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DEAR BRADLEY: .
Mere is the translation of the Tono article from the Japan.catdlogue.
The translator does not use the name "Tono® -- instead she uses
"Higashino." I don't know. if that is his last name or first name.or
what, but-she said that it is the proper transiation. Rennert has-made
corrections.by hand on this first copy. They plan to vetype the essay
with all the corrections included, but for now, here is the.itial.copy.
Let me know if you waiit a good copy, and I will send it to you aftar we
recaive it at our office. ' Mendy
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. Interview: Tying Work to Elephants
Rot:  About the Reeedes Project

Robort Rauschenberg

Yoshiaki Hlgashino (* Translator's Note: The surname could algg be
read as "Tono," but Higashino is the more common reading.)

Introduction
Yoshiaki Higashino

The interview below was done when Rauschenberg came 1o Japan lo
muake ceramics weork in Shigaraki in 1983, This pop arl ploneer first
came to Japan with John Cage and Mcrce Cunninghidm in 1964. At the
Sogetsu* Art Cepter he put on a happening, participated in the
Cunningham Group's dance equipment, costumes, and Jighting, and
had & greas impact on the mid 60s Japanese att community. [* T. N.:
Mast likely reading of this place name.] After that, he suddenly
stopped coming to Japan, but in 1083, he stopped by from a (rip to
China to do papet work. He started his Shigaraki Wﬂrk, and singe
then has continucd come to Japan time after time. I'he touring RoC i
project which he'd already started at this period, the Reveieis Show,
which is in Japan st this time, Is the main subject of this interview.
There he steps out of his individual position 8% a super star of the
American art world and we se¢ the face of the Iat_c-'l()s sccond
period Rauschenberg where hc dissolves himsell in the waves of ]
facing differing cultures of various parts af‘thc worip. As away o
contributing even a Jiule to lhe. undefstandmg of this shﬁnw,.l a;an o
repriating this interview. (The interview occ.un:ad 'in, 'I;o yo im 4y
1983 and appearcd in fwanaml Shoten Publishing's ITIHQ.S{_IE

& (% TN.: Official English title not available.] Also, the
interview has been abbreviated.)

yilgashing How was China where you went last yea (1983)7
Rauschenberg The tension in Chiva is amazing, From the time I got
off the plar;e gntil 1 left the country. there wasn't the tinicst.fnomant
in which i didn’t feel 2 stow tension. Maybe 1 could describe it ag the
kind of ension of liny drip by drip continuously com!n_g out of 4
there is no freedom of action as we use the
the Vice Minister of Culture and the

faucet. In oth er words,
word. We met the Governor,
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Mayot, we were quite lucky. But if you try to do something, even the
smallest thing, cach action is individually controlled by group. ¥er
every ten feet that group moves therg Is some change (iaughs). We
were impeccably well behaved, withowt doing anything exireme. We
-wanleﬂ to sta-y for some time to do work, and knew that if we did
the slightest thing wrong we would be forced (o lcave the country,
What on earth "wrong” was we didn't know, though. We also felt
boredom, ennui.

Higashino What was your motive in going to China?
Rauschenberg | had heard abour the world's oldest paper mill in
Anhul, They xay that the paper from there s 5till the most beaotiful,
1 personally don't know that much about paper quality, my methods
of making paper and using it in my works are not lraditional, but
{hat paper has a special roughness and flexibility. 1t is very delicate
and it takes ink so well it-is surprising. |
Higashine There is & lot of your work in the 70s In which you do
silkscreen or put hand drawn images on papes that you made
yourself, but when did you first start making paper? _
Rauschenberg In 1973, in Ambert in the Vichy region of France. 1
first made paper at a truditionul paper miil from the 14th century,
but it was two years later when 1 spent four months in Indis's
Gandhi Ashram Wﬁ%g sculptural work that the big turning
point came, |* T.N.: Official place nan&; 'tg:}sﬁng not available.]
Higashino That's your "Bones and Adhestont* series from 1975,
(*T.N.: Direct twranslation from Japanese, offictal English titie not
available,] In that you wove and‘pressed paper pulp, fabric, and |
baﬂ;boo. making structural, multipie works of hardened pulp, Indian
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mud, worn cloth, plunt seeds, ete, Even among your series of works,
in this serles you combined muny un-Western materials and made
something unique.

Rauschenberg Yes, | used not only paper but also bamboo, wood,
mud, cloth, anything. 1 couldn't have made that in another place.
That's a result of working to open myself to the limit while in the
unique conditlons of that place. Also, in India, just by wanting it it '
was sasy to get help from people, which was a big luxury, An old
couple sitting on the floor wouid sew with thread, wrap with
bumboo, and cut the stem of kite-like paper, they looked as If they'd
been 'squatting doing that for 200 years (laughs).

They had this Indian mud which is wonderful. Have you ever
coen an Indian house made of mud? They make indian mud by
mixlng cow dung, mud, straw and things; it doesn't Jast long, but it's
very primitive and beautiful, If 1 made & pot from it, you wouldn't
know it from African pots of three thousand years g0, it's that
mysterious & material, ‘The oiher strange thing is that the people
working at the Ashram paper mill, because it's such a poor country,
make only a dollar a day. I's a big fumily, They 8¢ third generation
from Mahatma Gandhi, They are still untouchables,

Higashino Spesking of mud, you t.nade g singular picce called "Mud
Muse.” There was 2 large box with mud in it, and the mud was
bubbling in reaction to the surrounding noise and soundtrack. ‘That
wes called "Art and Technology.” It was ironic to have t-hat In an
uitra-modern exhibition in Los Angeles, wasn't it7

