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Richard Kostelanetz

A COMVERSATION WITH
ROBERT RAUSCHENBERG

INTERVIEWER: In high school you had a reputation as a person

who could draw or at least do certain kinds of drawings.

ravscrentere: | never thought of it as much of an ability. 1 thought
everybody could do it a little bit. Some people could draw a little
better than other people, but I never took drawing or painting any
more seriously than that.

Later, [Josef] Albers told me I couldn’t draw — that my whole
childhood was wasted. I had an awful time pleasing him. I was too
messy for collage, and I was too heavy-handed in my drawings.

intERviEWER: He would like open spaces and thin lines.
rauscHeNeERG: The Matisse kind of thing.

He would teach a course in form, which he gives year after year,
refining it more and more, and a course in the performances of color
—a really clinical method. We worked in drawing from the same
model week after week. Once a week or once every two weeks, some-
one in the class at Black Mountain would pose for us. Then, he would
talk about the valleys and the mountains and things like that about
the figure. Other than that, it was an aluminum pitcher —a shiny
volume without a straight line and you couldw’t do any shading, It
is really the outside and inside that you got to say. You do it with

INTERVIEWER’S NOTE: Although painting is Robert Rauschenberg’s dominant
interest, throughout his career he has kept an informal connection with
theater. Back in the summer of 1952, at Black Mowntain Gallege, he par-
ticipated in John Cage’s “prchistoric” happeping, an untitled cvent that
established an American precedent for subsequent theater of mixed means.
From 1955 to 1965 he designed sets and costumes, as well as controlling
the lighting, for the Merce Cunningham Dance Gompany; and in the early
sixties he collaborated in theater picces by Yvonpe Rainer and Kenneth
Koch. Pelican (1963) was his own first picce; and when he all Put
abandoned painting in 1965, he initiated a series of mixed-nicans theatrical
works—among them Spring Training (1965), Map Room I (1965), Mop

Room II (1965), Linolewn {(1966) and Ofpen Score (1966) for the New

York Theater and Engineering Festival.
Mr. Rauschenberg was born in 1925, in Port Arthur, Texas.
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one line, and you can’t do any erasing. You feel that there is air on
this side of the line and on the other side of the line is the form. In
watercolor, we had it again — one model we used month after month;
and it was a terra-cotta flowerpot.

I figured out, at least in the watercoloring classes, that what he
really had in mind was something Jike Cézanue. I found Albers so
intimidating that alter six months of this, during the first year, my
whole focus was simply to try (o do something that would please him.
I didn’t care what I got out of class. All I wanted to do was one day
walk in there and show him something and hear him say, “That’s
pretty good.” »

INTERVIEWER: I have noticed that you wish to avoid historical interpreta-
tions of yoursell. In general wonlkd you prefer not to say that someone
influenced you?

RAUSGHENBERG: No, I've been influenced by painting, very much; but if
I have avoided saying that, it was because of the general inclination,
until very recently, to helieve that art exists in art. At every opportunity,
T've tried to correct that idea, suggesting that art is only a part— one
of the elements that we live with. I thikk that a person like Leonardo
da Vinci had not a technique or a styld in common with other artists
but a kind of curiosity about life thal enabled him to change his
medium so easily and so successfully. I really think he was concerned
with the human body when he did his anatomical work. His personal
curiosity, apart from any art idea, led him to investigate how a horse's
leg works so that he could do a sculpture of it.

Being a painter, 1 probably take painting more seriously than
semeone who drives a truck or something. Being a painter, I probably
also take his truck more seriously.

CINTERVIEWER: In what scnse?

RAUSCHENBERG: In the senses of looking at it and listening to it and
comparing it to other trucks and having a sense of its relationship
to the road and the sidewalk and the things around it and the driver
himself. Observation and mcasure are my business.

I think historians bave tended to draw too heavily upon the idea
that in art there is development. I think you can see similarities in
anything and anything by generalities and warp.

INTERVIBWER: ‘They are concerned with identifying influence and, there-

by, continuities.
RAUSCHENBERG: There’s another thing. Now we have so much informa-
tion. A painter a hundred or two hundred years ago knew very little
about what was going on in painting in any other place except with
his immediate friends or some outstanding event. It wasn't natural
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for him also to take into consideration cave painting and fold it into
his own sense of the present.

