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Robert Rauschenberg 
Transcript - Tape I 
2/26/76 

Philip Smith: I want to ask you about the work of the last five years 
in �1ich I see dramatic yet subtle changes occurring in thework. 
In HOAHFROST there seemed to be a letting go, the relinquish i_ng of 
control to th-e iinages ond their structure ond e general acceptance ·of 
how things are. 

Robert Rauschenberg: I think that started with the difficult time I 
had using technolot:Y. Logically I could see .that worr.:inf with 
Experiments in.Ar\ and Technoloey and industry ond technology 
there was a lack of consience, there was no aesthetic there. 
They were actually in control of a lot of materi1ls, mediums 
ond ideas that-ou�ht to be· public property and you shouldn't have to 
wait until the Princess telephone is invented to l1ide them. · 
All of those pieces were unnaturaJ.ly but I thir,k naturally ,

1

cumbersome. There wann't. any back up technology that I had 
because ·r am mostly tactile. Every time I tried t,o do those pieces 
there were a few that I thcug;ht were successful ther.e wer.e many more 
thot just dtdn' t work and they always wei1.:hed o half a ton you 
needed ten peorle to lift them. They were olweys froeile. My first 
real reectic:n to that, like n reactic-nary, was i.n Flo!"ide where it 
was· nearly impossible t.o get ar;y normal or ncodemic m�tcr1 als to work 

, ,with, which I liked the challenge. I lik0d very much wor!d.r.£ on 
· locoti: n under the some cor,di t.i.cns. Moking work under the

con�H ti :.ns which exist there. Conncio,·sly I tried to fi,rure out
what material was the most available and it seemed to me thAt
no r.intter where I go there are nlways a bunch of cardboard boxes
stacke1 nround somewhere. So the transi ticm actually started with
the 09rdboard boxes. There are a lot of cardboard pieces workin�
with the cardboard pieces they had in order to have their strength
to stand, there seemed to be too many corners. You punish yourself
by asking yourself more questions than you have, I started wo.rrying
ebcut Cubism. And of course there is nothing 6ubist, but you can see
that if you're working with a bunch of cardboard boxes �nd you're not
very historically inclined that nearly anything can be misread. I
was interested in the kind of language there, that the boxes have.
If you've ever read a box they say absurd thin.1;s. Then you combine
those things, so most of those pieces are named after what they call
themselves, �ust lined up, one after another. Then there was a
problem of storace an<l worpage. They had to be flat, they took o lot
of room and the,y were irreguli:1r i L nll direct i :•no, so there wnnn' t n
flat plnce. I th ink tlrnt the HCA'.U•'HO::.:T come from a kirnl of c11Allenge.
It wos the close Gt! could cou,e at thnt ti.Ille of presenting an i noee
on as little material os ,·o{rnible. So thot unless you see sometllin.1• 

yo� almost don't kno� that its there. So it hnd without the bulk
and with the responsiveness of' its environment corried our comrron
bomberdment of imag�s still. It wos about their wei�htlessness
it wasnt about prncticality but the weiehtlessness and their response
as carriers. without havinr, to kr.ow where the fuse box ia.

PS: There seems that there was an intentionAl overload of
information and you purposely allowed the fuses to blow.
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HH: 7he· whole techr.ique is pract'.i celly a blind 011e. By the t i.:ne 
you've mode your fourth turn, the transfers were dcne on a press 
colled Grasshopper in Florida. The bed prints About six pnd a fialf 
feet by forty sori:e odd inches, :.;o if you do a twent,y foot piece, 
twelve feet ·by twenty feet, and its all cne process, :i.ts thrcugh 
the press one time, by the tine you hsve made your fourth fold 
.its n�nrl.}' impo3sible to remember what's top, what's bottom, what's 

,front. Those pieces were olmost liJi.e walkine through the woods 
not knowing what you're going to see next. 

PS: What I see in your approach to the boY.es and HOAFR03T is that of 
a foreigner from a non linear culture and how he would perceive 
the information and digest it. In HOARFROST the result was the 
abundance of images. In the boxes he api"roached them, not knowjng 
their specific utilitarian function and made them fit his own needs. 

�iR: Hight, �ou could wear it, you could eat it. 

PS: Your perspective seems to be one of emazem�nt with objects
end i nages. • 

,_ , 

R�: I feel an affinity to· objects; I always have. I use it as an anti
ego or styletrip. --IJy having to respect the object which in usun]1y 
not a new object but one tl:ot is carryine its history. 'l'o celcbrote . 
at t:1e srune time thot surpriue you were tal:..:in� ohout if you come into 
another culture and you didn't r�ne,w whnt this was and respect where 
it had been and what it had been doing. Like wh�n I'm talkinc to yo1J, 
I have to know something about y,u or we can't talk or we're not 
talking. 

PS: Jn !!OAHF.m:::;T the ima,7es were r.eloted to those in earlier work 
but somehow they were set-free, as if they were in a zoo And some 
one turned the key and said 'CK, you're free.' They ran all over the 
place, the kids were let out of school for the day. 

