilicize the shttp,he-alerm-shttp:Strung
.., _oblivi<.Js 10 lhe analysn of~ day. R.:auscbm~ _sclrany carini hIS

'"1 throu gh flocks of shcqJ for years, bu t bc wn mo ving $0 fa$l:,Ibrrr was
_WlylOmluate his comri but ion until cura ror Waller Hop ps orga niud Bob's
inllllldarttr SUl'YC)' in 1976 . Tha i show was a n:vc lation to cvc:ryont.

Bobdid nor, in'fact, pay art cmion to an criticis m. I remem ber whe n, in rhe
mid·'60s,a gro up of us had gotten tog ether and I read a lo ud Hilto n Kram er 's
remwof Bob's Casl t'l li show-we a ll doubled up lau ghi ng. Nor did flub ha ve
Illy usc for tbec retical or ieun ogr a ph ic readin gs o f his work. O f co urse, free
1s.50daOOn mUSI have had IOII1Clhing to do wit h his ehoKI;:o f ito:lgt ry, but his
inlatrion wassimp ly IOsn:lIcb fl'1lgJm'OBof whal was going on in dw:...'Grid.

Morwvr r, il is dyslexia tha t explai ns how he perceived lhllf wo rld.
~lIlChcnbtrgsuffered fro m acu te dys lexia . which madt reading, following
iDstnIctions, and rC1aining tcxrua l info rmation tlrueme ly dimcull. R«enl
srudieshave shown Iha l dyslexia displaces IOlcil igence from lhe strictll ' verba l
mode: 10 multidimen sio na l an d sensory pe rceplio n. O ne 's foc us is d iffuse,
lalting in a n ent ire cnv iro n me m ra lbe r than a n isular cd wor d n r c bfecu
dysle ~ics Ihink in picture s ra ther tha n in wor ds . Gi" en whal we kno w about
Rausc:henbtrg, in fac i . d yslex ia seems far mor e releva nt 10 un de rsta nd ing his
anrivr procu.s tba n imc rprrtations Ibac ha \-c focused on deconstruction , IK'l>­

Marximl,or gender Rudie&.
Theoretical concerns and preconceived acs tbcric stra tegies Were alien 10

L~'spurdyinNitive~ l..ikemanyartistsofw6rsr-gctlCl'3.00n
NtwYorkSchool Ibal he admind-<lnd wbose workswrrc hi5 principal SOUI"CCS

ofinspirarion- Rauschcn~ was, above a ll,a child of the Americ:tan Dep ression
and lhe New Dcal. a utopi an idealist a nd an una bash ed ro mamic. Despi te his
determinat io n to use technology as a med ium, there was no thin g mechanic al
lboul hiss tyle, which, like that o f Ihe act ion painre" , rema ined both gestura l an d
p/lysiatllhroughoul his career; Rauschcnbcrg was nOI mcn:ly a derivat ive fnlto\VCr
of Kun SchwiuctS. as many held ; no r was he the fa the r of Pop an. as is o ften
l113in1ained. lf American Pop was indebted to graphic advmising (via Femand
UFrand ScuanDavis), Ra uschcnbcrg. on the odlerhand, remained a painterly
artist. Hn a n, like thai nf his mentors John Case and Merce Cunningham. is
roottd within the modernist tradition. All lb~ imended not to dest roy bu i lO
telIn'and advance rccc il'ed tradirion by imaacring wilh ledulologica l inn ova­
tionand non·Wes tcrn acs lhcti<:s.

RAUSCKENB£RG WAS BORNin Pon Arthur. Texa s, OIllhe Louisiana border. He
arne from a deeply rclllious fami ly and had originally aspi rN to beI prcac:her
whose mission was 10 51~e Ihe wodd, a messia nic vision tha t he re tained
throughout his li fe. Po ri Arthur. Texas, Wat nOl Yok na pa la wph a Counly,
M ississippi. but R.:a usc henM rg', back grou nd had much in co mmon wilh Iha' of
William Fa ulkn er's ch aract ers. Ra uschenbt rg'lipat ernal grandf arher , a Get ma n
docto r who emigrated from Ber lin to Texas in lhe ninet eenth century, had mar­
r ied a Cheroke e Ind ia n wbo died yo ung from tube rculosis . Reuscbenberg's

fa the r, Emese, wor ked as a fa rm
laborer a nd lat er fo rGulfSlarC$
Utilim in Pon Arthur,where the
stench of th e oil fields mingled
wilh Iha t of~ pctroIeum plants
in which America's tim In: pro­
duced. His moth er, Dora, mad c
a living CUlli ng O UI dr en pa rter ns.
As Rauschcnberg larer ex pla ined,
this was how he lea rned to CUI

out co llage clcmc ncs-and undoubtedly the swatc hes of fabr ic in the Com bines,
often wom and la llerw. rtta il ihat experie nce.