1 think, if you want to make a generalization, there are probably
kind works independently, following his own
work becomes a product, or the witness, or

two kinds of artists. One
drives and instincts; the
the evidence of his own personal involvernent and curiosity. Tt's almost
as if art, i painting and music and stullf, is the leftover of some
activity. ‘The activity is the thing that U'm most interested in, Nearly
evergthing that I've done was to see what would happen if I did this
instead of that.

INTERVIEWER : You would believe then that art is not a temple to which
vou. apprentice yoursell for future success.

rauscuBNBERG: It's like outside locus and inside [ocus. A lot of painters
use a studio to isolate themselves; I prefer to free and expose myself.
[f T painted in this room -— the stove is here and all those dishes are
there — my sensitivity would always take into consideration that the
woodwork is brown, that the dishes are this size, that the stove is here.
Tve tended always to have a studio that was either too big to be
influenced by detail or neutral enough so that there wasnt an over-
wheliing specific influence, because I work very hard to be acted on
by as many things as I can. That’s what I call being awake.

INTERVIEWER: People are enormously impressed by the variety of your
work. How do you look upon your past work as a painter-—as an
evolution, or merely a succession of islands upon which you’ve put
vour foot?

RAUSCHENBERG: Looking back, 1 can sce certain things growing, as well
as a slackening of interest in another area because I am familiar enough
with it. So far, I've been lucky enough always to discover that there’s
always been a new curiosity that is also fecding and building while
Im doing something else. I can figure out some Jogical reasons when
I look back far enough, but 1 never do when I'm making the work.

INTERVIEWER: Let me take a particular example that interests me — say,
the White Paintings [1952]. Here you have created what, if you believe
in lincar notions of art history, is a dead end. Did you look upon it
as a gesture toward a dead end?

RAUSCHENBERG: No. It just seemed like something interesting to do. I

was aware of the fact that it was an extreme position; but I really .

wanted to see for mysell whether there would be anything to look at.
I did not do it as an extreme logical gesture.

INTERVIEWER : But wasn’t there an idea there—-mnot a notion derived
from art history but of a simple experiment, which was to see if a
painting could incorporate transient images from outside itself? There-
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fore, once you discovered the result of that idea, then you could go
on to another.

RAUSGHENBERG: You could speculate whether it would be interesting
or not; but you could waste years arguing. All I had to do was make
onc and ask, “Do I like that?” “Is there anything to say there?” “Does
that thing have any presence?” “Does it really matter that it looks
bluer now, because it is late afternoon? Earlicr this morning it Jooked

\ quite white.” “Ts that an interesting experience to have?” To me, the

answer was yes. No one has ever bought one; but those paintings are
still very full to me. T think of them as anything but a way-out gesture.

A gesture implies the denial of the egistence of the actual object. If

it had Deen that, I wouldn’t have had to have done them. Otherwise

it would only be an idea.

INTERVIEWER : Clacs Oldenburg said that he has a dream that someday
he would call all his things back, that they had not really gone away.

RAUSCHENBERG: I have another funny feeling that in working with a
canvas, say, and with something you picked up off the street and you
work on it for three or four days or maybe a couple of weeks and
then, all of a sudden, it is in another Si%uation. Much later, you go to
see somebody in California, and there itdis. You know that you know
everything aout that painting, so much mbore than anybody else in that
room. You know where you ran out of nails.

INTERVIEWER: You can look at it then as a kind of personal history.

RAUSCHENBERG: It’s not like publishing, for each onc is an extremely
unique piece, even if it is in a series. I Jike to look at an old work and
discover that is where I first did a certain thing, which may be some-
thing I may just happen to be doing now. At the time T did that earlier
piece, I didn’t know it was the lower right-hand corner that had the
new eclement — that that part would grow and that other parts would
relate more to the past.