iti1.: The wliole period of whet I call the Pedestrian series
i 

which follow�d 
the, I can't keep up with the dates, but right after the a 1 reds 
th8t Charlene is part of, in order to get out of monochromes, which 
was a trap which Albers had set for me, by my.resistance to him, 
about making one color work for another, is a for-m of sl:wery to ir.e. 
Cne of the ideas I had there, to take care of that problem was I was 
livinf off of Fulton Street and there were lots of second hAnd hardware 
stores or cut rate hardware stores and they had all these paintsthat 
the labels h!1d come of'f of. In e]l these situoticns, ·you r:iln:ost· have 
to make e r11le for f'reedcm. So you' re always co.ueht sc>111ewhere in 
that trap ) nothing is done if you let everything go. You can't have 
something unless you have scme kind of activity, but you t.ave to figure 
out some structure for that activity, no matter how ridiculous or 
logical it might be. So I would buy all those paints ond I wouldn't 
allow myself any choice. If I could see what color it was, because 
the can had been bent, I wouldn't take thnt. They also fit in with 
my economical scheme too, because they were very cheap. I would 
come back and open these cans which was like mor�u:facturin,! your own 
Christmas. You would say, � All right·, now I'm Bo inc to eo eet my 
colors.' But perverse in the sense so tnat you don't knoVf whAt they 
are. Egoless because you're sharing the responsibility o� just picking 
up blindly one can a;fter another. But Christmas like in the sense of 
that I couldn't wait to get home to see what I had, because all 
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the packe�es had been warped. T 11en ,you open it up !lnd ,you htwe the 
-serious responsibil i .. ty of not de3iring ony color that you dont hnve.
Thot's what I mean by you ho.Ye the rules. So ther-e wns the whcle series
there that was an at tempt to do n1oybe a seed of JIOARfiWST in just that
plar.nj ng.

PS: In the'!"'e any relati()nship between-HOARFROST and what you did in
DLD beside their physical structure?

lU: The BED was more of An economical idea. I used to pick up
my lumber for stretchers off construction after Con Edison quit
on any street which wasn't necessarily the best mAterinls, but thnt
leaves room for the restorers. I had painted ori all tr:e towels,
the bedsheets ''nd finally got to this old quilt. I epprooched the
materiel I approached the quilt as thoURh it were an obstrocti0n
in itself already. necnuse at thot time I wes lnylnc a ground
to work on when I eot into color from the oll bl�cks arnl the all .
whites, I used· funny paper·s for a color ground to try to force rrysel-f
to aet into color, because I wasn't, as I was accused of being,
against color. But that was the last thing jn the hout;e thnt
could be painted ·�n and it was summer so I didn't need the quilt.
You should try to paint on towels . l3lack and white stripe towels.

328 The paint doesn't stick very well. I wes tryir:g to treat it �bstractly,
as an artist, as material. It wouldn't relinquish its identity
nor even share it with me. finall:,,·, I just had to give into it and
say, ''."/ell, I might see you abstractly, but you don't t1ee yourself
abstrijctly, what you need is a pillow.' So then the pillow went in.

, -There was never any idea like doing a bed. 

PS: HOi,RFROST beine very tnctile .in n,3ture �,;oes be,ycnd its 
construction out of cloth. rn·r sense its filmic in thnt there 
ore imaees in and out ·of focus which are constantly moving 
creating a very strong physicAl attraction to the worR:. 

R.\: I wrote about it sayinG that its either ima;�es thawing into 
view or freezing out of focus. !Jo.that no point in the piece is 
designed to control any other part. Just the exercise of the wind 
passing is enou!;h to change whatever you 're locking at anyway. 

P3: There is a statement you made in the film, PAINTLRS' PAitrr�r�
you were unrolline your CUR.iliNTS print end you were talking abcut 
your love for newspoper rmd how terrific newspaper vms and how 
people have to be out of their minds to throw newspaper out • 

• m: J.t wnsn' t quite 1 i.1:e thnt. It wos like t'iis moii;ent nnd' that 
moment. Its very difficult if you lrnve o c�:r1c�!rn fo1• people then 
you hnve to hnve a concern l'or whnt's going on iu the wcr-l<l. I 
don't th i.n� thnt its ever been ar.y bet tcr m·,{1 l don't t!11.11k i to 
ever been an,y worse. But I know thBt nurvi vc.l s,.:.mehow rr.eans tlrnt 
you must keep on eye on it. I think one of the most difficult 
t i ngs in the worla to do would be t0 tlo n fantastic art v:ork 
thot could, i� something is great ort, well then by the bature cf 
its co:nposition, it immediately, or too quicl:ly b.Jcomes beautiful. 
And that is exnctly the opposite of whAt you' re try i_n� to st?y. 
You're not trying to say necesoarily, at leost I'm not, thrit things 
are u.7ly, but I am I think, consistently, involved it:i evoking 
other.,peoples sensibilities. l t>m not El studic artist, I am flat out 
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show minded. 'i✓hat I said about the newsrn:iners is thet there was some
t�1ing I thought quite callous eo i ng on bhat by the fnct you hnd paid 
ten cents for nll the news of the Jay you thou1ht you could wipe your 
ass on it, or feed it to your cat or forget it. Vlitb C!Jrt1U:NTS I tried 
to take those same discarded news' and displace them, relocate them · 
so that your· dime wouldn't ·amount .to a hell. 

rs: What type of information or images are so special from newspapers? 

:lli: Its describing our day. Its a very direct, literal calendar 
of where you are and where everyone else is. 

PS: I wish you wouldn't do this, you keep jumping my questions. 

HR: I'm sorry. 

PS: I feel in'you.r work very much, I feel a fool actually. 

RR: How "an I hc.lp_ it, you're asking me. 

P3: There seems to be a calendar affect in the work. ilhAt seems 
to be gcine on is the notaticn of objects ond imeGCS thot pnss 
tLrough our lives. You are sort of a scribe and by notntine thin 
passing ond fixine it into some system we can start hon,:i.r,g not 
only personal IPemo.;·y ond personal exrerience butsocial experience· 
social memory onto your wc,,•k. Cne -can come to your work in a 
personal as well AS a soci�l sense. 

· · RR: But' don •·t you think that's whnt art was i.n the begining.

Pr:-.
v • 

HR: 

PS: 

Pr, .., .

Yes, 
• 

Did I j�n;' you again 

Yes, I think I should go !1ome and let you do the tope. 

How has your art changed your life? 

HR: The most i.mportont reason I'm interE·st�:d in art is, I know-this 
sounds corny, but it's its power to communicate. I think thet concept 
has been very misused. I mean it very literell3.· in the most direct, 
simnle terms. I feel selfish in the sense of beine so interested in 
ert· becfluse of that reascn. I'm doing it because I'd like to enco11rage 
a more flexible reaction, responsible and flexible reaction to tt1e 
�ctual moment itoelf. I think that if I were ever successful, completely
successful in my work, then there would be no need for art. 

