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communities, precisely because it is on it that communication depends
what is particularly interesting is that it does not seem to be, in anyifg;
sense, learned. One generation may train its successor, with reasonable:y
in the social character or the general cultural pattern, but the new gene
will have its own structure of feeling, which will not appear to have come th. We shall find, in other cases, that we are
anywhere. For here, most distinctly, the changing organization is enacte for our own reasons, and it is better to kno
organism: the new generation responds in its own ways to the uniqueiwy ticism of the ‘great valuer, Time’. To put o
is inheriting, taking up many continuities, that can be traced, and reprody onsibility for our own active choices is to
many aspects of the organization, which can be separately described, ye perience. The more actively all cultural work
its whole life in cerrain ways differently, and shaping its creative respo; le organization within which it was expre
a new structure of feeling, zation within which it is used, the more cle
Once the carriers of such a structure die, the nearest we can get to th s ‘documentary’ analysis will lead out to ‘soc
clement is in the documentary culture, from poems to buildings and ure, a past period, or in the selective tra
fashions, and it is this relation that gives significance to the definition o o panization. And the discovery of permanent
in documentary terms. This in no way means that the documents areiay ¢ kind of general analysis, if we accept the
mous. It is simply that, as previously argued, the significance of an an perfection (a movement towards determ
must be sought in terms of the whole organization, which is more than tha 's general evolution, to which many individua
of its separable parts. What we are looking for, always, is the actual life th ment that we analyse will be in this sense activ,
the whole organization is there to express. The significance of doci ‘relations, at many different levels. In des
culture is that, more clearly than anything else, it expresses that life to ural process will emerge.
direct terms, when the living witnesses are silent. At the same time, if wé re :
on the nature of a structure of feeling, and see how it can fail to b
understood even by living people in close contact with it, with ample ‘in
at their disposal, including the contemporary arts, we shall not supp
we can ever do more than make an approach, an approximation, using
channels,
We need to distinguish three levels of culture, even in its most
definition. There is the lived culture of a particular time and place, onil
accesstble to those living in that time and place. There is the recorde
of every kind, from art to the most everyday facts: the culture of a
There is also, as the factor connecting lived culture and period cultuf
culture of the selective tradirion. [.. .] S
It is very important to try to understand the operation of a selective tr
[...] In a society as a whole, and in all its particular activities, the'¢
tradition can be seen as a continual selection and re-selection of: ane
Particular lines will be drawn, often for as long as a century, and then-su
with some new stage in growth these will be cancelled or weakened, . in
lines drawn. In the analysis of contemporary culture, the existing sta
selective tradition is of vital importance, for it is often true that some
in this tradition — establishing new lines with the past, breaking or re
existing lines — is a radical kind of contemporary change. We tend to
estimate the extent to which the cultural tradition is not only a selectio
also an interpretation. We see most past work through our own exper
without even making the effort to see it in something ke its original
What analysis can do is not so much to reverse this, returning a wor
period, as to make the interpretation conscious, by showing historicat

5;.t0 relate the interpretation to the particular contemporary values on which
sests; and, by exploring the real patterns of the work, confront us with the
j.nature of the choices we are making. We shall find, in some cases, that we
keeping the work alive because it is a ge

John Cage (1912-1992) ‘On Robert Rauschenberg,
Artist, and his Work’

ze had met the dancer and choreographer Merce Cunningham before the Second

o War. Shertly after, they formed their own dance company. Together they worked
the experimental Black Mountain College summer school in North Carolina in 1948,
‘and 1953. There they came into contact with Robert Rauschenberg wha by 1952
ned as de facto artist in residence to the school. Rauschenberg became artistic
er to the dance company in 1954. Jasper Johns met Rauschenberg, and through
{age and Cunningham, also in 1954, in New York. This loose grouping came to
ute a significant departure in the New York avant-garde from the then dominant
stract Expressionism. Instead of a hermetic art, Rauschenberg in particular aspired
-ntroduce fragments from the outside world into his ‘Combine Paintings'. The
sent essay was originaily published in Metro, Milan, May 1961, Itis reprinted in John
. Silence, Cambridge, Mass., 1969, pp. 98-107, from which the present extracts
en. (Passages in italics are guotations from Rauschenberg.)

ality is now underfoot wherever we take the trouble to fook. (This is an
rican discovery.} Is when Rauschenberg looks an idea? Rather it is an
ainment in which to celebrate unfixity. [...]

