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Introduction

Robert Rauschenberg (1925–2008) is not usually thought to have had anything like a trajectory through Surrealism. He was never close to the Parisian Surrealist group of the post-war period, even though he visited the French capital for an unrewarding period of study at the birthplace of the Nabis, the Académie Julian, between March and October 1948; nor did he have any contact with the Surrealist group that began in Chicago in the mid-1960s.1 His innate artistic sympathy towards the art of Kurt Schwitters and Marcel Duchamp, and attraction to the Dada ‘aesthetic’ more generally, made him view André Breton and Surrealism, not unreasonably, as the cause of Dada’s obscurity from the 1920s to the 1950s, avowing in a 1980s interview with the art critic Barbara Rose: ‘I don’t like Surrealism. I think Dada was totally misrepresented by people like Breton. The Surrealists tried to tuck people under their wing and use them because they needed visually interesting motifs.’2 This was already a long-standing aversion. At the height of his powers in the mid-1960s, Rauschenberg had flatly told Brian O’Doherty: ‘I hate Surrealism,’ a remark passed on by the critic without elaboration.3

Around that time, Rauschenberg spoke of his suspicion and avoidance of unconscious fantasy and symbolism in his art, as well as the modernist and Surrealist language of ‘expression’,4 also averring as follows in a related and well-known statement in interview with Dorothy Gees Seckler in 1965:

I don’t mess around with my subconscious. I mean I try to keep wide awake. And if I see in the superficial subconscious relationships that I’m familiar with, clichés of association, I change the picture . . . if you do work with known quantities making puns or dealing symbolically with your materials, I think you’re shortening the life of the work even before it’s had a chance to be exposed.5

Although its casual terminology and claim to dismiss recognizable ‘subconscious’ associations warn us against taking this as an explicit rejection of either Surrealism or the unconscious (in its latter part, in fact, the statement sounds more like a refutation of the kind of wordplay revelled in by Duchamp), it is clear that Rauschenberg’s emphasis on deliberation and correction here is far from the rhetoric of Surrealism.

But what did Rauschenberg mean by ‘Surrealism’ between 1965 and 1987? How were the movement, its theory and its art understood in the United States and France from the point of Rauschenberg’s emergence as an artist up to that period? What place did writers on art and culture afford it in relation with the art of the time? And what of Surrealism’s long-established ‘mode of lyric comportment and analogical vision’ by the 1960s, when Rauschenberg’s work was being weighed up by a later generation of art historians, critics, curators and friends with new priorities?6 These are the framing questions of this introduction.

Surrealism’s decline and a ‘sensibility’ of the 1960s

In September 1983, the year before his death, Michel Foucault gave an interview on the subject of Raymond Roussel in which he recollected his youthful impatience with, and departure from the overpowering presence of Marxist, phenomenological and existentialist thought in Paris in the period after the Second World War. Presenting the ‘non-Saussurean’ examination of language by Georges Bataille, Samuel Beckett and the Nouveaux Romanciers that preceded the essential cultural review Tel Quel (1960–82) as at least as important to him as the notion of ‘structure’, if not more so, he seemed to trace his ‘liberation’ quite specifically back to 1953, also a key year in the history of the art of the United States:

for me the break was first Beckett’s Waiting for Godot [1953], a breathtaking performance; then reading the works of [Maurice] Blanchot, Bataille, and [Alain] Robbe-Grillet, especially his novels Les Gommes [The Erasers, 1953], La Jalousie [Jealousy, 1957], and Le Voyeur [The Voyeur, 1955]; Michel Butor, [Roland] Barthes’ Mythologies [1957], and [Claude] Lévi-Strauss. There’s an enormous difference between Bataille, Lévi-Strauss, Blanchot, and Robbe-Grillet, and I don’t want to make them seem similar. For my generation they represented the break with a perspective dominated by Marxism, phenomenology, and existentialism.7

Emerging or re-emerging in the post-war period, several of these individuals would directly inflect the course taken by Tel Quel for which Foucault would be an important contributor and advocate.

Notice the absence of poetry and, more pointedly, the Surrealism-shaped hole in his account. Notwithstanding the names of two of the movement’s advocates, Maurice Blanchot and Bataille, it is a glaring one given the significance of the movement up to the end of the 1930s, yet it should not surprise us because Surrealism had been battered from all sides immediately after the war. It was terminated implicitly as an active force in art, culture and politics by the very project of Maurice Nadeau’s History of Surrealism (1945) and explicitly so in Henri Lefebvre’s Critique of Everyday Life (1947), finding itself up against a French Communist Party ascendant politically and culturally, assisted partly through its Stalinist review Les Lettres françaises for the cultural part, under the direction of Surrealist-turned-antagonist Louis Aragon. For many too young to know of its pre-war deeds at first hand, the focus of Le Surréalisme en 1947, the International Exhibition of Surrealism devoted to myth, superstition, magic and the occult held from 7 July to 30 September at the galerie Maeght, came as a revelation and successfully heralded the movement’s return to non-clandestine activity in Paris.8 However, the event was met by the usual bad press and, more damagingly, by Jean-Paul Sartre’s broadside in ‘Situation of the Writer in 1947’ in which Surrealism was well and truly consigned to irrelevance if not the past.9