PS: i'Jhich lends to another question, how do you think Elrt affects 
the world at large? Going beyond the galleries, that special, invisible 
quality that art hos? 

rtR: I'm interested in the at lArge 

PS: It does 1.iave o diffusing queli ty by which it seeps into the culture
and changes thi n5s. j 1 • 

RR: I would hope that that would be its only job. Uut to survive in 
the structure, galleries are necessary and so are museums. OK, say 
someone buys a painting o�ly for theinves.tment, · it might be· the possibility 

Co
py

rig
ht

 re
st

ric
tio

ns
 a

pp
ly

. 
FO

R 
RE

SE
AR

CH
 P

UR
PO

SE
S 

O
N

LY
. D

O
 N

O
T 

D
UP

LI
CA

TE
 O

R 
PU

BL
IS

H
 W

IT
H

O
UT

 P
ER

M
IS

SI
O

N
. 

Co
nt

ac
t a

rc
hi

ve
s@

ra
us

ch
en

be
rg

fo
un

da
tio

n.
or

g 
fo

r r
ep

ro
du

ct
io

n 
re

qu
es

ts



thet a stranger would walk past end see what I have intended, or whet 
was intended, not what I intended to be seen and change their mind about 
something. 1\y work is about wanting to change y ... ur mind. Not for 
the arts sake, not forthe sake of that individual piece, but for the sake 
of the mutual co-existence of the entire environment. 

PS: That's like the journey of a thousand miles starting with one 
step, you start with �ne person which affects the next and the next 
and so on. What there a definite transition point in which you started 
working in paper fabric and clay or was a slow evolution? 

RR: That's what I said, it was a hangover from technology. I struggled 
seriously with technology. One thing that I liked with working with 
technology was_ th�t you brought several professions together. Its 
another reason.I like th�atre 7 its another reason I like pr�nt �eking, 
because you br1n5 the obJect itself, has mutual fathers, which is another 
ego-erasing trick. 

PS: Then your involvement with Ar't and Technology has diffused into 
your work that you are doing now? , 1 • 

Jrl: It did, it was just too clumsy for me. I still tlllnk that the 
making of the pjece is the most exciting, I alwoys feel extremely let 
down when I finish something and alrr.ost disinterested. But if its a 
good piece it has aroused my curiosity in the next one. 

p::;: Is that when your work becc.mes serial rather thon on individuol 
' · e:xplorat:Lon? 

HR: Yes. 

P:: How do you thi.nk that your involve'ment with or ever, just the 
creation of Experiments in Art .i:md I'echnclogy h"•s af:fect�d ort to<lA:,.·7 

:i.l: I think certainly a lot of the i ntcrest i.n video And �ven somethirw 
as sLrple as neon came out of that mutual curiosity thnt we were ell 
having. It had many . •ore ,�ossibili tiesThe hologram is very new, I'm 
sure that it has future possibilities that no one has been oble to 
digest yet. Thot would really be the no object object. �E.A.T. was 
a complete failure because of the terror that industry felt by these 
foreit3ners in their midst. And yet industry has tried to contiriue the 
interest pArticulorly on the research level which they ere completely 
dependent on becouse there is a certain point where you dont need 
anymore money, you dont need anymore pensiuri r,lmrn, you ·:on' t need 
anymore golf courses or tennis courts or swi:nmj nc; pools or hifi sets 
And they don't b,ow wlrnt to bribe this curious humnn bninr with. 
fhnt was the i••oAt rewnrc1.i.ng pnrt, working with the engj neers and 
the scientists nnd travelling :from professi<.m to profession. 
The work was the trip. ·,;e wanted their information at that t i.n·e. 
Their access to miraculous materials. Artists were fossilizing going 
i:.o the art store. It was the same brushes, you watlt a cheap brush, 
you. want a good brush, you want medium cadmium or peep cadmium. 

PS: Even if the whole venture cf Art end Technology wos a failure 
it did open up an incredible amount of concerns. 

RR: I think we established the problem. ie took the problem out of 
the closet. 
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G 

PS: In what wey does your interf:st in printmaking eo beyond the 
mere distribution of the work. 

JR: I'll start listening if they turn the tv dovm. I'm cursed with 
periphery hearing. I'm neor sibhted so I guess that's my compens�tion 
Ask me again. 

PS: When you do a print, the interest is not just the distribution. 

IW: No, its this search for the possibil.i.ty of wor-kiil[� more or less 
in com.uunity7 encou�egin�, inviting, the best aspects; most involved
nspects of different �eople to possibly eliminate the idea of the 
one meri football team. ,'/ho's got the ball? Nobody's e;ot the ball. 
·:/hat ball?

PS: Great. 

HR: And you're still working. 

PS: That often seems to be a problem in tlrnt the ortist Ls always 
an individual and is stuck wit!. <loin� everything themselves • 

R:?: /ind their work then becomes o victim of the executior. of whatever 
idea it.wa:J thnt thot person hnd. And W€akened or strengthened 
by the individual t�lent. · 

PS: Does the multible reproductit�n of your work affect its· quality. 
In HOARFROST or the paper pieces their remained a delicacy throw;hout 
the series. 

H,i: Usually, well certainl,y lntely, mor,t of my print work hao been 
unique pieces mode in a unique situation all by hand. I'm not interested 
in the mass distrib�tion except that at a roint where you're considered 
a succes.sful artist, there are a lot of .people who could afford a 
unique print of mine which I have myself mode that certainly could 
not afford a painting. You can see how that can be a problem. 
Your auction prices are rising and there are still just as many 
beautiful people that you would like to invite to, you can't say 
your art, but that you would want to share the world with. 

PS: With each piece being unique, ·what happens when you work in 
India or Florida or at Gemini, how does that affect you, affect the 
work you turn out. Do you pick up clues from the environment or just 
materials? What happens? 