ThCTC was no a n o f any kind in Pon Anh ur. When Rauschen bt rg ....as no l
hidi~ undrr~ house: and stoo)'io&bugs,hedrew and copied tbecharacters in
lherolortd " funny papers" that accomp'lOiedthe Sunday pa pers. With a stable
incomein mind. Rausc hen M rg's pa rents packedIheir son off 10 lhe Unlve rs iry
of Texas in Aunin to become a pharmacisl. I ll' WlIS expe lled afta one Jemes ler
for refusing to dissecea frog in biologyclus. As it was wa nim e, he immedi ately
lost his stu de nt defe rr a l a nd was dra fted into the US Na vy. Sta lio ned in San
Diego, he wor ked as a psychiat ric nurse.

When ehc wa r wa s over, Ra usch enberg was a ble 10 study an on the (i1 Bill.
De termi ned to gel rhe besr cd.ucario n possi ble, he en ro lled in lhe dema nd ing
Kansas aT)' Art lnse tu re, The fol lowi ng year, he moved 10 Paris lo srud 1 al lhe
Academie J ul ia n , w here he met Susan
Weil, another)'Ollllf: artin. Sheplanned to

rerum to rhe USto stu dy at lbe expcrimm­
la l Black ~ounlain Co llege in Asheville.
No n b Carolin.to,in the fa ll of 19-i8 . She
co nvince d him to acco mpany her. (T hey
wo uld mar ry in 1950.)

Rauschenberg w all bo t h sc hoole d in
In d ta lented ae fig ure d ra wing a nd por­
traitu re. By th e rim e he enre red Bla c k
Mouma in CoI1C!e, be real ized that draw·
ing was Ihe relic of aca demic dc piction.
Ra USChcnbt rg o ften said Iha l he dcli~t­

alely chose II> study wit h the aUlho ritaria n
Jo sef Al ber s t here beca use he knew he
needed discipline. At Black Mountain, he
a lso lOCI two ot her painters he ad mired,
Fran z Kline a nd Jae k Tworkov; rhe la tter
laughl f ig u re d raw in g a nd b ec a m e
Rau sch en ber g's fri en d and supporter.
Co ndi tions at Black M ou nta in were nOI
casy.lbc Mudtnn ha d to build lheir own
dawooms aDd raise thcir ow n food in the
sc hool's garden; Ihc fac ully was rardy
paid. (Wi llem de Kooni ng o ncc said thai if
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Rauschenberg confronted
every major aesth etic issue
facing modem rot at a time
of cris is and exhaustio n.

you la ugh! there, they trie d 10 give you the school.] At the end of the summer
session in 1949, Ra uschenberg and Weil mO"ed to New York. Theil: lhcycxpcri­
men ted with blueprints. the most famous -an impr ession of the female hody­
being amo ng Ra uschen bcrg's earliest work wit h printmaking.

Ra us<:hcn bc rg's firsl so lo exhihit ion opened ,\1a )' 14 , 1' 51, al t he BCIl Y
Parsons Gal lery in Ne w York . Included were pai nti llWO beg un in 1949, com ­
pos ed of white grounds inscribed wit h spare abstract eonfigura rio ns tha t wer e
qua si -geo rncltic, calligraph ic, and often fo rm cd s ymbols-arr o ws, drd('s,
an d num bcrs-as in Motl,e, o{ Cm l, 11 The Lily \lIhile, and C, ,,d(ixiun amI
Reflectioll, all ca . 1950 . Th e use of nu mera ls, th e d ivision o f the ca nvas into
7.oneS,an d mirro r imaging were all eOnce tlls that Rauschenberg would continue
to pur sue in his mature work. Alber s's influence {insufficiently recognized 10

lh is d:Iyl is evi nced in the red uClive simplieilYo f Ihe painrings, Rauschenherg
acknowledg ed Ihat Alber s "taught me s uch respect for all colo rs that it rook
years before I could usc mo re than two co lors at onc e. M' Mo sl of the titles of the
wo rks exhibited ar Parsons (including Th~ Mall with TW()SOl/Isand T,;"il )',
bo th <:3. 1950)clearly referred10 Christian them"", indica ting thaI Rallschenbcrg;
was st ill wo rried about salvat ion; ind eed, he a lways wou ld be.