NTERVIEWER : Have you cver started something that you couldn’t finish?
RAUSCHENBERG: Yes, but T really try hard not to. I work very hard to
finish everything. One of the most problematic pictures T ever made
was something I was doing for a painters’ picture series in a magazine.
I had started the radio sculpturc thing, which became Oracle [1965].
My mind was more in sculpture or objects free of the wall. T found I
was uncomfortable from the new difficulties metal afforded, because
I really didn’t know what to do with it. So I figured that if I was to
be scrutinized, I’d do a painting instead. I said I’d do it, and I try to
do what I say I will do. That painting went through so many awkward
changes, unnecessarily. It was large, it was free-standing. Then I put
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it against the wall, then I finally sawed it in half and made two
paintings out of it. I wrecked one of them.

I didn’t know what to do when Rudy Burckhardt came up and
said, “How fer did you get today? Can I take the picture tomor-
row? Why did you do that? What do you have on your mind?’ It
just didn’t work out. I knew I was compromising at the time; and
when the article went in, I insisted that they photograph what I was
not doing too. If those things are going to mean anything, they some-
how ought to be the truth. In those days, it seemed like that would be
your only chaace for the next twenty years to get your picture repro-
duced in color. Now I have this lousy painting.

INTERVIEWER: In looking at your career, critics customarily tote up all
the forms you have used: blueprint paper, white painting, black
painting, collage, assemblage . . .

rAUSCHENBERG: I call those things “combines,” because it was before
the museumn show of assemblages. Earlier I had this problem with the
paintings that would be free-standing — not against the wall. I didn’t
think of them as sculpture. I actually made them as a realistic objec-
tion; it was unnatural for these to be hung on a wall. So when the
sculptural or collage elements got so three-dimensional, then the most
natural thing in the world was to put wheels on it and put it out into
the middle of the room. That gave two more sets of surfaces to work
on. It was an econornical thing. T think I've been very practical
Sometimes the underneath surface is also a painting surface, because
that would be viewed. In that one there is a mirror on the side so
that you can see what is underneath there without bending down, or
you're invited to.

I thouglit of them as painlings, but what to call them — painting
or sculpture — got for some people to be a very interesting point,
which I did not find interesting at all. Almost as a joke I thought I'd
call them somecthing, as Calder was supposed to have done with
“mobiles,” and it worked beautifully. Once I called them “combines,”
people were confronted with the work itself, not what it wasn’t. Some-

times you can choke on these things; people have called my drawings

- Contact archives@rauschenbergfoundation.org for reproduction requests

“combine drawings.” The word does really have a use —it’s a free~
standing picture.

INTERVIEWER: Just in passing, let me say there is one work of yours I
can’t deduce. That is the set Factum I and IT [1957).

rRAUSCHENBERG: There I was interested in the role that accident played
in my work; so I did two paintings as much alikevf'és they could be :

alike, using identical materials — as rnuch as they could be alike with
out getting scientific about it. Although I was imitating on one paint
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ing what I had on the other, neither one of these paintings was an

nnitati?n .of the other, because I would work as long as I could on
one painting and then, not knowing what to do next, move over t
the other. I wanted to see how different, and in what ’way would bo
- two paintings that looked that much aljke, , )
INTERVIEWER: How,

.~ action painting?
RAUSCHENBERG: I think Tom Hess said
- anything where an idea shows up,

then, did some critics consider this a comment on

that. Again, you see, if you do

‘hes particularly in those years when an
act of painting was considered pure self-expression, then it was

assumed that the painting was a personal expressionistic extension of

: thi.i man, The climate isn't like that now. We've had a history of

& Ramnng here now, and 1 think it's unfortunately getting to be ay lot
- like El:lljope. We have enough reserve work so that it is very easy {

a tradl‘tlon to exist here which also includes any new ideas ‘}:vh' ly .

Immediately tacked onto where we were yesterday. A

- INTERVIEWER: A painting is pushed into historical perspective before it
has become history, as well as critically classified before it is perceivec.ll

RAUSCIIDNBBRG> I WOUld Ilke to see a lot
more Stuff that I dldnt I\rlow

INTERVIEWER ¢

In several earlier staternents, you sa

~were not the result of ideas. What you've said n

R that they stem from a certain kind of idea.