Rouschenberg Oh, that was in 1971, It was the first time I went

saw In
around the worid with Merce Cunningham, and the mud 1 sa

3
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India left a strong impression. Everyone works together to build the
mud houscs in India, it doesn't bother them that the rain washes
them away, there are plenty of hands to help, there's lots of cow
dung and grass (laughs). They get the whole family together and
‘build it again. But with my work, because Indian mud is so fragile, 1
had to muke a new compound to make it harder. Also, 1 made very
sculptural, sttuctured pieces using materials exclusively available in
India, like Egyptian ornamental braid, transparent glue, paper puip,
bamboo, etc. Mold grew, and in the end some really bizarre
mushroomi-like things grew and the piece became a real masterpiece!
Higashino That's funny, Watching you transfer an image by
silkscreen onto this paper that yoﬁ‘ve made with your own hands, it
fooks as if you are .x'nlc:re interested in the base for the image than
you are ift the image itself, which js differcnt from the past, If you
think about it, originally, canvas is 4 substance made of woven '
threads, Until now, it's been thought that canvas is an empty space
on which something should be expressed. But now, not only with you
but also among other recent artists such as Vrance's "Surface/Base
Group"*, rather than the expression on the pieture surface, it seems
as 1 (here's starting 1o be more attention paid to the surface or
actual base as a material rather than the way it used to be just a
place or ground for an image. |* T.N.1 Correct French title not.
available.] ‘

Rauschenberg That's right, 1 only used traditional canvases during
my middie period when I was printing silkscreens of photos of
Kennedy, famous masterpieccs, trucks oF city scencs. 1 used thin

canvas because 1 don't like that "permanent” feeling of plctures on

4
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really thick canvas, Using nimost transparently thin canvas was good
becsuse it elmost looked.as if the painting was done directly on the
wall. It's like the fecling of an amateur Ham radio aperator,

In the carly 50s, near the beginning, I used the wooden boxes
thrown out by fish shops and put cloth rolled in mud in them, There
wis a fish market on Fnlton Street where I lived at the time, those
boxes really stunk (lavghs). For big works T used Conn* Edison
Hlectric Company’s big wooden boxes partly because 1 didn’t have
any money to buy canvases, it wasn't jusl an artistic issue. 1* TNz
Correct company speliing not available.)

The picee called "Bed" is done using pillows, sheets, and & bed
cover because I didn't huve canvas. Whatever was in reach, i painted
on whatever I could get, it became a matter of the early me
discovering my own surface and execution. Perhaps (he direction |
tock after that is related to this issue,

Higashino Thet's right, you only kept traditional canvases in one
period. In the 70s, you put cardborrd boxes and boards together,
draped cloth over pulp hardened boards, and in your 1974 serjes
"Whitc Frost,"* you printed images on thin silk fabrle by lithography
and simply pinned them to the wall. Your work became like this
rather than an "adorned in permanence” canvas stretched on a frame
with a stiff surface. [* T.N.: Official English title not available, direct
transiation.] In other words, rather than a fabricatced picture, the
expresslon and the surface ﬁlclt together within very un-European,
soft materials, To put it in an extreme way, more than drawing or

printing something on u surface, in other words, you have lost your

N

’ .
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interest in the imsge, and seem to be absorbed in making the
surface, paper, or cloth,
Rauschenberg You can sce the content of a work in the action of
maklng the materials for expressing something. In other words, the :
subject is born from a physical proeess, it'r not just adding an idca M
after selecting materials. 1t's even $0 with "White Frost." It was very
hot in India, but 1 didn't want to work in an air conditioned studio,
because all of the wonderful Indian friends who helped me did their ﬁb’s‘(
work in fierce heat, Dripping with sweat, the words "White Frost” \-\0‘“‘«'
flouted into my mind when 1 k3w the frost in the refrigerator. Wheo
J printed an image on silk, when | blew somc solvent on I, things
wont very well with the natoral silk, but the image wouldn't stick
with the synthetic fibers. it's easy to see that natural materials
breathe.

This atso had ap influence on my work methods. I've been to |
various parts of (he world to work countless times, but I was always
doing the same thing over, I'd ride the plane, artive at the girport,
ride a taxi, go (0 & museum of gallery, and do work there, sometimes
sleeping there, have the exhibition, then get in maybe the same taxi
(Jaughs), and leave from the alrport. 1 got sick of thut.

‘There was the time in 1srael when 1 made the "Cardboard
Series.” 1'd already been thinking of quitting this repetition, and sct @
trap for myself. 1 used sand with cardboard, and decided to get the
sand from various parts of the desert, so 1 travelled, Bocause of this 1
saw scenery and things and had a variety of experiences. 1f | hadn't
done that I would have peen stuck in the museum. That's what 1
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meant by & tl‘ap‘. 1f one has a split personality, one can ket » trap for
oneself (Iaughs), '
Higashino That's a bourgeois, avant-garde tragedy, isn't It (laughs).
You've gone to Israel, Indis, China, and ... well, Jap§n {s different, but,
‘you've gone and worked right into the middle of culiures with
tradilions and rcalities different from thosc of Europe and America.
An avant-garde artist from u capitalist, developed country finds
breakthroughs in his own expression and materials in & different
culture, a different civilization's reality. This is wonderful, but after
all, your finished works go to Eutopean, American, Japanese and
othor developed countries’ international modern urt world salons,
they're ptaiscd, evaluated only B& & pew development for
Rauschenberg, bought, and simply end up in « museum collection,
1sn't there a contradiction there?
Rauschenberg That's it, that's always a problem, Art should always’
appeal to & human sonse of unease. Jt's as you say, it's decadancé to
have it only become a subject of conversation at avant-garde salons,
Rut for sxample, in lsrael, the exsel same view ang style from
ancient times dominates art. To them, art is something which uses
jewels and gold, and for me to make niy picces using cardboard was
4 major culture shock for them. For lsraslis, dark memories of war
and the hardships of reality are always shedowing them, Andnyet
their art is nothing but conventional traditional work, ‘Fhete was just
one woman artist who painted rallroad tracks which were badly
curved from war, her work was very interesting, but no one theught
of her a8 anything but ap ingignificant painter. So the works ] made

in Isracl won't be understood by lsracils unless they try to endure
7
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and discover them, it's like thrusting something new {n someone's
face, There was certainly & group which was converted very yuickly,
though,
Higashine You'rc making grand plans for what you're calling the