RR: More or less. 

PS: So in a sense you are toaally dependent on the environment. 

rtR: Yes, I mostly just start off nude. I can·' t work with preconceptions• 
Sometimes when I'm in a situation, like mostly a physical, literal 
situation like on an airplane ond you can't get up and start working 
on an airplane. You better keep your safety belt on there. I'll meke

sketches of pieces. Those are never done. Even thoueh whep I get. 
off the plane and ·-have room enough to work, the foct that I I. am even 
at tempting to even start that way I know is like sort of a clo._,vn' s 
suit that I'm wearing to. get myself to work. But I am trusting my 
immediate response again.. It's awfully· hard not to rr;eke up your 
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mind. 7hat needs all the attention that you can possibly muster. 
, • To not· do something that you know. 

P3: Cut it out, you're now on the second page. You have no business 
do n._: tho.t •. 

. m: You know I'm neor sighted so I couldn 1 t see. 

PS:: In the new work you still mointain your aesthetic of the combine� 
_as y�·ur main vehicle for expression. Are ycu working with different 
boundaries or conerns now? 

RH: Jell, ther:e is one other thjng that was both ir, the p: iritings 
and particularly now i.n the new JAr�;:;'\'I�!�S and very few of those 1 if
any were shown et Leo's becouse of limited sp.13ce r:md my intoxication of 
work, that tile spectator has a;1 invitation to t')l}ch. It wns easy with 
the IIOARFJOs·r because with those mntcrials you just rass ,your e:.,es. 
ln earlier objects there is tbis interest i.n on actual hand touching 
ond doing s:..mething. The pieces in India exercised that very well.· 
There are m�ybe six or five or seven holes, you hnve the invitntion 
to move a bomboo : eg from ur1e !)lace to 011other pr0vint: thot it 
doesn't mnke or.y difference, but you still hrve a c:hoice. In the 
JA.i,J...itS, there are .JAil..I,�ms made out of rotten cind fabric that work 
like that too. 

P,.... u • ;/hy were the JAiiMLRS devoid of any images?

. L�rt: I've nearly always made changes, someth.es exaggerated chr•nees 
in the way that I'm workinc because I'm begininr, to feP.l comfortable 
in it. 1 wns begining to feel comfortable. I wasn't being eurrrised 
myself, 0s the artist. I would rather keep on a pitch with myaelf
that when I do a piece I can say,• You did THAT?' 

PS: In JAll/i:�:ERS was your concern mostly with the material and its 
capabilities? 

RH: With' the HOARFROST I •.vas interested in the co:1fusion of excesses 
in imagery. When it became com:fo;•table to work that way, then I was 
intereoted in the leennes of JAMUERS. The flexibility of austerity 
without beine minimal. Because they're rather opalescent and if I'm 
lucky, more decadent. fl'here is a kir,d of morality thnt I read i.r. ert 
like minimal-art, conceptuel-art, any of these grou�-arts that I nm 
not interested in. I A� not interested in the proor beceuse if ou 
can prove solilething then you are imposinr, another restriction on thE'tt 
individuol. i•ranz Kline once soid that one of the n1ost uninteresting 
things yc-1\:. c011 be, is right. 

p::;: Do have any observations on the purpose or :intent of ort todRy 
because someti:ies it seems awfully useless. 

RR: It seems to me that the confusion that is going cc now is so 
satisfied with its elf that that is wl·1ere the sickness is. The confusion 
isn't really authentic, its just persuasive. 

PZ: Cnce you snid soruetti.ng to the effect of, 'It's very easy to be 
good, my work is about what I don't know.' 

RR: That's why I like that Franz Kline remark. 
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• 
V 

P .....
u. Yes, but what is it now thnt y,.)u don't k11ow?

RJ: The next piece. Rut I'm going home now to work aeain. 
You' re no� on any page now are you? I don't want_ to mess ;,ou 
up • 

. p,:;: \:ou' ve messed me up enough. I also wanted to ask you About the 
subtleness 

1i;{: You probably made a list of questiuns just to distract yourself
so that we could talk. 

P�.
u. Probably.

,.m: 1 hope so,. if not I've failed Again.

.. P3: No, you're doing fine. I sense a delicacy in as lone as I·'ve knowh

your work which I see as being refined into a very subtle nature. 

RR: I think that that is just a cont.inuat1-.n of my dis1�ust for force. 

P�: The-re is one image that struck me which is repented in your 
autobiographical pieces and another version in HOAHFROST of a man 
with a glider or apparatus attach�d to his .back to enable him to fly. 

HR: I have difficulty with images, like I was telling you that I was 
, ·working with the cardboard boxes and because a cardboard box is a cube 1 

I'M thinking, 'Wow, I hope this doesn't look too much like Cubi�m.' 
When you use ima�es out of context you have to mix them in some way so 
that they are neither the literal illusiration to remind you where you 
saw it1 nor should they collect themselves in any way to build o pFlttern
or logic. No scheme. �o thAt each image, even though its in o clust�r,· 
images may be in a cluster,in the pieces with images, so t.hnt it won't 
tell you something that you already k11ow, nor wil� it go into fantnsy. 
3o it can't be extreme realism nor fantasy • 

Pr. ,J • 

.. 

'1hen you we re a little boy whet did ye u want to grow up to be? 

. RR: I think I had so little confidence, -I don't think I e
1
:ven thcught 

about it. 

, You weren't going to be a fireman were you? 

J<: '£hat tokes confidence. 

Pro• �- Your retrosnecti ve thnt' o coming lip 

HJ: I'd like it not to be called a retrospective 

P
f:" • •  
,J • • 

HR: 

./ell, the big collection of work

The survey show 

PS: The survey show that's comi.ne up soon 

.l:t: At the Smithsonian 

PS: How is that going ·to ·Affect you or yc.:ur - ork to see i;t all 
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' .. 