RAUSCHENBERG: I think the ideas ar
“facts— notions that are also sim
Paintings, wanting to know if th
Factum, wondering about what t
really very involved ideas.

v_xtl\{TERVIEWER: That is different from the idea, say, of doing a paintir
“about war, or the idea of realizing a premeditated form. i *

RAUSGHENBERG: They are more physical than aesthetic,

INTERVIEWER: Rather than posing a thesis

~and then doing some artistic experiment
to an answer,

ERAUSCHENBERO: But Idoit selfishly. I want to know.

INTERVIEWER: What kind of idea, if you can remember, was present i
say, Monogram [1959), which contains a stuffed Ang;ra goI:\t"’ "

RAUSCHENBERG: I have always worked with stuffed animals anci before

aseballs — and other objects. But a goat w;.s special in

a §tuffed goat is special, and I wanted to see if I could

animal or an object as exotic as that. T

more attracted to familiar or ordinary things, because

id that your paintings
ow, however, suggests

e based upon very obvious physical
pleminded, such as, in the White
at was a thing to do or not, or in
he role of accident is. Those aren’t

> you are asking a question
to answer it or to contribute

integrate an ve always be
€n

I find them a

SRy
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lot more mysterious. The exotic has a tendency to be immediately
strange. With common or familiar objects, you are a lot freer; they
take my thoughts a lot further. Not only for content was the goat a
difficult object to work with, but also because Angora goats are beauti
ful animals anyway. I did three versions of that painting, For the first
one, it was still on the wall; I got him up there safely attached to
the flat surface. To make him appear light — and this is the way my
mind tends to work — I put light-bulbs under him, which erased the
shadow of the enorrnous shelf that supported him. 'When 1 finished it, -
I was happy with it for about four days; but it kept bothering me that
the goat’s other side was not exposed; that it was wasted. I wa
abusing the material. So, I did a picce where he was free-standing on
a narrow seven-foot canvas that was attached to the base that he was’
on. T couldn’t have him facing the canvas, because it looked like some .
kind of still life, like oranges in the bowl. So I had him turned around, .
which gave me another image which didn’t occur to me until, . thi
time, only two days after I had finished it—a kind of beast and
vehicle. Tt looked as though he had some responsibility for supporting
the upright canvas or that pulling a canvas or cart was his job. So, th
lust solution stuck, which was simply to put him right in the middle —
to make an environment with him simply being present in it.

INTERVIEWER: How dominant is he?

raUSCHENBERG: He is dominant but I wouldn’t worry about that as
much as how dependent is everything else on him. I think that th
painted surface and the other objects were equally interesting, onc
you see what the goat is doing there.

INTERVIEWER: But doesn’t this presume that you forget about the goa.

ou see and if you look but also what you think when you see it. I
ust knew that if you were standing in a strong breeze, which was part
f the painting, that something different would happen. If I did make
-a, point, it is that even the air around you is an influence.
INTERVIEWER: It’s 2 way of saying to the spectator that the Metropalitan
‘Museum right now, with all the pollen in the air, is a lot different
from midwinter.

RAUSGHENBERG: Also, looking at pictures from one place to another, and
also from one season to another, makes them different. That’s why,
.then, the business about masterpieces and standards is all archaic.
TERVIEWER : The notion of masterpieces presumes that if someone puts
the Mona Lisa in a stuffy New York museum and you have to push
iyour way through a large obnoxious crowd to see it, you should still
be greatly impressed. .
\USCHENBERG: Put it in the Greenwich Village outdoor show and see
what happens. Put it in the Louvre and send it in with an armed
guard, and people will see it. I like the idea of that kind of dramatic
carrying-on, for that’s part of our time too.

INTERVIEWER: Now that you have become so involved with theater, have
you given up painting?

USCHENBERG: No. That was a mistaken rumor. Giving up painting is
all part of that historical thing.

TERVIEWER: Will you be able to work on a painting while you are do-
ing theater work?

USCHENBERG: Absolutely, I always did that. You see, it sounds interest-
ing for the painter to give up painting.