In May 195 I , Tw orkov pcr suad ....d th c or gani t er s of rhc " firsl ,\ rtiSls'
Annual," the histor ic Nint h Str.,.,1Sbuw in New York, lu include Rauschenberg.
Th e group ex hibi rion wa s a wlon Je5 re{ush co mposC'd o f New York School
arrisrs-c-lncludlng Kline, Robe rt MOIherwell, and Jackson Pnll00:: k- in whose
work neit her the Whillle y Mu seum nor the Museum of Mod ern Art was inter­
eSled. Rauschen~rg's son , Chri stopher, was a lso horn thai summer. Despit~
the se h:lppy occ a sio ns , the young artist's life WM in cha os. PMSnnS d id not
renew his cont ract , and his marriage was dissolving. Rau schenbcrg's solution
was 10 leave New York and return 10 Black Mounta in in the su mme r-o f 195 1.
He co nt in ued to pai n t a nd , a long with Cy Twombly (who wa s a t Bla ck
Mounta;n wor king with Kline and Moeherwell), to study photograph y. This
became an enduring pur suir-c-rh.... arri st once said he warned to photograph the
wor jd-cand he eventually amassed an ever-growing archive of images, which he
u$fil for his suhsequ em silk screens.

Yet;t sho uld beemphas iud rhal Rauschenberg began nOIas a figurative bur
as an ab stract artist. Some of his ea rhes e wo rk s, madc in his twentie s, were
small abstract scu lptur es. During thai summer of 195 1, upon returning 10 Black
M ou nta in, he made a radica l decision 10 aba ndo n im:lgery a nd drawing alto­
ge th er in order to produce t he fam o us monochrome Whil e Paintings. H e

wanted the se wor ks, executed with urdinary house paint, rc renl"<;tth",shadows
of passer sb y. He knew he wa S 011 In so melh ing important. In fall of 1951
Rausche nb crg se nt Pa rso ns all impassioned let ter, " Dcar Bell y,M he wrote ,
" I lave felt rhar my head and heart move through something quit e different than
rhc hOI dusrthc ea rth threw at me. T hc result s arc a grl)Up o f palntlngs that I
co nsider almost an emerge ncy.Ml

Rauscb cnbcrg describ ed the new pa in tings as "large whit e ( I whit e as 1
GOO) canvases or gan; tfd and selected with the ex per ience of time a nd pre­
senled wit h th e innocence u f a virgin .M T he yOllng pa inter chl imed that the
works were fi lled with kt he suspense , excite me nt and bod y of an o rga nic
s ilence, the resr riet io n and freedo m nf absence, the ptastic fulln ess of no thing,
ehe point a circle lx·gins and ",nds. - j Th l' r..,r",r~·nce to infinil Ywas partkubrly
fesonalll al a 1ll01lleOlwhen Jack so n Pollock wa s weavin!: h is infinit e a llo\ "er

web s, wh en e ve ryo ne in New
York wa s talking about James
Jo yce' s h1le works, especia lly
!'i/lncganS IV"ke, wh ich e nds as
il begins. In his letter to Par son s,
k auschenberg courin ucd. rlt is
completely ir rele van t that [ a m
ma k inll theOl- To,fllY is their
crearcr Isic l." Thi s denia l of indi­

vidual l'go pred atl'S RauKh fnlx' rgs involvem....nt with z..'n through his relat ion­
sh ip with Jo hn c.~ge . But il is lik..ly that Rau schenberg becam e acquainted with
Asian mysricism ea rlier at Black Mnumain, where it was much in the air, a lthough
his intere st in Zcn clearl y d(-epcn(o,J once hf mer Cagc.