ROOJ. “Rooky Project,” aren’t you? I've heard that Feeedry is the namo of a Roc/
turtle you keep, it's something about being patient, and taking time
to come to & realization, like a lux;le. I've heard that you're planning '
not only to take your exhibition nf_the "Reeley Project” to counirics ROC/
familiar with modern art, but also to tour regions of different
cultures tike Africa, the Middle East, South America, and China, to
creato a collision of cultures.
Rauschenberg For example, in Japan we could exhibit the show
immediately, but how about §ri Lanka or Morocco? We'd have the
show in tents, tic the work to elephants (Jaughs), look for universities
in smaller regions,'ﬂwre would probably be all soris of problems that
we can't even imagine. The coneept originated from wanting Lo try
taking my work Into regions that have that kind of stance foward
accepting my kind of work.
Rigashino What kir;d of wark will you take? _
Rauschenberg rirst of ail, 1 don't want to do 4 retrospective sh?w.
Bspecially the early works, 1 was poes and sold them all so 1 don tbm
fiave them at hand, and I'd have to borrow them from collectors,
1 don't Jike bowing my head to collectors. 1f they tend to the

Metropolitan Muscum or the RampaderrConter it ralses thels ﬂ'“"f’ Ao
repuration, and they're happy to lend them bt;cause thei p::c:hio:r:rk‘

up, but i it's a small town in ‘I'cxas they don't want to elenc“ o

(hey don't even care, 1 have had o many of these eXper 5,

£ '8
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was thinking ull along, and at seme point started taking specific
works and not selling them so I'd have them at hand, |

From the 1971 curdboard series we were just talking about up
unt!! the work 1 made yesterday, 1 have é very large collection of my
own. | ean construct 4 show from items selccted from that without
going to the trouble of barrowing from people, insurance, ele,
Higashino The grief of popularity (laughs).

Rauschenberg )} don't want fo just show an exhibit, I want to make

and add works from materials and images of the place the exhibit 1s

boing shown et, take videos of each place, and show those in other . )
countries. Kor example, when the "Rockss Project™ goes to Mexico, ! ROCI
want to show videos of the lifestyle and the conditions of the exhibit

in Egypt. I've been thinking about this since the time of BAT, to try

:m exchange via video, connceting by video those who have cows but

don't know how to make cheesc with those who cun make cheese but

don't have milk,

Societies wﬁ!ch aren’t sophisticated like Japan or America know
absolutely nothing about other parts of the world, § was surprised in
China to find that people who have lived in China their whale lives
have to gel permission just 1o |rﬁvcl fifteen miles, and this has been
going on for centurles. They don't even know everything about their

| own country. If I use my exhibit to show videos of South America,
what would it be Hke?
Higashino You won't g0 10 Moscow?
Rauschenberg 1t's a very complicated problem there, wg're still 1.
he midst of negotiations and haven's properly applied. Originally,
@, Moscow's official answer was ~while Reagan is prasident we can't

AUG 1 8@ 11:83 39887 PRGE.B1B
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have your exhibit,” it was a very clear-cut answer (laughs), It seems
there's nothing that can be done about it. Beijing is also getting more
difficult, but in China ! insisted that this project 1s an ¢vent sctup
between individuals, not-between nations. _

This is the kind of relationship countries 1iké China need now.
They didn't try to hide reality too much, Other than one time when T
was stopped by a spy who is always in the town, 1 was allowed to
take photos of anything I wanted.
Higafhino The combination of China and Rauschenberg is
stimulating, The combination of a giant nation of Asian Socialist
realism and American avant-garde. Indeed, if you add lapan in
there, It fecls a bit like Ruuschenberg has created a Security Treaty
between Japan, China, and the United States (laughs).
Kauschenberg 1 think Jt was good when 1 first went to China to
study how to maké paper, because it was one kind of diagonal,
indirect relation. But it was also a matter of perfect timing. The rules
have begome strict-&gain lately, but whea I was there, there was an
atmosphere of seying thut artistic wotks dan't have a need for
politicul slogans on them. When they showed us really beautiful old
woodblack prints and silk paintings and had a show of contemporary
attists, they gay that almost all of the artisls wese allowed to
participate. They also painted over the slogans that were written on
the wally, though § couldn’t read them, and they used white paint to
cover the slogans from the Cultural Revolution written in reddish
purple paint, It becamc beauvtiful like ancient Etruscan® art (laughs).
i* T.N.: Most likely meaning of reference.] They wouldn't let me take

a picture of them painting over It rhere's one morce thing, this was a

10
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few weeks after we left China. | read it in the paper, it sald that
there was a re-registration of party members, During the Culu‘:ral
Revolution, -scho!ats artists, teachers, and engineers were sent to
farms and &ome of them died there, For a long time, the people {hat
were running the countty, eepecialty in the countryside, were
illiterates, so now all party members are re-registering, it seems.
They have to reform so many things that It's numbing. ¥ huve & very
strong sympathy with that aspect of China, therefore, | 85 & single
alien, wanted to go in and boldly show various expressions, ideas,
and energy. Bemg a foreigner is a plus, no one can criticize or ban
me. Bveryone has & chance to experience my work,

Higashino What's the condition of China’s young areists? J rcad
somewhere that g young Chinese guy agked you about Duchamp.
Rauschenberg Yes, 1 was very surprised by that. Normaily ! dc_m't
.give jectures, but the present situation in China is so terrible, that |
talked about what's been happening in the American and Freuch art
worlds while showing prints that 1'd brought. Many great masters as
well a5 young urtists came, &nd someone asked about Duchamp. That
reminds me, when | showed a picture of a cow, they knew il was
Picasso, but when I told them that pop artist Roy Lichtenstein hed
used Picasso's picturce a8 @ model to make the work, they went ¢razy.
1 showed them works ranging from Realism to austere abstrnots..and
was especially asked about Dads. 1 made an opening remark sayng
that 1 myself had not actunlly seen Dada and that that it may be
better considered a literary movement, by the time l first uw-
Duchamp, he was alreudy considesed @ classle like Picasso and

Brancusi. Dada's meaning is in the time when they were trying to

11
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destroy the Academy, and ! tulked about how it was born of 2

similar movement to rebel against something. /%“}.03 ”V//eh
Higashino 1 heard this from the Bosdouss-iudten®, once director of