_layed o·ut chronologically, 

;u: l aprroacli exhibitions when there ii:; a real nmassin,i:.-: or work, 
r·•m usually there fo1• the hap.eirie, _oops, I don't like that c.ne either. 

PS: 1.et's chan,Je that 

l<H: '£he installation, I've been there for mony hangings by the wey• 
in taking_ even familiar works rind usirif; the architecture tc chan{�e 
your m i.nd ab<.�llt thane works too. iii th the C.-.d thsonirm nllow rind the 
I,.odern l i-.rr.mt to insist that in doesn't turn i11to n cate.loging of 
this is the best ·fro1:1 this neri.od, this is the: best from that pe.riod. 
I inntall shows so that cne is ver�· uns£:1tisfied by just goj rig fr0m 
lEtbel tc label.. I would 1 i ke for them to feel restles·: goinP' from 
piece to piece. 

P8: I feel very strongly that it's imrortant tc se� both the r,oou work
ond the bad work, both are equally importont. The nrtist shou).a not 
be concerned just with providing ,the public with good work� 

' I t 

J,t: I do too. The pieces that clon·'t work ore actuell�· tbe anatomy 
�nd muscles of the success.ful �nes. That•�· why so often a successful 
piece is a bore. 

P'.':: Do you ever consider your audience when you'_re working Eind 
their reaction to the work? 

Hit: The only audience that I actually r�cpgpize and that I'm curious' 
about are the people that I don't know. 

PS: Yes, that's who I_'m speaking of. rDo you ever concern yourself with 
them? 

Ra: I couldn't because then I would be,making'a gen�rality which the 
work.is against by trying to anticipate a reaq,�o�. [ 
PS: Do you ever paint anymore? 

RR: Yeah, I'm.not against it. 

PS: I'm done. Do you want to say anything else. 

iU: No, do you? 

p;:;: No, I'm satisfied •. 

nH: I had a marvelous time. 

Znd of tape 
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Dear Robert Rauschenberg: 

Here is the first rough draft which has been accepted 
- for publication in the March issue of ARTS pending

various additions, subtractions and rewrites. As for
illustrations I asked the editor if we cou�d include
some sexy photos of you to jazz up the article and make
it look nice. He agreed but said he had never seen any
sexy photographs of Robert Rauschenberg. So with your
permission and at your convenience I would like to bring
over a fine and reputable photographer to make some.
Will call.

With best wishes for a happy birthday,

1)���
Philip Smith .� 

3DD 
------

fcJdl!Je£PJ 
-----�- -.... 

, I o0/'2--

L/ 7 6- - ¥- q � B

Copyright restrictions apply. 
FOR RESEARCH PURPOSES ONLY. DO NOT DUPLICATE OR PUBLISH WITHOUT PERMISSION. 

Contact archives@rauschenbergfoundation.org for reproduction requests
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.�m1scher.berg 1 

It seems that what he i□ after, his 
continual strufgle, is to find ar� 
maintain a co�tinual ever-present, 
self regulating human aesthetic. A 
human aesthetic not dependent u:on 
the pontification of established 
avant garde ideologies but rather 
a behavior dependent upon and reactive 
to the real realities of the world, 
both personal and social. I am stuck 
at this point between describing a 
man with a genuine se�se of how things 
are and a body of work which when viewed 
objectively without its historical 
attachments speaks in the most 
simplistic and direct terms about 
the world. 

As blatantly as the work says, "get off your ass", it does 

so with incredible politeness and gentility which currently 

seems to be in a state of intense persona� as well as representf1tic:1: 

refinement. Specifically, t�is state of tender subtleness 

seems to be 1n a period of maturaticn during the last five 

or six years. �uperficially and intrinsically tte work 

remains the same. It is the affect of tbe intent thnt is 

still dramatically yet more masterfully choreographed so as 

to appear there and not there and still be firmly rooted 8�1

each side. More so than ever before the work annotntes 

thooe seemin�ly v�cant moments in our perceptual operatic�s 

which strongly yet invisibly alter and effect our decisiJ�s, 

opinions and behavior. Nhat is at work here i.:3 not 

strictly objectness or pictorial representati�n but a literal 

flow of perceptual moments or events. Based on this one con 

not spend too much time in front of or vi th one of Rauschenbc.:·;� 1
:;, 

pieces, especially the rece�t work. However, repented viewin� 

Co
py

rig
ht

 re
st

ric
tio

ns
 a

pp
ly

. 
FO

R 
RE

SE
AR

CH
 P

UR
PO

SE
S 

O
N

LY
. D

O
 N

O
T 

D
UP

LI
CA

TE
 O

R 
PU

BL
IS

H
 W

IT
H

O
UT

 P
ER

M
IS

SI
O

N
. 

Co
nt

ac
t a

rc
hi

ve
s@

ra
us

ch
en

be
rg

fo
un

da
tio

n.
or

g 
fo

r r
ep

ro
du

ct
io

n 
re

qu
es

ts



• 

Rauschenberg 2 

yields a contir.ual flow of information much 1ike a radio w�1ich 

is always on. 

Even though extremely momentary, the work also functh ns 

as a calendar upon which social as well as personal events 

ar:d memories are fixed. This calendar is not bnsed on an,y 

mathematical system of thirt;:· days or twenty four bours but on 

human myth and practice in the late twentieth century. 

iey strongest adrnirati:..n for .rlauschenberg is his willingness 

to provoke as well as accept self challen�e. Implicit in 

the acceptance of this chai!:.lenge is the risk of failure /,�rt. 

and unsuccessful pieces. "The pieces that don't work are actual1:'.,· 

the anatomy and muscles of the successful ones. That's why 

so often a successful piece is a bore." A fe8r of being at 

easel� with the process and the work itself drives Raushhenberg 

to always seek what is not known. "I've nearly a1 ways made 

changes, s.ometimes I exaggerate changes in the way that I 

am working because I'm begining to feel comfortable in it. I 

would rather keep on a pitch with roysel1 that when I do a piece 

I can say, 'you did THAT!'" It is because of this fundamental 

and highly personal working requirement that the recent work 

lovingly incites our staid convicticns with such grandeur and 

humility that we effortlessly fall into awareness of our 

awkward but human selves. 