INTERVIEWER: It’s the myth of Duchamp. Actually, I was thinking more
of Claes Oldenburg’s statement that when he did a theater piece he
temporarily gave up painting. :

RAUSCHENBERG: The last year before I went away with Merce {Cunning-
ham] when I was doing a lot of theater [1963-64], I did more painting
than I ever had before. If you're working on something, it seems to
me that the more you work the more you see, the more you think; it
Just builds up.

TERVIEWER: You would prefer, then, a more varied regime than a
single setup.

RAUSCHENBERG: Absolutely. I find that when I'm working on paintings,
I can do drawings I like very much, although I am forced to adjust
to flat surface and a different scale.

NTERVIEWER How did you become involved with theater?
RAUSCHENBERG: I’ve always been interested, even back in high schoal.
I like the liveness of it — that awful feeling of being on the spot. 1

to a certain extent?

rAUSCHENBERG: You forget about how arbitrary a goat is in the plcture
that was never the point. It was one of many challenges, but it wasn'
a [unction of the work to exhibit an exotic animal interestingly. Also
the tire around the goat brings him back into the canvas and keep
him from being an object in himscll. You don't say, “What is tha
goat doing in that painting?” but “Why the tire around the goat?’
And you're already involved. .

inrerviewer: [his, like so much of your other work, reflects a demdc ‘
interest in working with unusual and challenging materials, What was -
your painting Panfomime [1961] about?

rAUSCHENBERG: I thought of it as making a surface which would invite
one to move in closer; and when you move in closer, you discover i
has two electric fans which then join you. I thought of it as kind of -
an air relief. Any physical situation is an influence on not only how
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rnust assurne the responsibility for that moment, for those actions that
happen at that particular time.

I don’t [ind theater that different from painting, and it's not
that I think of painting as theater or vice versa. I tend to think of
working as a kind of involvement with materials, as well as a rather
focused interest which changes.

INTERVIEWER: How did you becorne the author of your own theater
pieces?
RAUSCHENBERG: That skating piece, Pelican [1963), was my first piece.
The more I was around Merce’s group and that kind of activity, I
realized that painting didn’t put me on the spot as much, or not in
the same way, so at a certain point I had to do it. ‘

In some places, like London where [in 1964] the group was held
over for six to eight weeks, and we did the piece of Merce’s called
Story three or four times a week, well then it was very difficult to

do a completely dilferent thing every night. A couple of times we

were in such sterile situations that Alex Hay, my assistant, and I

would actually have to be part of the set. The first time it happened .

was in Dartington, that school in Devon. The place was inhabited by
a very familiar look — that Black Mountain beatnik kind of look about
everybody; but they occupied the most fantastic and beautiful old
English building, all of whose shrubs were trimmed. There was nothing
rural or rustic or unfinished about it. For the first time, there was
abselutely nothing to use; you can’t make it every time, There was a
track at the very back of the stage that had lights in it; so the dancers

couldn’t use that space. About an hour before the performance, I.
asked Alex whether he had any shirts that needed ironing, which is a~

nice question to ask Alex because he always did and he always ironed
his own shirts. So, we got two ironing boards, and we put them up

over these blue lights that were back there. When the curtain opened,

there were the dancers and these two people ironing shirts. It must

have looked quite beautiful, but we can’t be sure absolutely. But from

what I could feel about the way it looked and the lights coming up

through the shirts, it was like a live passive set, like live decor.
inTERVIEWER: Would you do it again?

RAUSCHENBERG: | won’t do that. You sce, there is little difference
between the action of paint and the action of people, except that paint
is a nuisance because it keeps drying and sétting.

INTERVIEWER: The most frequently heard criticism of Map Room Two
[1965] is that it was too slow.