I%""/”'lQ& Rompedetsr Conter, 1* T.N. Officlal spelling not gvailable.] Heo sald
he was walking und looking at young artists in Beijing, he saw a great
urtist painting a picturc in monochrome, red. When he asked if he
knew the French monochromist Yves Klein, the artist grinned and
answerod that the work was a rcalism picce depleting one pert of &
red flag (laughs). Anyway, having interest in Duchamp in China is
something, isn't it,

Rauschenberg 1 was surprised, too. 1 hear there arc people
eneaking in with books of paintings and other books. Anyway, the
enthusiasm of their curiosity... Without curiosity about the world
ipdividus) existence is impossible, without curiosity the worid is
featureless.
Higashine Yes, curiosity is what rebellion against oneself iz born
from. |
Reuschenberg In fields other than art, curiosity has come to be
used &8 é weapon. Att is the last really vital occupation because,
moseover, the world has sincerity, individual strength and will.
Before, | thought sports also-had that, but seeing the trouble at the
latest Olympics, it's unfertunate, but the athlctes are being used as
tools for politicians, That's also why they participate in the Los
Angeléi Olympics but buck out on plans for art cvents. My art vfﬁas
siways directed towards communication more than self cxpression.
’fm-, work 1 make in cach specific country can be nothing else

' lity. 1
thao & mixture of my American energy and each country's reality

12
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want {0 use my energy to transiate those countries’ special cultures
and things internal to that reality so thai I c2n see them with my
own ey¢s. The people of those couniries should be able to BT4sp a
fiew tethod of seeing the world around them,

Higashino Do you reully believe that you will be able to croate
communication there? ' '

Rauschenberpg Of course. Espacially when we were making ceramic
bourds in Shigaraki for example, | worked together with on-site
experts from the Otsuka Omi Company, and we experimented with
absurd things together, doing things they'd never even thought of so
far in their work with ceramics, That's where the hierarchy
disappears, when & superior ¢onfers with a novice, sometimes a
novice comes up with an amazing idea. In this kind of place, there
wig dlreudy commugivation.

Higashino To speak of your work, the idea of combination painting
is the base. In other words, you take photos Irom magazines, your
own photos, everyday objects — these may be world topies, everyday
things of no great importance, or even trash, but you take thoss and
like a page of a newspaper, combine in a sense items with unrelafed
relatedness on a surface, This is the world's ambiguity, or its
diversity... _

Rauschenberg That includet simultaneity and contradictoriness.

" Higashino Yes, ! think your pictures reflect the outet Iayer of that
world's ambiguity and diversity. How do you select the images and
objects you are golng to combine on a picture surface? Is it by the
intcrestingness of the images, language based, or instinctual?

- .13
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Rauschenberg Tt's instinct. Yet at the same time, sometimes
selcction is coumeratlacg'ea by reality or things. Ambiguity is a good
word, Things just Jaylng around also have traces of catastrophic
experlences left on them. ?ou look at that and think what is that, and
then what lsn't 1t? You have to think twice. 1 don't-think about
harmofy and modeling in my work. If an image or object on the
surface 1ooks without & doubt like it should be In that Jocation, |
don't use it, Also, if 8 piece’s color combinatlon looks too good, i
purposely go in and ruia it. |
Higashino It's like a newspaper in that mutnally irrelevant, articles-
and photographs ere lined up side by side. My ten year old daughter
doesn't like newspopers. ;I‘hey?re full of bad news like murders and
disasters. They only print good news when there isn't any bad news.
That's what she says she doesn't likc, Newspaper pages aré always
the same, §0 when therc's a 1ot of news, big issues only geta llttle
coverage. My daughter insists that when there's no news, they
should feave the paper white. When there's a newspaper holiday, she
says "Oh, nothing happened,” snd acts relieved (laughs).
Rauschmberz You shouldn't show her my article that ran in
Wﬂk 1ast week (taughs) When there's composition in my work,
1 don't use relativenens as & reason, but rather to emphasize that
facis exist without rel gtion, By deing that, when you seé that work
for example, you'll come up with some kind of relationship in your
nind, right? That should be completely different from the
relationship that someone else comes up with in their mind. These
various differing reactions are what lengthen the life of & work. With

en
newspupers, once you've read them, that' s the end, However, wh
1 4
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T —

reading my work, informatlon is absiracted and disharmonized, and
somctimes you see things you wouldn't have imugined the day
before. And someday, there may come a time when you understand
everything about an ambiguous picture. If that happens, fine art
‘becomes merely a symbol, To lengthen the time before that happens
a8 much as possible, 1 want to keep pictures very complex or very
simple, though they're the seme thing.
Higaéhino ‘When I saw the ceramic board Mud Shriﬁe you made at
Shigaraki this time, | really understood the sumao doll you printed on
the cetamic hoard, but the strange Roman rulns type image was
mysterious. Then ! heard that it was nothing but a photograph of
steps lr’otat-ed §0°. With your way of combining things, one person or
one lcoumry goes a work a8 very exotic, while others see it
differently, as something everyday. A picturo is actually not
homogensous and uniferm, depending on the person who looks &t i,
the receding parts and projecting parts are each scen 83 interwoven.
Raunschenberg But another answer is born from the connection
betwesn exotic and kitsch, In logic, we sre taught that banangs can’t
be added t.o apples, but here we can do that} (Laughs.)
Higashino 1 understand well that you wani to make your work
ambiguous in the way that the world is diverse.
Rouschenberg That'sright, ina provocative way. My work is 8150
dcfinitely not simply my own memory chain. Of the photographic
work I'm doing now there's a piece called “Ia and Out Clty Limits." 1
go to & city, spend a few days there, and take thousands of photos. |
1I"m not there to get to know the city well or to comment on 1t or
criitc.iz'o it, I simply want to experience the city by mnv‘ing from the

s
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¢ity’s shadows to the light. Then 1 go back to New York and select
eighty photos, then I go back 10 that city and do a photo exhibit with
those photos, When 1 do that, the reaction of the people who come to
sce it 18 graphic. Things they are used 10 sccing, things that are
‘always in front of their ayss but they don'{ see, thi‘ngs they've never
sezn, aft obscurc place that only théy know — with each of thesc they
rediscover their own ¢ity. I go 1o the next city and do the samc thing.
I'm planning to make these photos into & book and publish it soon,

 Higashino One more thing, T heard that you have plans for a big
project called "1/4 Mile." 1/4 mile, a length of 400 meters...
Rauschenberg This is also, in 2 sense, another device for
experiment, & way to try to make my own work un sdventure. It's
impossible (o conceive of “1/4 Mile" from end to end. By putting a
certain amount of time into certain works, somewhere my own
aesthetic will end up tightening up, but herc's where there's no way
to have prosuppositions or preconceptions, It's like when I did the
ceramic board in Japan, I was surrounded by ceramic €Xperts, ut first
] wa;s intimidated since 1 was empty banded and ignorant.