His assistance in E.A.T.'s founding formalized two ma Jor 

concerns in regard to the production of art, namel�r, wor!-:ing 

witt the unknown moth in materials and concepts and 

working in community witt other artists and the world at 

large. The .undertaking of an assessment of industry an� 
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and technology in terms of aesthetic possibilities.with larger 

ramifications for practical and, in an indirect sense, 

political apnlications to the receiving sociai system has 

created attitudes of cor..cern and curiosity not only toward 

technology but also toward other disciplines and sciences 

which affect and direct out: lives. "Logically I could see 

from working in E.A.1'. and with industry and technology that 

there was no aestr,etic and a resul tine lack of consciencE.. 

They were in control of A lot of materials, mediums and ideas 

that ought to be public property long before the Princess 

telephone is invented." Working with E.A.T raised more 

questi�ns than it answered. "I struggled seriously �ith 

technology. Artsigs were fossilizing gming to the art store. 

It was the same brushes, you want a cheer brush
1 

ycu wEnt a 

good brush, Jou want medium cadmium or deep cadmiurr. ·, he 

most rewarding part of :C.A.T was workinr wit�. the enginee,1 s edn 

and scientists and travelling from professicn to 1�rofession. 

E.A.T was a complete faih.lre because of the terroT that 

industry felt by these foreigners in their midst. J..nd yet 

industry has tried to continue the interest particularly on 

the research level which they are completely dependent on 

because there is a certain point whereyou dont need anym(..':!"e 

money, you dent need anymore pensiun plans, you dont need 

anymore golf courses or tennis courts or swimming pools o:-

hifi sets and they dont know what to bribe this curious 

human beine,;: with. ·ne wanted their access to informati r1 

and miraculous materials." 

The first □Ajor group of work to emerge from tt is somewhat 
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Rausc:1cnbere 4 

disoriented yet refocused s0nsibility 

boxes. {auschenberg's approach to the boxes is that of c 

forei,:;ner coming from a non-linear,¢'0Xi0t man technological 

culture. This person totally unaware of the definedusuage 

usuage fer this object would tailor t!�em to fit his needs. 

"He could wear them or he could eat them." This non acceptance 

or reevaluation of culturally defined values, norms and 

operational proceedures is exactly the stance taken by the 

founders; and. participants of E.A.T. Industry's attitude was/is 

tha� their research and their products are desighed to se�ve 

a specific need. The alteration of those purposes for 

individual or aesthetic purposes seems possible only b¥ an 

outsider acutely aware of other possibilities inherent in 

� all things. 
J w �� '-�

--·n-11 s , �p.�, ® 
c�!!-1>8oP<�� "My first real reaction was in Florida where it wns 11 ... arl:,: 

-? 

-

impossible to get any normal or academic materials to work 

with. I liked very much the challenge of working on locaticn 

and meking work under existing conditions. Consciously I 

tried tc figure out what material was the most available and 

it seemed to me that no matter where I go there are always 

a buncl: of cardboard boxes stacked around somewhere. ...,o the 

transition actually started with the cardboard boxes. 11.11 

of the cardboard pieces were unnaturally but I tti:1k naturol l;f 

cumbersome. I didn't have any back up technolou. A few I 

thought were successful but there were rr.any more t'-!at jUGt 

didn't wo�I'hey were fracile and ;1.z.e(·,eicl.ed [: �.ol:L' n ton� 

Bnd needed ten ;,eople to lift the� There was also a rro'olc:s 

oR. 4-11AtUCr. 
of wPrpage and storage because thev :wd t.0 be fl " - . nt. The.,· 
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took up a lot of room and were irregular in all directions. 

In order for the car<lboerd pieces tc I.ave the strenc;th to 

star:d ther_ had to be what seemed to be too many corners. 

You p'.1nish .:,:ourself by asking yourself more questions than 

,you hrwe, I started worry in� about Cubism. Of course there 

is �othing Cubist but you can see that if you're working 

wi tt a bunch of cardboard boxes �nd you 're not very :-:istorically 

inclined then n(.arly anythin.G can be misread. I was interested 

in the kind of language that the boxes have. If you have 

ever read a box, they sPiy absurd thing�. '£hen when you 

combine tl1ose thiLgs, most cf the ;-ie ci?s are nnmed after 

what they cD)l themselves, just lined up one after another." 

The equilBteral respect and acceptance of ull jnhere�t 

properties of bothl i ving and inanimate tl1ines, as welJ es t½it /

their possibilities for change, is demonatrated ir the acL 

of nav:ine ta1ines, "call themselves." "I feel an affinity to 

objects, especially not a new object but �ne that i� carryin: 

its history, where it has been and what it has been do;.:.[,." 

This affinity creates the necessary space ; r: w'1ic� imaces and 

objects may gather ,ip{.i to combine and form th.air cwn social 

lggic which m2y simultaneously impart mystery ns well as truth. 

No where in the wor� of -'-'o bert Rauschenberg has there been 

a more realistic yet totally fantastic portrayal of fragments 

and icons involved in our individual and collective lives 

than in the HOARFROST SEiUES. With the relinquist:in5 of 

self control and the complete surrender to the unique 

personality of each image, from HOARFRCST emerges a crystalline 

and strategic sensibility of our �odero times. In a str0cgly 
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�eusc.henberg 6 

incestous modd, HOARFROST use.s actual com;:mnication 

fragments simultane0uslyas subject and object to effect 

our dislocation in a manufactured reali t;y in part due to 

"our common bombardment of images." lJavignticn throug;i this 

dense yet atmospheric existence relies on tifiit reference 

points ns traa.sitory as the wind. The random layering o: 

floating imagery coupled wi F·. the use e,f .s0l1.e sheer fobric 

for their ;·rsyical support produces an irreGular filmic 

experience based primarily on motion ond the clarity or focus 

of the imo,::;e�. 
t 

"I think that the HOARF:ze,::;r came from a certain challenge. 