Th c uniHfJected White PainlinS$ were genera lly dismi ssed by the press ami
by the dour firsr-gcnernrion New York Schoo l arrim. Th e wn rks loo ked as if
they might fall apart. Rauschen berg ga ined a repu tation not as a great painter;
but as the bad -bo y upstart o f the New York Schoo l. Th is w" s d isheaflening for
him, since he saw th.. work s as icons of pur ity tha t could lyrically respo nd 10 the
con ditions around them.

Wh en Cage we n t to reac h at Blac k Mounrain in th e summer o f 1952,
Ra us<:hen berg's ca ref t too k on radi call y new direct ions. Th e two had alread y
heguo a fruirfu l dialugue after meeting at Pa rs o ns's ga llery. It is us ua lly
assu med tha t Cage influence d Rau schcnbc rg; in fact, however, the influenc e
was rec ip roc a l. Cage recogn;ted rhe natural simila rit ies of Ra usc hcu berg's
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wo rk with rhc ph ilo soph y of Ze n, wh ich he had
b«n stu d ying si Ol.'e the l:lte '40s. And once hesaw
R3usdr enbt rg 's "silen t" WI,ite Paintings, as" now
~ry, Ca~ abo began to consider silcnet: 10 be
essm lial to mUWcaI coenpcsitioe . Similarly inspired
by Ca ge, Rauschrn bn's vemuredinto perfo rmance
:and into the:inc lus>onof n 'CI')'d:a)', ordin:ary lWItm­
a ls that e h:angcd oeer rime (:an impu lse indebkd 10
Futurisr norions o f noise u well as 10 miWquc eoo ­
eme). lbc eo mpmcr P ClCT"Gena has observed thu
bot h Rauschcn hcrg and Cage a plH"ooch'-odcomposi­
tion thr ough the dispersal o f mat erial rat her than
co ncentr ation to wa rd a cente r-s-a q uestio nin g of
Wt'slern aesthetics Iha t had root s in Cage's study nf
the mystic writings u( ~'It'islcr Eckhart a nd Anauda K.
Coo mu.raswa my as well as th e Zen mas ters. Gen a
cornp,m.'Sl h",alloyer Il,'tIsion in R:rUJCnenbcrg's pa inl­
iogs of lhe:~rly '50s to Cagr's disavowal of begin­
ning. dilNlC, and dcnoucmenl in music:rlcomposi tion,
as wd l as 10Cunningha m'I dlornlgnophy, which con­
siders the val;..., $t:Igr as ~a dpgmic rt'gion with no
cmrtal focuswhenposirion ins 1Mdanan.~'Ikyond
such deep :affinilies in their work, Rauschenbcrg
l't'Ca1l . t,kinS nea n from the f:aet Ihal Cage "gave
h im ""rminion- 10 conriaue expc rimt'nring:a l :a
poinl when e."ffl..-.e~ wa.s discou raging him.

Rau K ht'n bcrg ...,rurned 10 Europe in the fall of
1952, Ihis li nlt' wilh Twom bly. Beca use he wu o n
themo,~ in CUropt'and NorthAfrica,Rauscbenberg
co u ld nOI poinl. Insleod , he began mak ing sma ll
sculprureso f found stones and wires or m her del ri­
tus. Known as " Feticci Personal!" (pcnonal fetishes),
the portable pieces were prob ably influenced by the African a n Rauschenberg
saw while wor king const ruction jobsin Casa hlan<:afafter Twombl y had spent
alltheir mon ey buy ing an tiqu ilies in lhe Hea market in Rome). These info rma l
cun juncrions of ioousuial and na tural scraps, wh ich a nucipat ed tlrte fX141ertl by
Dtarly two dccad ". wer e . hown in bUlh Ro me and f lor ence in 1953 . As
Rauschcnbclf; rK vad y lo ld me, he beard whilt in Rom<' lba t his friend Alberto
Burri wu ill and \-H;ited him in his V... ~iarguna sNd io, uaking Burriooc of the
personal fetishes u a Ph 10 cheerhim up.