But acfually, ignorance sometimes helps make exceptional
work. Thore are too many artists who know precisely what they're
doing. Those are the scariest artists. Anyway, when this work is
finlshed, § probably won't even remember what the work was like
for me wl}en it ntarted. -

Higashino After all, in this Jarge work you'll be combining various
places of the world, human fmages, and objects, right?
Rauschenberg That's right. I've just siarted, and slso went 10
China #nd Japan, so 1 don't know what's going to happen. Also, ﬂ}“

16
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work won't be shown as one solid picce ta one place, there's pot
really & way to exhibit it, I plan to have it spread out In separate

* parts in various places. For example, starting from 381 Broadway
and ending uptown, or by not being able 1o see the end without going
to anoiher city. Viewors will be given & map and t“ravel, moving from
plece to plece, That movement will become one part of the.wurk, 80
actually it will be a ploce that is much longer than }/4 mile. And by
the time you get to the end, you'li 'fo‘rg'et what was at the beginning,

" %0 you could see the work time after time (lavghs).

Captions!

p. 2
“Unsitled" (White Frost) 1974

p. ¢
“fanshin® (out of seven Chinese characters) 1982

Py
*Mud Shring" 1982
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Interview: Tying Work to Elephants
About the ROCI Project

%

Robert Rauschenberg
Yoshiaki Tono

Introduction
Yoshiaki Tono

The interview below was done when Rauschenberg came to Japan to
make ceramic work in Shigaraki in 1983. This pop art pioneer first
came to Japan with John Cage and Merce Cunningham in 1964. At the
Sogetsu* Art Center he put on a happening, participated in the
Cunningham Group's dance equipment, costumes, and lighting, and
had a great impact on the mid 60s Japanese art community. {* T. N.:
Most likely reading of this place name.] After that, he suddenly
stopped coming to Japan, but in 1983, he stopped by from a trip to
China to do paper work. He started his Shigaraki work, and since
then has continued come to Japan time after time. The touring
project which he'd already started at this period, the ROCI Show,
which is in Japan at this time, is the main subject of this interview.
There he steps out of his individual position as a super star of the
American art world and we see the face of the late-70s second
period Rauschenberg where he dissolves himself in the waves of
facing differing cultures of various parts of the world. As a way of
contributing even a little to the understanding of this show, I am
reprinting this interview. (The interview occurred in Tokyo in May of
1983 and appeared in Iwanami Shoten Publishing's Time with
Creators*. [* T.N.: Official English title not available.] Also, the
interview has been abbreviated.)

Tono How was China where you went last year (1983)7
Rauschenberg The tension in China is amazing. From the time | got
off the plane until I left the country, there wasn't the tiniest moment
in which I didn't feel a slow tension. Maybe I could describe it as the
kind of tension of tiny drip by drip continuously coming out of a
faucet. In other words, there is no freedom of action as we use the

word. We met the Governor, the Vice Minister of Culture and the
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Mayor, we were quite lucky. But if you try to do something, even the
smallest thing, each action is individually controlled by group. For
every ten feet that group moves there is some change (laughs). We
were impeccably well behaved, without doing anything extreme. We
wanted to stay for some time to do work, and knew that if we did
the slightest thing wrong we would be forced to leave the country.
What on earth "wrong” was we didn't know, though. We also felt
boredom, ennui.

Tono What was your motive in going to China?

Rauschenberg I had heard about the world's oldest paper mill in
Anhui. They say that the paper from there is still the most beautiful.
1 personally don't know that much about paper quality, my methods
of making paper and using it in my works are not traditional, but
that paper has a special roughness and flexibility. It 1s very delicate
and it takes ink so well it is surprising.

Tono There is a lot of your work in the 70s in which you do
silkscreen or put hand drawn images on paper that you made
yourself, but when did you first start making paper?

Rauschenberg In 1973, in Ambert in the Vichy region of France. |
first made paper at a traditional paper mill from the 14th century,
but it was two years later when I spent four months in India’s
Gandhi Ashram Omnibad* doing sculptural work that the big turning
point came. [* T.N.: Official place name spelling not available.|

Tono That's your "Bones and Adhesion"* series from 1975, [*T.N.:
Direct translation from Japanese, official English title not available.]
In that you wove and pressed paper pulp, fabric, and bamboo,

making structural, multiple works of hardened pulp, Indian mud,
2
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worn cloth, plant seeds, etc. Even among your series of works, in this
series you combined many un-Western materials and made
something unique.

Rauschenberg Yes, I used not only paper but also bamboo, wood,
mud, cloth, anything. I couldn't have made that in another place.
That's a result of working to open myself to the limit while in the
unique conditions of that place. Also, in India, just by wanting it it
was easy to get help from people, which was a big luxury. An old
couple sitting on the floor would sew with thread, wrap with
bamboo, and cut the stem of kite-like paper, they looked as if they'd
been squatting doing that for 200 years (laughs).

They had this Indian mud which is wonderful. Have you ever
seen an Indian house made of mud? They make Indian mud by
mixing cow dung, mud, straw and things; it doesn’t last long, but it's
very primitive and beautiful. 1If 1 made a pot from it, you wouldn't
know it from African pots of three thousand years ago, it's that
mysterious a material. The other strange thing is that the people
working at the Ashram paper mill, because it's such a poor country,
make only a dollar a day. It's a big family. They are third generation
from Mahatma Gandhi. They are still untouchables.

Tono Speaking of mud, you made a singular piece called "Mud
Muse.” There was a large box with mud in it, and the mud was
bubbling in reaction to the surrounding noise and soundtrack. That
was called "Art and Technology.” It was ironic to have that in an
ultra-modern exhibition in Los Angeles, wasn't it?