It was the closest I could coITe at that time cf presenting

nn image or: as little material as possibl.. t1nl1C?ss yo·J ,-;n.e 

sornet1ine y�u almoEt don't �now it's there. Just the 

exercies of the wind pass inc is enough to cl .an�e v:hatever 

you're looking at. 'llithout the bulk, but with the responsjve1:��s 

of it's environment HCARr':;10ST carried our common bombordrr:.ent 

of images. It wasn't about their prncticali ty but abo·1t 

t�eir weightlessness and their res��nse as carriers. No 

point in thepiece is designed to control any other part. The 

whole technique is practically a blfr1d one. The t ensfer•; were 

done on a press called Grassho�per in Florida. The bed 

prir. ts about six and a �alf feet by fo�j-' irch�s. If yo·,1 do 

a twelve fiy twenty foot i.)iece and it's nll r.,ne process, lv1 t 

the ti�e you have made yo�r fourth fold it's nearly 

impossible to remember what's top, what's bottom, what's 

front. Those pieces were al:::ost like walkini: .iV.¢v!r throur:h 

the woods not ·knowing what you're going to see next." 
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,:1'ti th the I-IOARF'i-WST I was interest.ed 1n the cor.f�lSi· n of 

excesses in imaeery. When it became ccmfortable tc work th� 

way, then I was interested in the leanness of ili.At1J1:.:Hs. The 

flexi·oili ty of austerity without being minir.101." 

Part of tte �agic inherent in the work is its receptivity 

to the environment of its rr.akine. Even thoueh the work may 

e;,pear in Gerials each -.iece really is corripletely new. 

"I can't work with preconceptions. I trust my immGdiate 

response, it's awfulJy hard not to make ur your mind. Thnt 

need ell the attention that you can possibly muster, 

to not do something that you already know." Theability 

to ocknowledge and fully use ones intuitive perceptions 

of a situation is a risky yet honest commitment to the acutali ►,y 

of evente which comprise our- lives. This committmerit which 

has been presented in various forms,,{ and degrees of intensity 

has become in the last few years extreme in its delicacy 

yet subtle 1n its powerfulness "which is just a continuation 

of ras disgust for force." The most simplistic yet profound 

coIL.IDent that can be made about the work of Hobert Rauschenberg 

is that it is human. Human in the most c0mplete and fund;:imen1,·1l 

sense. 

"The most irnportaDt reason I t m interested in art 
is, I knew this sc:nnds cor11y, but is it::; f)O\'!er 
to communicate. I tl::ink that concent has been very 
misused. I r.iean it verv li terol1J i.r'- t:1e most 
direct, si�ple terms. I feel selfish in the 
sense of being so interested in art bec�1use 
of that reason. I'm doing it becaJse I'd like 
to encourage a �ore flexible and responsible 
reactj on tc the ectual moment itself. I t�,:i nk 
t; ,at if I were ever succef,sful, cor1:pletely 
surcessful in my work, then there would be no 
need for art." 

•
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ft seems that what he is after, his 
continual struggle, is to find and 
maintain a co�tinual ever-present, 
self regulating human aesthetic. 
A human aesthetic not dependent upon 
the pontification of established avant 
garde ideologies, but rather a behavior 
dependent upon and reactive to the 
real realities of the world, both 
personal and social. I am stuck at 
this point between describing a man 
with a genuine sense of how things 
are and a body of work which when 
viewed objectively without its 
historical attachments speaks in 
the most simplistic and direct terms 
about the world. 

As blatantly as the work incites ou� sensibilities, 

l 

it does so with incredible politeness and gentilit¥• This 

generous and cordial invitation/reception for participation 

in and of the world has always been, but is more so now, a 

reflection of an individuals need to confront and at the same 

time, work with, the world. ·There seems to be more of a will

ingness to address oneself in terms of tender subtleness 

rather than disturbing confrontation, which has. caused the 

impact to become more effective and thereby more far reaching. 
\" 

THis invisible and undefineable effect remains immeasureable 

in its breadth and scope. The implications of the activity 

of Robert Rauschenber� on the culture has yet to be ascertained. 

More so than ever before the work annotates those 

seemingly vacant moments in our perceptual operotions W.Lich 

strongly yet invisibly alter and effect our decisions, opinions 

and behavio�. What is at work here is not strictly abjectness 

or pictorial representatie,n but a literal flow of perceptual 

moments and events. Simultaneous occurrence; the presence of 

I 
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all things, of all people in our lives at all times. Human 

history; the casual notation of the events which pass through 

our lives and irrevocably intertwine and interconnect us 

all in various deRrees to en invisible yet essential network 

which produces and maintains humanity; its society_, its culture. 

Even though extremely momentary, thework also functions as 

a calendar upon which social as well as personal events and 

memories are fixed. This calendar is not based on any 

mathematical system of thirty days or twenty four hours, but 

- on human myth and practice in the late twentieth century.

It is this source which supplies the work its importance as

well as its power 9nd enables it to exist end function in

an incredible number of realms. The art of Robert Rliuschenberg

'._)rovides an enormous range of tools with which we may examine,

reconstruct and enjoy our activity and movement.

The magic and perpetual applicability of the work to 

our lives stems from its founding in the concept of change. 

Its intended result is the subtle transformation of the 

individual through the creatL,n of yet another point of 

reference. Only through a flexible framework can one 

respond to the continual current of events which collectively 

and individually cc,mprise out lives. "I am, I think, 

consistently involved in evoking other peop�es sensibilities. 

My work is about wanting to change your mind. Not for the 

arts sake, not for the soke of thot individual piece, but for 

the sake of the mutual co-existence of the entire environment." 