During lhi s nomadic period, Rauschenberg abo made co llages o n ca rd­
boa rd tha t ptt:figured the Combine pai nrint;s he would begin upon his mum
10 Ihe United 51:aln. Th ese juxtaposition s o f divergenl and ohen e pbcmcral
mte:rials evo ked br ief momcnll a nd fugi tive experie nce•. They a nticipa ted
ibe way in which Rauschcn bclf; woul d t'Yenru.ally cull his lubj cctS and ima ges
from his im med ia te liurro und ing.s. Yer unlike the embrace o f mas s cu ltu ra l
intagery implicit in Pop, Ra uschellhc rg's worh at Black Moun lain wtrt more
strongly related 10 the annclimaceicform of the ha iku (introd uced ru him by
Cage), JUSt as his lar cr silk-sc ree n imalltS a rguably cvo lved fro m his dir ect
experience wi th phot og raphy a nd pr intmakin g ral her tha n (rom Pop a rt 's
cril ique 01co nsumerism.

Ra llsch e n he rg co lla bo ra led wi t h Cage, Cu n ni ngham, Dav id Tudor,
lot C. Richar ds, a nd Cha ri" O I$QD in 1952 , the:resu lt o f which was a n eveee
thaI has been called the Mi l iappening. Cagc"h-ribcd lhe pel"fonJl:ance's SCI·

IU!& thus: "The audience wu wa led in four isomel r ic lriangu l:ar sccrions, rhe
apcus of which loochcd a SlWIll 5qua..., performance are:a thai they faced and

thai led through Ihe a isl" beeweenthem to the larllc perfo rmance ar ea thai sur­
rounded them.~' Th e various aCliv ilies incl ud cd dancing by C unni ng ham,
Tudor al lhe piano, and R3uschcnbcrg playing FAli th Piaf records on a VlC1 rola
with his whire poIyprych saving as a bac kd rop. Olson and Rich:trds read their
ponry aloud, Ricbar <b 'lOp a bdckr bqond the K:ating area, while <::age, atop
anotlwr ladckr, rr:ad a 1cauU" lhal included inrerval s of silcoce.

Cage's 1952 pcrfonrwx:eat Bbdr Moun tllin was Ra UJCht'tlbas'$ baptism as
a KI duigner, becnjoyt'd thecolbbonrion as wt'11u performing. He began to

1WIlu: idS for Cunningham afl!' r reruming from Europe in 1953 . As :artislic
direcro r of Cunningham's company fro m 1954 to 1964 , he designed inc reas­
ingly exrra ..apnl KIf and cosrumes, re.·eling in Ihe Iht':ltTicaJily co nsidered
anathema to the plalOfic am. IndcW, t he 5CUfor Cun ningha m resembled huge
tbeee-dimensional co llages. They were proto typCl /ot the mixed-med ia wo rks
Rauschenberg beg an producing a t t he sa me tim e. He d u bbed these p ieces
Co mbines beca use they co mbined fo und r narc ria ls, prim ed matt er; ges tu ra l
paintin g, and scu lpture . The rcsulr was an exciting, impa stced, encrusted , ond
tactile s urface. O il, pape r, fnbnc, a nd print ed reproductio ns were la yered and
affi xed 10 the surface a nd mixed with obj ecls fo und in rhc studio or o n th e
sueet, like a broke n clock wilho ut ha nds, wo rn socks, numbers from a spo rrs
jersey, or so iled shirh.

Minu l;tle , 19j4, i. o ne of Ihe earliest and lu gesl of rhe frees tan di ng
Combineund was originally made as the SCI for a Cu nningham pcrfOnNIrK% of
lhe same rumc. It iscomposed of three sU'Ctchcd"m ica] panels, one of whic h it
positioned slighdy in fronl of lhe ottKn. :'okwspapct clippings o f Donald Duck
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a nd Lillk King cartoons, o ld photographs, and fl";lgmen ls of posters o bscur ed
by painted passages cover rhe su rface . A patchwork o f colored fabri c swalChes
bridges the rwo back panels, att ached on ly on rhe top , so rhar the dan cers could
ente r and exit thro ugh the curt ained ope ning .