Rauschenberg Oh, that was in 1971. It was the first time 1 went

around the world with Merce Cunningham, and the mud I saw in
3
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India left a strong impression. Everyone works together to build the
mud houses in India, it doesn't bother them that the rain washes
them away, there are plenty of hands to help, there's lots of cow
dung and grass (laughs). They get the whole family together and
build it again. But with my work, because Indian mud is so fragile, I
had to make a new compound to make it harder. Also, [ made very
sculptural, structured pieces using materials exclusively available in
India, like Egyptian ornamental braid, transparent glue, paper pulp,
bamboo, etc. Mold grew, and in the end some really bizarre
mushroom-like things grew and the piece became a real masterpiece!
Tono That's funny. Watching you transfer an image by silkscreen
onto this paper that you've made with your own hands, it looks as if
you are more interested in the base for the image than you are in the
image itself, which is different from the past. If you think about it,
originally, canvas is a substance made of woven threads. Until now,
it's been thought that canvas is an empty space on which something
should be expressed. But now, not only with you but also among
other recent artists such as France's "Surface/Base Group™™*, rather
than the expression on the picture surface, it seems as if there's
starting to be more attention paid to the surface or actual base as a
material rather than the way it used to be just a place or ground for
an image. {* T.N.: Correct French title not available.]

Rauschenberg That's right, I only used traditional canvases during
my middle period when I was printing silkscreens of photos of
Kennedy, famous masterpieces, trucks or city scenes. | used thin
canvas because I don't like that "permanent” feeling of pictures on

really thick canvas. Using almost transparently thin canvas was good
4
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because it almost looked as if the painting was done directly on the
wall. It's like the feeling of an amateur Ham radio operator.

In the early 50s, near the beginning, I used the wooden boxes
thrown out by fish shops and put cloth rolled in mud in them. There
was a fish market on Fulton Street where 1 lived at the time, those
boxes really stunk (Jaughs). For big works I used Conn Edison Electric
Company's big wooden boxes partly because 1 didn't have any money
to buy canvases, it wasn't just an artistic issue.

The piece called "Bed" is done using pillows, sheets, and a bed
cover because 1 didn't have canvas. Whatever was in reach, 1 painted
on whatever | could get, it became a matter of the early me
discovering my own surface and execution. Perhaps the direction I
took after that is related to this issue.

Tono That's right, you only kept traditional canvases in one period.
In the 70s, you put cardboard boxes and boards together, draped
cloth over pulp hardened boards, and in your 1974 series
"Hoarfrost,” you printed images on thin silk fabric by lithography and
simply pinned them to the wall. Your work became like this rather
than an "adorned in permanence” canvas stretched on a frame with a
stiff surface. In other words, rather than a fabricated picture, the
expression and the surface melt together within very un-European,
soft materials. To put it in an extreme way, more than drawing or
printing something on a surface, in other words, you have lost your
interest in the image, and seem to be absorbed in making the
surface, paper, or cloth.

Rauschenberg You can see the content of a work in the action of

making the materials for expressing something. In other words, the
5
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subject is born from a physical process, it's not just adding an idea
after selecting materials. It's even so with "Hoarfrost.” It was very
hot in India, but I didn't want to work in an air conditioned studio,
because all of the wonderful Indian friends who helped me did their
work in fierce heat. Dripping with sweat, the words "Hoarfrost”
floated into my mind when I saw the frost in the refrigerator. When
I printed an image on silk, when I blew some solvent on it, things
went very well with the natural silk, but the image wouldn't stick
with the synthetic fibers. It's easy to see that natural materials
breathe.

This also had an influence on my work methods. I've been to
various parts of the world to work countless times, but I was always
doing the same thing over. I'd ride the plane, arrive at the airport,
ride a taxi, go to a museum or gallery, and do work there, sometimes
sleeping there, have the exhibition, then get in maybe the same taxi
(laughs), and leave from the airport. | got sick of that.

There was the time in Israel when I made the "Cardboard
Series." I'd already been thinking of quitting this repetition, and set a
trap for myself. I used sand with cardboard, and decided to get the
sand from various parts of the desert, so | travelled. Because of this |
saw scenery and things and had a variety of experiences. If I hadn’t
done that 1 would have been stuck in the museum. That's what 1
meant by a trap. 1f one has a split personality, one can set a trap for
oneself (laughs).

Tono That's a bourgeois, avant-garde tragedy, isn't it (laughs).
You've gone to Israel, India, China, and ... well, Japan is different, but,
you've gone and worked right into the middle of cultures with
6
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traditions and realities different from those of Europe and America.
An avant-garde artist from a capitalist, developed country finds
breakthroughs in his own expression and materials in a different
culture, a different civilization's reality. This is wonderful, but after '
all, your finished works go to European, American, Japanese and
other developed countries’ international modern art world salons,
they're praised, evaluated only as a new development for
Rauschenberg, bought, and simply end up in a museum collection.
Isn't there a contradiction there?

Rauschenberg That's it, that's always a problem. Art should always
appeal to a human sense of unease. It's as you say, it's decadence to
have it only become a subject of conversation at avant-garde salons.
But for example, in Israel, the exact same view and style from
ancient times dominates art. To them, art is something which uses
jewels and gold, and for me to make my pieces using cardboard was
a major culture shock for them. For Israelis, dark memories of war
and the hardships of reality are always shadowing them. And yet
their art is nothing but conventional traditional work. There was just
one woman artist who painted railroad tracks which were badly
curved from war, her work was very interesting, but no one thought
of her as anything but an insignificant painter. So the works I made
in Israel won't be understood by Israelis unless they try to endure
and discover them, it's like thrusting something new in someone'’s
face. There was certainly a group which was converted very quickly,
though.