:the paintings changed the printed material became as muck of a subject as the
t ({ began using newsprint in my work) cawsing changes of focus: A third palerie.
ts no poor subject (Any incentive to paint is as good as any other.). Dante
incentive, providing multiplicity, as useful as a chicken or an old shirt.
atmosphere is such that everything is seen clearly, even in the dark night
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or when thumbing through an out-of-date newspaper or poem. This: stibj
unavoidable (A canvas is never empty.); it fills an empty canvas. Apgd:
continue history, newspapers are pasted onto the canvas and on omei
and black paints are applied, the subject looms up in several different: Pl
once like magic to produce the painting. If you don’t see it, you probab}
a pair of glasses. But there is a vast difference between one oculist and: 3
and when it is a question of losing eyesight the best thing to do is to: &6
best oculist (i.e., the best painter: he’ll fix vou up). Ideas are not necessa;
18 more useful to avoid having one, certainly avoid having several {leay
inactivity)., [...]
There are three paneis taller than they are wide fixed together
single rectangle wider than it is tall. Across the whole thing is a series o
photos, some wider than tall, some taller than wide, fragments of posté
of them obscured by paint. Undernexth these, cutting the total in'k
series of rectangular color swatches, all taller than wide. Above, brid
of the panels, is a dark blue rectangle. Below and slightly out of lin
blue one, since it is on one panel only, is a gray rectangle with a drawin
it about halfway up. There are other things, but mostly attached totf
‘roads’ which cross: off to the left and below the swarches is a dra
rectangle on a rectangle on a rectangle (its situation is that of a farm on
outskirts of a mainstreet town). This is not a composition. It is a place
things are, as on a table or on a town seen from the air: any one of the
be removed and another come into its place through circumstances’ ana
to birth and dearh, travel, housecleaning, or cluttering. He is not saying
painting. (What is Rauschenberg saying?) The message is conveyed
which, mixed with an adhesive, sticks to itself and to the canvas upon
he places it. Crumbling and responding to changes in weather, the: di
ingly does my thinking. He regrets we do not see the paint while it’s dri
Rauschenberg is continually being offered scraps of this and thar; odds
ends his friends run across, since it strikes them: This is something
uge in a painting, Nine times out of ten it turns out he has no use fo
it’s something close to something he once found useful, and so could be recogn
as his. Well, then, as a matter of course, his poetry has moved without
knowing where it’s gone to. He changes what goes on, on a canvas, but'h
not change how canvas is used for paintings — that is, stretched flat
rectangular surfaces which may be hung on a wall. These he uses singly
together, or placed in a symmetry so obvious as not to attract interest-{n
special). We know two ways to unfocus attention; symmetry is one of t
other is the over-all where each small part is a sample of what you find'
In either case, there is at least the possibility of looking anywhere;  ni
where someone arranged you should. You are then free to deal: with
freedom just as the artist dealt with his, not in the same way but, nevert
originally. This thing, he says, duplication of images, thar is symmets
means is that, looking closely, we see as it was everything is in chadss
To change the subject: ‘Art is the imitation of mnature in her ma'
operation.” Or a net. [...] g

Now that Rauschenberg has made a painting with radios in it, does
mean that even without radios, I must go on listening even while I'm
ing, everything at once, in order not to be run over?

wuld we have preferred a pig with an apple in its mouth? That too, on
sion, is a message and requires a blessing. These are the feelings Rauschen-
- gives us: love, wonder, laughter, heroism (I accept), fear, sorrow, anger,
gpust, tranquillity.

here is no more subject in a combine than there is in a page from a newspaper.
~thing that is there is a subject. It is a situation involving multiplicity. (It
reflection on the weather that such-and-such a government sent a note to
er.) {And the three radios of the radio combine, turned on, which provides
subject?) Say there was a message. How would it be received? And what if
isn't? Over and over again I've found it impossible to memorize Rauschen-
Y paintings. | keep asking, ‘Have you changed it?* And then noticing while
Jooking it changes. 1 look out the window .and see the icicles. There,
ipping water is frozen into object. The icicles all go down. Winter more than
hers is the season of quiescence. There is no dripping when the paint is
ezed from a tube. But there is the same acceptance of what happens and
endency towards gesture or arrangement. This changes the notion of what
autiful. By fixing papers to canvas and then painting with black paint, black
ame infinite and previously unnoticed. [. . .]

ere 15 in Rauschenberg, between him and what he picks up to use, the quality
ncounter. For the first time. If, as happens, there is a series of paintings
aining such and such a material, it is as though the encounter was extended
a visit on the part of the stranger (who is divine). (In this way societies
formed by artists coagulate their experiences into modes of communication in
r to make mistakes.) Shortly the stranger leaves, leaving the door open.

aving made the empty canvases (4 canvas is never empty.), Rauschenberg
me the giver of gifts. Gifts, unexpected and unnecessary, are ways of saying
how it is, a holiday. The gifts he gives are not picked up in distant
5 but are things we already have (with exceptions, of course: I needed a
nd the other stuffed birds, since I don’t have any, and I needed an artic
tder to go through the family things [since we moved away, the relatives
e-to say: Do you still want them?]), and so we are converted to the enjoyment
ur possessions. Converted from what? From wanting what we don’t have,
s pained struggle. Setting out one day for a birthday party, T noticed the
ts were full of presents. Were he sayving something in particular, he would
o focus the painting; as it is he simply focuses himself, and everything,
ir of socks, is appropriate, appropriate to poetry, a poetry of infinitc
lities. [...] The technique consists in having a plan: Lay eut stretcher on
match markings and join. Three stretchers with the canvas on them no
t already stretched. Fulfilling this plan put the canvas in direct contact
he floor, the ground thercby activated. This is pure conjecture on my
but would work. More important is to know exactly the size of the door
t techniques for getting a canvas out of the studio. {(Combines don’t roll up.)
hing beyond that size must be suitably segmented. [...]
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The message changes in the combine-drawings, made with pencil, wafes
and photographic transfer: (1) the work is done on a table, not on a %4
there is no oil paint; (c) because of a + b, no dripping holds the surface’]
plane; (d) there is not always the joining of rectangles since when there
acts as reminiscence of stretchers; (e) the outlines appear vague as in

man, or from the center of the rose (is it red?) or the eyes of the pitcher
g like something out of a movie) or — the farther one goes in this direction
more one sees nothing is in the foreground: each minute point is at the
r. Did this happen by means of rectangles (the picture is ‘cut’ through the
le)? Or would it happen given this point of view? Not ideas but facts.