Rauschen berg left simple instru ction s for prod ucmg rbese works: KLay ou t
str etcher o n Aoor match markings a nd jo in. ~ f ~ Cagc wrOICof thi s process,
"He usesIcan u Sl'S]singly, joint'd t~htT. or placed in a SYIJUIIW)' 50obvious as
l'll,X 10 attnct tntcttst (nom ings pecial). We k""w twO ways to unfocusanen tion:
symmetry isone of Ihnnttheot her is1Mover-all where each small part isa 53mple
ol ...·hal ,..... find dsewhere. 10eithercase, rher'e isat leastthe possibiJilyof Iookint:
anY""here, l'll,X juS!whereSOITJCOO(' arra nged yoo should. . .. 'Art is rhe imitllltion
o f nature in her mann er of ope lal ion.· - ' Th is was the essentia l prin ciple Ihar

Rauso:hen bt'rg woul d follow for the res t of h is life. His dis­
traction a nd an en tion , his enormous apper it(' for adventure
a nd expe ne nc e, and h is ne ar-religi ou s zeal for embracing
everyone evel')'where IKII on ly crea ted an enormous bod y of
work bur defined him as the hero henever wanted 10 he.

RAusctiENBERGHASBEENCALLED the first postmodt' mis l.
Yet posrntodun is a n inadeq uate description of his achieve ­
JJl('nts. He lIIayhave incorporated imageso( old masters, but he
never imitated past art-his torica l styl('S3S parod y o r past iche.
And this read ing o f his work is as mistake n as the percept io n,
introduced by Greenberg to disceedirRauscl\('nbt'rg, rhat the
an is! was essemia lly a ble Cubist who added norhin g to mod­
emisr a('$lh(' lN;sand wa s litt!(' mo re rhan a re bel without a
cause. In poi nr of fact, Rausch('flberg confronted ('\'('ry major
aesrhenc issue facing mod ern a re a t a time of cr isis and
exhaustio n. Rau schen ber g was a n empilical experi mente r
who rejectt'd calcu b rion for the far riskier processo f tri al and
('1"r01:,in whICh success is pred icat ed IlOI o n tl\(' reperi tio n of
formul as but on prior fai lul'lf"S.

Likeall aurhenric arrisrs, Ra uschen bt'rg belongsto a tradi­
t ion , but no t to the one in which most cont em pora ry hisrcn­
an s have placed him. Ra uschenocrg's work is con nected ro an
olde r tr adition of the painting of everyd ay life. &udclaite had
cha mp ioned co ntempo rary subjects as a n aherua eivero Ihe
aca demic hierarchie$ rbaeen lled myth ologic:l l, bibl ical . and
h isto rical SC('tI('S. Rau Kht'nbt'rg co ntinued I h i5 slud y o f lhe
oon ternponl ry ur ban landscape.dedeed, as mIlCh as Ro bert
Henn,JohnSloan, Ybomas Ha n Benron.,and Edward Hopper,
Rau scbenbt'rg was a painter o f the Arntriaan So:em,.

Rau sc:l\('nbe rg's prin ts and silk-sc rtt1l pamtlngs incorpo­
rati ng co nte mpo ra ry news media a lso ha ve antece dents in
Go )'a's co nce pt of the l'If"Spo nsibi liry of the a rtist as reporter.
Ra usch enberg's a rt extends this moral tra ditio n o f the artis t
as wimess, funct ioning as time ca psules, a composite of what
he witnessed not in a single place or country but on television,
in newspape rs, and in his tr avels a ll over the world. Fut ure
viewers willcon rinue to see what he s..w, but iJl('\'ita bly l'll,X as

. ht' saw il. Neverth eless, il is more fruitful loau('mpt to recc n­
st l\lCl th(' specl6c con texe wilh in which Ra uschen berg devel-
opedhisVISIOn, asopposed to projeaing ilUoppropNl e theories
onto hiswoo.He was an artist woo devottd himst lf to escap­
ing rrn, prison o f the audemr. with its rulesand regularion s,
and lhe isolation of the ivory lOWer,with its denia l of the reali-

ries, impurities, cont l";ldictions, irrat ional ily, and disorder of th(' world o utside.
Firril1gly. one o f Rauschenbcrg's lU I works was a com mission fro m the

Ca tho lic Church 10 pa int rhe Apoca lypse . He pain ted God as a satellited ish ;
rhe work was tu rned down . Wh en I as ked him what rhe problem was. be sa id
he co uld nev er solve the problem of how to pa inl a positiv e ima ge of the
Apocalypse. Th is might nor ha ve been an imped iment fo r mo st artis ts, bur for
Rauscbenberg, n<'g3tivity in any fo rm was unac ceptabl e. H(' would-ind«d he
did--prefer to fail ar being pos it ive Ihan to succeed in a game of d iminishi ng
returns, one that eegated the Sluff o f lift iuelf. O
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