The creation and exploration of such an environment 
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was· the fundamental cause for the founc'Hn ... of Experiments 

in Art and 'T'echnology. At some point there was the entrance 

of information and technolo.,1zy into and around and-�about our 

lives. New ideas, energies and materials appeared, completely 

unknown in the history of the world. And as part of the world, 

their potential and application needed experimental st·udy and 

expansion to ends other than those originally specified. 

Basically the questions raised were; what is this, how does it 

work and how can it work for us. At the tLue of E.A.'T'. 's 

fou,�ing the impact pf these new forms we� qo 'pPrvasive 

and overwhelming that the mere acknowledgement of their 

presence was an enormous job. Even now in the late seventies

our approach to the subject remains somewhat unsophisticated 

and artless. The beauty and applicability of a new 

informaticn/technoloRical civilizati�n is fi]3t beccming 

apparent. 

Rauschenberg's assistance in E.A.T.'s founding formalized 

two major concerns in regard to the producti�n ot art, namely, 

working with the unknown both in materials and concepts_and working 

in community with other artists and the world at large. 

"I struegled seri0usly with technology. Artists were fossilizinq; 

goine to the art store. It was the same brushes, you·want a 

cheap brush��you want a good brush,·-you want medium cadmium 

or deep cadmium." I think a lot of the interest came out of' 

that mutual curiosity that we were all having; we established 

the problem. I'm sure that there are future possibilities 

that no one has been able to digest yet." 
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The undertaking of an assessment of industry and• 

technology in terruo of aesthetic poGsibilities with larger 

ramifications for pnactical and, in an indirect sense, 

political applications to the receiving social system has 

created attitudes of concern and curiosity not only toward 

technology but nlso toward other diGciplines and sciences 

which affect and direct out lives."Logica1�¥ T could see from 

workine in E.A.T. and with industry and technology that there 

was no aesthetic and a resulting lack of conscience. They 

were in control of a lot of materials, mediums and idens that 

ought to be public p'roperty long before the princess telephone 

is invented. E.A.T. was a complete failure because of the 

terror that industry felt by these foreigners in their midst. 

The most rewarding part of W.A.T. was working with the 

emgineers and scientists and travelling from profession to 

profession. Industry has tried to continue +he interest, 

particularly on the research level which they are completely 

dependent on because there is a certain point where you dont 

need an.vmore money, you don't need anymore pension plans, you 

don't need anymore eolf courses or tennis courts or swimming 

pools or hifi sets and they dont know what to bribe this 

curious human bein£ with. We wanted their access to information 

and miraculous materials." 

"Access to information and miraculous materials" was 

an aggressive attempt at workine art and aesthetic considerations 

into the populati�n at large. For the first time there was 

(and still is) the possibility of having art a part of everyones 
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l:i.vei:i from both specific as well as anonymous sources. Much 

of the ideas, energy and excitement that was generated in 

connection-with E. A .T. has been refined and applied on a s•aller 

scale to his individual work in the last few years. As

with E.A.T. Rauschenberg has continued his examination of 

different materials as well as the "search for the possibility 

of working more or less in community. Encoura�inR, invitin�, 

the best aspects, the most involved aspects of different 

people to possibly eliminate the id ea of the one .�an football 

team." 

Underlying t:.ese operatic.,nal innovations 

his willingness to promote and accept chang� 

remains 

, 

• •r•ve nearly always made changes, sometimes

exaggerated changes in the way that I'm working bcevuse 

I'm beginin_g to �eel comfortable in it. Otherwise I '.m not 

being surprised myself, as the artist. I would rather keep 

on a pitch with myself so that when I do a piece I cau 

Say, 'you did THAT!' The pieces that don't work are actually 

the anatomy and muscles of the successful ones. That's 

why so often a successful piece is a bore. Ican't work 

with preconce;;tions. I trust my immediate response. It' R

awfully hard not to do something that you already know. I 

am not interested in pro�f because if you can prove something 

. then you are imposj ng another restriction on tirnt individual. 

Franz Kline once soid thnt one of t:1c most uninteresting 

things you can be is right." This respect for the inherent 

identity of the art and its makin6 is an integrol part of 
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.. 

hi�pptoacE to his job and responsibility as an artist. 

Rober� Rauschenberg continues to set and work 

towards seemingly unattainable and as yet unestablished 

aesthetic goals. The existence of an artist fully 

realizing their intention and potential is not 

only overwhelming &nd humbling but truly astonishing. 

�-----------------· Ilis prolificness

stems from his reaction to and respect for our expansive and 

bountiful civilization as well as the unique worth and importance 

of each individual in the creation and advancement of every 

·human community • .
- ---·-----

. 
-----

It is really not necessary nor ver-::/ satisfyin3 to 

specifically list and superficially describe and discuss 

what works Robert Rauschenberg has presented for public 

viewing over the last few years o Their range in material 

and content has been enormousa Some have been more successful 

then others. Underlying each exploration has been the 

consistent an,1 honest eommi tment to the actuality of events 

and the creation of an art tha'\ wil:t not "tell yol1 something 

--- . ---·---

His ccncern with the realities r.nd di111ensL. ns of human being 

in all its aspects from huncer to celestial navigatL:m 

celebrates and comments on the enormous and continual human 

drama of which we are all a part. 
-- -- . -

The most simplistic yet profound comment that can be 

made about the work of Robert Rauschenberg is that it is 

human. Human in the most complete and fun .. :arnental sense. 

"The moat important reason I'm interested 
in nrt is, I knv this sounds corny, but 
is its power to c011u11unicote. I think that 
concept haa been very misused. I mean it 
very literally in ti1e r;.ost direct, simple 
terms. I feel selfish in the sense of 
being so interested in art beca�se of that 
renoon. I'm <loirn! :it benrnrnA T 1 c1 lik-P tn 
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reaction to the actual moment itsel�. 
I ti Ii nk that if I were ever successful, 
completely successful in·rr� work, then 
there would be no need for art." 

Robert Ranschenburg 1.n conversation with the author, 
February 26, 1976. 
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