RAUSCHENBERG: I don't mind that. I don’t mind something being boring,
because there are certain activities that can be interesting if they are
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~done only so much. Take that business with the tires in M ap Room,
- which I found interesting if it is done for about five minutes. But
“something else happens if it goes on for ten more minutes. It’s a little
.like La Monte Young’s thing, [T:e Tortoise, His Dreams and Journeys).
At some point, you admit that it isn’t interesting any more, but you're
‘still confronted by it. So what are you going to make out of it?
ANTERVIEWER: However, there is'a difference between intentional bore-
"dom and inadvertent boredom.
RAUSGHENBERG: I'd like it if even at the risk of boring someone, there
“1s an area of uninteresting activity where the spectator may behave
- uniquely. You see, I'm against the prepared consistent entertainment.
“:Theater does not have to be entertaining, just like pictures don’t have
: to be beautiful.
INTERVIEWER: Must theater be interesting?
RAUSCHENBERG Involving. Now boredom is restlessness; your audience
;-is not a familiar thing. It is made up of individual people who have
.all led different lives.
T've been with people who have speech problems. At first it made
me quite nervous, later I found myself listening to it and being quite
aterested in just the physical contact; it can be a very dramatic thing.
‘Tve never deliberately thought about boring anyone; but I'm also
interested in that kind of theater activity that provides a minimum
‘of guarantees. I have often been more interested in works I have found
very boring than in other works that seem to be brilliantly done.
INTERVIEWER: What was it that made them more memorable to you?
RAUSCHENBERG: It may be that that kind of pacing is more unique to
'.ﬂzeats_:r—going. The role of the audience, traditionally, I don’t find
very interesting. I don’t like the idea that they shouldn’t assume as
fnm:h responsibility as the entertainer does for making the evening
“interesting. I'm really quite unfriendly and unrealistic about the artist
having to asswme the total responsibility for the function of the eve-
ning. I would like people to come home from work, wash up, and go
‘to the theate.r as an evening of taking their chances. I think it is more
interesting fer them.
INTERVIEWER: I'm bothered about this juxtaposition of interesting and
; boring..\\’hat youw're doing, I think, is settiog up an opposition to
entertamnment.
RAUSCHENBERG: I think that's it. I used the word bored to refer to
someone who might look at a Barnett Newman and say there ought
to be more image there than a single vertical or two single verticals.
If someone said that that was a boring picture, he was using the word
in relation to a preconceived idea of what interesting might be. What
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I am saying is I suspect that right now in theater there is a lot of
work described as boring, which is simply the awkward reorientation
of the function of theater and even the purpose of the audience. Just
in the last few years we have made some extremely drastic changes.
Continuity in the works that I am talking about has been completely
eliminated. It is usually different {rom performance to performance.
“Vhere is no dramatic continuity; the interaction tends to be a
coincidence or an innovation for that particular moment.

INTERVIEWER: What else do you think is characteristic of mixed-means

theater?

RAUSCHENBERG: An absence of hierarchy, The fact is that in a single

piece of Yvonne Rainer you can hear both Rachinaninoff and sticks
being pitched from the balcony without those two things making a
comment on each other. In my pieces, for instance, there is nothing
that everything is subservient to. T am trusting each element to sustain
itself in tune.

INTERVIEWER: What do these changes imply?
pAUSCHENBERG: All those ideas tend to point up the thought that it

would be better for theater that, if you went a second night, you
found a different work there, even though it might be in the same
place and have the same performers and deal with the same material.
I think all this is creating an extraordinary situation that is very
new in theater; so both the audience and the artist are still quite self-
conscious about the state of things.

inTERVIEWER: You would agree with John Cage, then, that one of the

purposes of the new rmovement is to make us more omniattentive.

rauscHENBERG: I think we do it when we are relaxed; all these things

happen naturally. But there’s a prejudice that has been built up around
the ideas of seriousness and specializing. That’s why 'm no more
interested in giving up painting than continuing painting or vice versa.
1 dor’t find these things in competition with each other. If we are
to get the most out of any given time, it is because we have applied
ourselves as broadly as possible, I think, not because we have applied
ourselves as singlemindedly as possible.

NTERVIEWER: Do you have then a moral objection to those dimensions
of life that force us to be more specialized than we should be?

rauscHENBERG: Probably. If we can observe the way things happen
in nature, we see that nearly nothing in my life turned out the way
that, if it were up to me to plan it, it should. There is always the
business, for instance, if you’re going on a picnic, it is just as apt to
rain as not. Or the weather might turn cold when you want to go

swimming.

S it R e
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INTERVIEWER: So then you find a direct formal equation between your
theater and your life? . .