Tono You're making grand plans for what you're calling the "ROCI

Project,” aren't you? I've heard that ROCI is the name of a turtle you
7
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keep, it's something about being patient, and taking time to come to a
realization, like a turtle. I've heard that you're planning not only to
take your exhibition of the "ROCI Project” to countries familiar with
modern art, but also to tour regions of different cultures like Africa,
the Middle East, South America, and China, to create a collision of
cultures.
Rauschenberg For example, in Japan we could exhibit the show
immediately, but how about Sri Lanka or Morocco? We'd have the
show in tents, tie the work to elephants (laughs), look for universities
in smaller regions, there would probably be all sorts of problems that
we can't even imagine. The concept originated from wanting to try
taking my work into regions that have that kind of stance toward
accepting my kind of work,
Tono What kind of work will you take?
Rauschenberg First of all, [ don't want to do a retrospective show.
Especially the early works, I was poor and sold them all so I don't
have them at hand, and I'd have to borrow them from collectors, but
I don't like bowing my head to collectors. If they lend to the
Metropolitan Museum or the Pompidou Center it raises their
reputation, and they're happy to lend them because the price goes
up, but if it's a small town in Texas they don't want to lend the work,
they don't even care. I have had so many of these experiences, and |
was thinking all along, and at some point started taking specific
works and not selling them so I'd have them at hand.

From the 1971 cardboard series we were just talking about up

until the work 1 made yesterday, I have a very large collection of my
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own. I can construct a show from items selected from that without
going to the trouble of borrowing from people, insurance, etc.

Tono The grief of popularity (laughs).

Rauschenberg I don't want to just show an exhibit. I want to make
and add works from materials and images of the place the exhibit is
being shown at, take videos of each place, and show those in other
countries. For example, when the "ROCI Project" goes to Mexico, I
want to show videos of the lifestyle and the conditions of the exhibit
in Egypt. I've been thinking about this since the time of EAT, to try
an exchange via video, connecting by video those who have cows but
don't know how to make cheese with those who can make cheese but
don't have milk.

Societies which aren't sophisticated like Japan or America know
absolutely nothing about other parts of the world. I was surprised in
China to find that people who have lived in China their whole lives
have to get permission just to travel fifteen miles, and this has been
going on for centuries. They don’t even know everything about their
own country. If I use my exhibit to show videos of South America,
what would it be like?

Tono You won't go to Moscow?

Rauschenberg It's a very complicated problem there, we're still in
the midst of negotiations and haven't properly applied. Originally,
Moscow's official answer was "While Reagan is president we can't
have your exhibit.” It was a very clear-cut answer (laughs). It seems
there's nothing that can be done about it. Beijing is also getting more
difficult, but in China I insisted that this project is an event set up

between individuals, not between nations.
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This is the kind of relationship countries like China need now.
They didn't try to hide reality too much. Other than one time when |
was stopped by a spy who is always in the town, I was allowed to
take photos of anything I wanted.
Tono The combination of China and Rauschenberg is stimulating.
The combination of a giant nation of Asian Socialist realism and
American avant-garde. Indeed, if you add Japan in there, it feels a
bit like Rauschenberg has created a Security Treaty between Japan,
China, and the United States (laughs).
Rauschenberg I think it was good when I first went to China to
study how to make paper, because it was one kind of diagonal,
indirect relation. But it was also a matter of perfect timing. The rules
have become strict again lately, but when I was there, there was an
atmosphere of saying that artistic works don't have a need for
political slogans on them. When they showed us really beautiful old
woodblock prints and silk paintings and had a show of contemporary
artists, they say that almost all of the artists were allowed to
participate. They also painted over the slogans that were written on
the walls, though I couldn't read them, and they used white paint to
cover the slogans from the Cultural Revolution written in reddish
purple paint. It became beautiful like ancient Etruscan® art (laughs).
|* T.N.: Most likely meaning of reference.| They wouldn't let me take
a picture of them painting over it. There's one more thing, this was a
few weeks after we left China. I read it in the paper, it said that
there was a re-registration of party members. During the Cultural
Revolution, scholars, artists, teachers, and engineers were sent to

farms and some of them died there. For a long time, the people that
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were running the country, especially in the countryside, were
illiterates, so now all party members are re-registering, it seems.
They have to reform so many things that it's numbing. I have a very
strong sympathy with that aspect of China, therefore, I as a single A
alien, wanted to go in and boldly show various expressions, ideas,
and energy. Being a foreigner is a plus, no one can criticize or ban
me. Everyone has a chance to experience my work.

Tono What's the condition of China's young artists? I read
somewhere that a young Chinese guy asked you about Duchamp.
Rauschenberg Yes, | was very surprised by that. Normally I don't
give lectures, but the present situation in China is so terrible, that 1
talked about what's been happening in the American and French art
worlds while showing prints that I'd brought. Many great masters as
well as young artists came, and someone asked about Duchamp. That
reminds me, when 1 showed a picture of a cow, they knew it was
Picasso, but when I told them that pop artist Roy Lichtenstein had
used Picasso's picture as a model to make the work, they went crazy.
| showed them works ranging from Realism to austere abstracts, and
was especially asked about Dada. I made an opening remark saying
that | myself had not actually seen Dada and that that it may be
better considered a literary movement, by the time I first saw
Duchamp, he was already considered a classic like Picasso and
Brancusi. Dada's meaning is in the time when they were trying to
destroy the Academy, and ! talked about how it was born of a
similar movement to rebel against something.

Tono I heard this from the Pontus Hulten, once director of the

Pompidou Center. He said he was walking and looking at young
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artists in Beijing, he saw a great artist painting a picture in
monochrome, red. When he asked if he knew the French
monochromist Yves Klein, the artist grinned and answered that the
work was a realism piece depicting one part of a red flag (laughs).
Anyway, having interest in Duchamp in China is something, isn't it.
Rauschenberg I was surprised, too. I hear there are people
sneaking in with books of paintings and other books. Anyway, the
enthusiasm of their curiosity... Without curiosity about the world
individual existence is impossible, without curiosity the world is
featureless.
Tono Yes, curiosity is what rebellion against oneself is born from.
Rauschenberg In fields other than art, curiosity has come to be
used as a weapon. Art is the last really vital occupation because,
moreover, the world has sincerity, individual strength and will.
Before, | thought sports also had that, but seeing the trouble at the
latest Olympics, it's unfortunate, but the athletes are being used as
tools for politicians. That's also why they participate in the Los
Angeles Olympics but back out on plans for art events. My art was
always directed towards communication more than self expression.
The work I make in each specific country can be nothing else
than a mixture of my American energy and each country's reality. 1
want to use my energy to translate those countries’ special cultures
and things internal to that reality so that I can see them with my
own eyes. The people of those countries should be able to grasp a
new method of seeing the world around them.
Tono Do you really believe that you will be able to create

communication there?
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Rauschenberg Of course. Especially when we were making ceramic
boards in Shigaraki for example, I worked together with on-site
experts from the Otsuka Omi Company, and we experimented with
absurd things together, doing things they'd never even thought of so
far in their work with ceramics. That's where the hierarchy
disappears, when a superior confers with a novice, sometimes a
novice comes up with an amazing idea. In this kind of place, there
was already communication.