Jasper Johns (b. 1930) Interview with David

of his foot above, the changed position and another message, the paperabse
Sylvester

the color and spreading it through its wet tissues.) He has removed the %
asking why and you can read it at home or in a library. (These others are
too.} Perhaps because of the change in gravity (Monumenr 1958), the
arose of illustrating a book. {A book can be read ar a table; did it fa
floor?) As for me, I’'m not so inclined to read poetry as I am one way ot‘an
to get myself a television set, sitting up nights looking.

Perhaps after all there is no message. In that case one is saved the 1
having to reply. As the lady said, ‘Well, if it isn’t art, then I like it.> Spp
were made to hang on a wall, others (b) to be in a room, still others: {a*

By now we must have gotten the message. It couldn’t have been mor
Do vou understand this idea? Painting relates to both art and life. Neithe
made. (I try to act in that gap between the two. ) The nothingness in bét
where for no reason at all every practical thing that one actually rakes't
to do so stirs up the dregs that they’re no longer sitting as we though
bottom. All you need do is stretch canvas, make markings, and join.. ¥
then turned on the switch that distinguishes man, his ability to change hi
If you do not change your mind about something when you confront g pi
have not seen before, you are either a stubborn fool or the painting is not ve
Is there any need before we go to bed to recite the history of the change
will we in that bed be murdered? And how will our dreams, if we mina
go to sleep, suggest the next practical step? Which would you say it wa
or elegant, and why? Now as I come to the end of my rope, 1 nOtICCd
is incredibly beautiful. And thar embossed box, :

I am trying to check my habits of seeing, to counter them for the sake
Jreshness. I am trying to be unfamiliar with what I'm doing. :

[...] Where does beauty begin and where does it end? Where it
where the artist begins. In this way we get our navigation done for us
hear that Rauschenberg has painted a2 new painting, the wisest thing
to drop everything and manage one way or another to see it. That's:
learn the way to use your eyes, sunup the next day. If I were teaching;
I say Caution Waich Your Step or Throw yourself in where the fish are
Of course, there are objects. Who said there weren’t? The thing i1s, w
point mare quickly when we realize it is we looking rather than thariwe
not ‘be seeing it. (Why do all the people who are not artists seem to:b
intelligent?) And object is fact, not symbol. If any thinking is goin
place, it has to come out from inside the Mason jar which is suspé

fs launched his career in art in 1954 with the painting Flag, having destroyed as
of his previous work as it was possible for him to trace. In additior: to extending
eries of Flags, in the later 1950s he painted Targets and Numbers, and some
5 including casts of fragments of the human body. Johns’ output, and particularly
arly work, has often been interpreted as a sustained meditation on meaning, its
triction and its elusiveness. Thus interpreted, his work presents a marked contrast
he: American avant-garde's then dominant preoccupation with self-expression. How-
ecent research has tended to imply that a complex range of selfreference is
ded into even these apparently impenetrable and enigmatic works. The present
erview was recorded by the BBC in the spring of 1965, and was broadcast on 10
ober 1965. It was printed in the exhibition catalogue Jasper Johns Drawings,
, Arts Council of Great Britain, 1974, from which the present extracts are taken.

~What was 1t first made you use things such as flags, targets, maps, numbers
d letters and so on as starting-points?

They seemed to me pre-formed, conventional, depersonalized, factual,
terior elements.

:And what was the attraction of depersonalized elements?

Pm interested in’ things which suggest the world rather than suggest the
rsonality. I’'m interested in things which suggest things which are, rather
an in pudgments. The most conventional thing, the most ordinary thing —
seems to me that those things can be dealt with without having to judge
m; they seem to me to exist as clear facts, not involving aesthetic hierarchy.
.] But one also thinks of things as having a certain quality, and in time
ese qualities change. The Flag, for instance, one thinks it has forty-eight
rs and suddenly it has fifty stars; it is no longer of any great interest. The
ke bottle, which seemed like a most ordinary untransformable object in
society, suddenly some years ago appeared quart-sized; the small bottle
been enlarged to make a very large bottle which looked most peculiar
cept the top of the bottle remained the same size — they used the same cap
cit. The flashlight: T had a particular idea in my mind what a flashlight
doked like — I hadn’t really handled a flashlight, since, [ guess, I was a child
and T had this image of a flashlight in my head and I wanted to go and
buy one as a model. I looked for a week for what I thought looked like an
rdinary flashlight, and I found all kinds of flashlights with red plastic shields,