RAUSGHENBERG: I hope so, between working and living, because those
are our media.

INTERVIEWER: You would believe, then, that if we became accustomed
to this chancier kind of theater, we would become accustomed, then,
to the chancier nature of our own life,

RAUSCHENBERG: I think we are most accusibmed to it in life. Why should
art be the exception to this? You asked if I had a moral objection. I
do, because I think we do have this capacity ’'m talking about. You
find that an extremely squeamish person can perform fantastic deeds
becausc it is an emergency. If the laws have a positive function, if
they could have, it might be just that— to force someone to behave

in a way he has not behaved before, using the facilities he was
actually born with. Growing up in a world where multiple distractions
are the only constant, he would be able to cope with new situations.
But, what I found happening to people in the Navy was that once
they were out of service and out of these extraordinary situations, they
reverted to the same kind of thinking as before. I think it is an
exceptional person who utilizes that experience. That's because in
most cases the service is not a chosen envifon.ment; it is somebody

~else’s life that they're functioning in, instead of recognizing the fact
~that it is still just them and the things they are surrounded by.

INTERVIEWER: So you would object to anyone who finds the Navy an
-~ unnatural life.

RAUSCHENBERG: It is a continuation of extraordinary situations. We
begin by not having any say over who our parents are; our parents

. have no control over the particular peculiar mixture of the genes.
“INTERVIEWER: Looking back over your involvement with theater, do you

see any kind of development, aside from the obvious development that

you have now become the author of your own theater pieces, rather
than a contributor to somebody else’s? Also, do you see any develop-
ment in your company of more or less regular performers?

RAUSCHENBERG: Well, that last is mostly a social thing of people with

- a common interest, and we have tended to make ourselves available
* as material to each other. It is in no way an organized company, and
it changes from time to time — people move in and out. However,
where a play could be cast with different actors and you would still
get the same play, if I was not in constant touch with these people, I
-~ could not do those pieces. The whole concept would have to be
changed, if I bad new performers—if I let Doris Day take Mary
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Martin’s part in a musical or used the Cincinnati Philharmonic rather
than the New York Philharmonic. '

INTERVIEWER : You write for these perforiners, and they have learned to
respond to the particular language of your instructions.

RAUSCHENBERG: It goes beyond interpretation of following directions.
From the outset, their responsibility, in a sense of collaboration, is part
of the actual form and content and appearance of the piece. It makes
them stockholders in the event itself, rather than simply performers.

In Map Room Two, a couple of the people involved said
that they had now gotten some kind of feeling about what I was
after. Because this is my fourth or fifth picce and these people, if
they weren’t in them, had seen thern all, then I think there is a body
of work. If someone is working with an unfamiliar kind of image and
if you sce only one, it looks like a lot of things that it isn’t and a lot
of things that it is; but you don’t really understand the direction. In
five of those new things you’re more apt to see what they are doing.
It's like signposts; you need a few to know that you are really on the
right road.

INTERVIEWER: Do you feel stronger and more confident now in approach-
ing a theater piece?

rRaUSCHENBERG: Tonfidence is something that I don’t feel very often,
because I tend to eliminate the things I was sure about. I cannot help
but wonder what would happen if you didn’t do that and if you did
this. You recognize the weaknesses in Map Room Two, for instance,
that weakness of the neon thing coming last. Linoleum is probably
one of the most tedious works I've ever done, the most unclimactic. If
you’re in the audience, you simply move inte it with your attention
and live through this thing. At a certain point it’s over.

inTERVIEWER . How did you conceive Oracle [1965], your environmental
sculpture?

rRAUSCHENBERG: I {inished it after I got back from Europe, after touring
with Merce Cunningham. Technically, it had to be completely rebuilt,
because ideas which had been impossible when I started in 1962, later
became possible.

INTERVIEWER: In the technological sense?