Tono To speak of your work, the idea of combination painting is the
base. In other words, you take photos from magazines, your own
photos, everyday objects — these may be world topics, everyday
things of no great importance, or even trash, but you take those and
like a page of a newspaper, combine in a sense items with unrelated
relatedness on a surface. This is the world's ambiguity, or 1ts
diversity...

Rauschenberg That includes simultaneity and contradictoriness.
Tono Yes, | think your pictures reflect the outer layer of that
world's ambiguity and diversity. How do you select the images and
objects you are going to combine on a picture surface? Is it by the
interestingness of the images, language based, or instinctual?
Rauschenberg It's instinct. Yet at the same time, sometimes
selection is counterattacked by reality or things. Ambiguity i1s a good
word. Things just laying around also have traces of catastrophic
experiences left on them. You look at that and think what is that, and
then what isn't it? You have to think twice. I don't think about
harmony and modeling in my work. If an image or object on the

surface looks without a doubt like it should be in that location, I
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don't use it. Also, if a piece's color combination looks too good, |
purposely go in and ruin it.

Tono It's like a newspaper in that mutually irrelevant articles and
photographs are lined up side by side. My ten vear old daughter
doesn't like newspapers. They're full of bad news like murders and
disasters. They only print good news when there isn't any bad news.
That's what she says she doesn't like. Newspaper pages are always
the same, so when there's a lot of news, big issues only get a little
coverage. My daughter insists that when there’s no news, they
should leave the paper white. When there's a newspaper holiday, she
says "Oh, nothing happened,” and acts relieved (laughs).
Rauschenberg You shouldn't show her my article that ran in
Newsweek last week (laughs). When there's composition in my work,
I don't use relativeness as a reason, but rather to emphasize that
facts exist without relation. By doing that, when you see that work
for example, you'll come up with some kind of relationship in your
mind, right? That should be completely different from the
relationship that someone else comes up with in their mind. These
various differing reactions are what lengthen the life of a work. With
newspapers, once you've read them, that's the end. However, when
reading my work, information is abstracted and disharmonized, and
sometimes you see things you wouldn't have imagined the day
before. And someday, there may come a time when you understand
everything about an ambiguous picture. If that happens, fine art
becomes merely a symbol. To lengthen the time before that happens
as much as possible, I want to keep pictures very complex or very

simple, though they're the same thing.
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Tono When I saw the ceramic board Mud Shrine you made at
Shigaraki this time, I really understood the sumo doll you printed on
the ceramic board, but the strange Roman ruins type image was
mysterious. Then I heard that it was nothing but a photograph of
steps rotated 90°. With your way of combining things, one person or
one country sees a work as very exotic, while others see it
differently, as something everyday. A picture is actually not
homogeneous and uniform, depending on the person who looks at it,
the receding parts and projecting parts are each seen as interwoven.
Rauschenberg But another answer is born from the connection
between exotic and kitsch. In logic, we are taught that bananas can't
be added to apples, but here we can do that! (Laughs.)

Tono ! understand well that you want to make your work
ambiguous in the way that the world is diverse.

Rauschenberg That's right, in a provocative way. My work is also
definitely not simply my own memory chain. Of the photographic
work I'm doing now there’s a piece called "In and Out City Limits.” |
go to a city, spend a few days there, and take thousands of photos.
I'm not there to get to know the city well or to comment on it or
criticize it, I simply want to experience the city by moving from the
city's shadows to the light. Then I go back to New York and select
eighty photos, then 1 go back to that city and do a photo exhibit with
those photos. When [ do that, the reaction of the people who come to
see it is graphic. Things they are used to seeing, things that are
always in front of their eyes but they don't see, things they've never

seen, an obscure place that only they know — with each of these they
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rediscover their own city. I go to the next city and do the same thing.
I'm planning to make these photos into a book and publish it soon.
Tono One more thing. I heard that you have plans for a big project
called "1/4 Mile." 1/4 mile, a length of 400 meters...

Rauschenberg This is also, in a sense, another device for
experiment, a way to try to make my own work an adventure. It's
impossible to conceive of "1/4 Mile" from end to end. By putting a
certain amount of time into certain works, somewhere my own
aesthetic will end up tightening up, but here's where there's no way
to have presuppositions or preconceptions. It's like when 1 did the
ceramic board in Japan, I was surrounded by ceramic experts, at first
| was intimidated since I was empty handed and ignorant.

But actually, ignorance sometimes helps make exceptional
work. There are too many artists who know precisely what they're
doing. Those are the scariest artists. Anyway, when this work is
finished, I probably won't even remember what the work was like
for me when it started.

Tono After all, in this large work you'll be combining various places
of the world, human images, and objects, right?

Rauschenberg That's right. I've just started, and I also went to
China and Japan, so I don't know what's going to happen. Also, this
work won't be shown as one solid piece in one place, there's not
really a way to exhibit it, I plan to have it spread out in separate
parts in various places. For example, starting from 381 Broadway
and ending uptown, or by not being able to see the end without going
to another city. Viewers will be given a map and travel, moving from

piece to piece. That movement will become one part of the work, so
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actually it will be a piece that is much longer than 1/4 mile. And by
the time you get to the end, you'll forget what was at the beginning,

so you could see the work time after time (laughs).

Captions:

p. 2

"Untitled” (Hoarfrost) 1974

p. 4

"Tanshin" (out of seven Chinese characters) 1982

p.5
"Mud Shrine" 1982
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