RAUSCHENBERG: Yes. It is a single work with five pieces of sculpture.
Each piece has its own voice. The controls are a console unit which
is embedded in one of the pieces; and all five have a sound source.
Each piece can be played independently, because the console has five
volume controls, one for each piece. A scanning mechanism goes across
the radio dials and provides a constant movement, so that what you
control is the speed of scanning. All this gives you the maximum
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- possibilities of varied sound, from music to purely abstract noise and
any degree in between. Each piece can be adjusted accordingly. One
© of the ideas was to make it so simple that you would not have to be
" educated to do it — so that the thing would just respond to touch.
INTERVIEWER: When this sculpture is displayed, is someone working the
.+ dials or are they merely present?

* RAUSCHENBERG: Anyone around it can change it; and it can also be set

up so that the sound is constantly changing, independently of anyone’s
.= control,
; One of the pieces, a cement-mixing tub, is also a fountain, because
I wanted another source of sound too in running water. I didn’t want
to imply that these sounds all had to be electronic.

- INTERVIEWER: Do you consider this an “environment” or a “combine”?
RAUSCHENBERG: Sound is part of the piece; it is not a decoration. It

“is a part of the climate that piece insists on. You really do get a sense
-of moving from one place to another, as you shift from the proximity
“of one piece to another piece.

" INTERVIEWER: Because the field of sound is constantly changing. Several

‘questxons come to mind: Why the field of sound? How does the sound
«:relate to the visual elements?

- RAUSGHENBERG: The sound relates to the pieces physically by the material

interaction — the particular kind of distortion the sound of a voice has
“as it is shaped by its context. “Why sound?”’ because hearing is a sense
‘that we use while looking anyway.

INTERVIEWER: One of the myths of modern culture —1 associate it
“particularly with Lewis Mumford’s drt and Technics [1952] —is that
‘art and technology are eternally opposed to each other and that one
succeeds only at the decline of the other.

RAUSGHENBERG: I think that’s a dated concept. We now are living in a
culture that won't operate and grow that way. Science and art —
~these things do clearly exist at the same time, and both are very
“valuable. We are just realizing that we have lost a lot of energy in

~always insisting on the conflict — in posing one of these things against
the other.

INTERVIEWER: In contrast to nearly all contemporary artists, you did

not need to find your own style by first painting through several
‘established styles — by taking them as your transient models. From the
_start, you were, as we say, an original.

RAUSCHENBERG: I always had enormous respect for other people’s work,
‘but I deliberately avoided using other people’s styles, even though I
know that no one owns any particular technique or attitude. It seemed
‘to me that it was more valuable to think that the world was big
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't have to be on each other’s feet. When
you go to make something, nothing should be clearer than the fact
that not only do you not have to make it but that it could look like ;
anything, and then it starts getting interesting and then you get
involved with your own limitations.

INTERVIEWER: As an artist, do you fee
America today or do you feel that you are part of a whole
which you are living?

ravuscrrNpErG: 1 feel a conscious attempt to
to society. That’s what's important to me as a person. I'm not going
to let other people make all the changes; and if you do that, you can’t
cut yourself off.

This very quickly gets to sound patriotic and pompous ansl pious;
but I really mean it very personally. I'm only against the most obvious
things, like wars and stuff like that. I don’t have any particular con-
cept about a utopian way things should be. If I have a prejudice or a
bias, it is that there shouldn’t be any particular way. Being a complex

enough so that everyone docsn

{ in any sense alienated from -
world in

be more and more related

human organ, we are capable
big fear is that we don't do enough with our senses, with our activities,

with our areas of consideration; and these have got to get bigger year

after year.
iNTERVIEWER: Cloul

kind of educational purpose now — to make us more responsive to out

environment? :

RAUSCHENBERG: I can onl
artists; yesterday there were ten; two days ago there were nine. Every

body has his own reason for being involved in it, but I must say that
this is one of the things that interests me the most. I think that one
of my chief struggles now is to make something that can be as
changeable and varied and alive as the audience. I don’t want to do
works where one has to impose liveliness or plastic flexibility or change
but a work where change would be dealt with literally. It's very
possible that my interest in theater, which now is so consuming, may
be the most primitive way of accomplishing this, and I may just be
working already with what I would like to make.

inTERVIEWER: How will our lives—our ideas and our responses— be

different after continued exposure to the new theater?
What's exciting is that we don’t know. There is no
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