Breton’s sixteen, hour-long radio interviews with André Parinaud on the history of Surrealism, broadcast by French national radio in February to June 1952 and published that year as Entretiens 1913–1952, were meant to contend also the continuing significance of the movement. There and elsewhere in that decade, Breton demonstrated an extraordinary tenacity in reminding his listeners of Surrealism’s first principles. He stated in the third interview that these lay in ‘the lyrical phenomenon in poetry’, which he continued to believe had achieved its ‘highest examples’ in the concise oeuvre of Isidore Ducasse, the Comte de Lautréamont (1846–70),10 whose lasting eminence among Surrealists in their twenties was confirmed the following year in the review of his Oeuvres complètes (1953) by young Surrealists Georges Goldfayn and Gérard Legrand in the new Surrealist periodical Médium: Communication surréaliste (four issues, 1953–5).11 Foucault would have tuned into Breton’s interviews and there is even a chance he opened a copy of Médium, but his testimony thirty years later records clearly enough that the fidelity to ‘poetic intuition’ and ‘every freedom’ afforded metaphor by Breton in a major statement that decade was irrelevant to him and his generation who had looked elsewhere for inspiration in the mid-1950s.12

A Surrealist group continued in France in the 1950s, then, and even had a small audience; in the United States, on the other hand, the understanding and acceptance of Surrealism had always been incomplete and the fall of its reputation had been absolute after the war. In 1936, the vast, travelling Museum of Modern Art exhibition Fantastic Art, Dada, Surrealism had given wide visibility to Surrealist art, ideas and even poetry in the United States. The artistic, curatorial and publishing activities of the Parisian Surrealists mainly in New York during the war are now well documented and although their roles in the development of abstract art in that city from the 1940s have always been acknowledged, the strength of the influence has been contested. The lull in attention given the movement in France after Le Surréalisme en 1947 was more like a deafening silence in the United States when abstract expressionism started to take on an international standing and, as late as 1968, William Rubin was recalling that event as the ‘death knell of the Surrealist movement’.13

Disinterest in Surrealism in the United States lasted throughout the 1950s as Rauschenberg’s ascent began and Foucault in France looked elsewhere for the materials that would foster his own thought. Sandra Zalman could find ‘no scholarly studies of the movement published in English’ from 1951 to 1960 during her research on its US reception.14 Although Rubin stated of the New York School that ‘the visionary spirit of their wholly abstract art retained much of Surrealism’s concern with poetry,’ he also observed that in the 1950s its artists had been ‘reluctant to exhibit their earlier surrealizing [sic] works.’15 As far as art history in that period was concerned – by which Rubin meant modernist-formalist art history and criticism – ‘it appeared by 1955 as if the entire Dada-Surrealist adventure was a kind of anti-modernist reaction situated parenthetically between the great abstract movements prior to World War I and after World War II.’16 That conviction, Rubin admitted, had been weakened by some of the artists who had emerged since 1955, such as Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns; his year was well chosen since it was that of Bed and Flag, the first ordinarily the site of dreams, the second reportedly the outcome of one.17

Rauschenberg had barely any interest in or even knowledge of Surrealism in 1955. Meanwhile, he took a critical attitude towards abstract expressionism due in large part to an alleged rhetoric engaged in by that generation of artists that we can also associate with Surrealism. As evidence, the scholarship on Rauschenberg often calls upon his own probably caricatural testimony of life at The Club and the Cedar Street Tavern in the early 1950s where poetically minded artists pondered objects as metaphorical windows onto the self and conceived of colours as vehicles capable of expressing its depths: ‘It was a time when they were all discussing “a sad cup of coffee” . . . “How can a cup of coffee be sad?” I wondered. “Or how can red be passion? Red is red.” Jasper and I used to start each day by having to move out from abstract expressionism.’18 The putatively unreferential Red Paintings ensued across 1953–4.

Rauschenberg had long settled on this attitude by the time of the interview with Seckler in 1965, emboldened by his friendship since 1951 with the composer John Cage and the mutual admiration and sympathy the two shared. The radical cultural currency that the conscious elimination of symbolism, depth and expression had brought Rauschenberg and Cage, along with the evidence it provided of the irrelevance of Surrealism, had been measured two years before the Seckler interview in Leonard B. Meyer’s much-discussed theory of avant-garde activity since the early 1950s titled ‘The End of the Renaissance?’ (1963), which assumed an ‘uncompromising positivism’ or ‘radical empiricism’ (Meyer’s preferred term) across a range of US and French cultures.19 Writing in the years before the formulation of the chronological, artistic, cultural and epistemological boundary between modernism and postmodernism, Meyer admitted Rauschenberg into his canon of radical empiricists. This took place in a passage comprising Meyer’s fullest attempt to delineate the new avant-garde pose:

Nature has, in fact, no purpose or goal. It simply is. And like nature, art should simply present. Thus Rauschenberg contends that ‘painting is always strongest when . . . it appears as a fact or an inevitability, as opposed to a souvenir or arrangement.’ Alain Robbe-Grillet makes a similar point when he says of Beckett’s Waiting for Godot that ‘the theatrical character is on stage, this is his primary quality – he is there.’ Or, put negatively, the scenes in Robbe-Grillet’s novel Jealousy [1957], are, [Bruce] Morrissette tells us, presented ‘without a word of analysis or commentary, in the pure domain of phenomenological semantics.’ Similarly Cage . . . emphasizes that sounds should simply ‘be themselves rather than vehicles for man-made theories or expressions of human sentiments.’

Our relationship to art, like our relationship to nature, ought to be one of acceptance.20

Under the mentorship of Cage’s writings, Meyer regarded the relationship between the anti-teleological aesthetic and Zen Buddhism as ‘direct and obvious.’21 But he also thought it ‘characteristically American’ due to its ‘emphasis upon the value of naïve, direct experience and upon the natural goodness of man,’22 comparing a quotation from Cage’s recent book Silence (1961) with Henry David Thoreau’s writings to that end:

Art should, in Cage’s words, be:

an affirmation of life – not an attempt to bring order out of chaos nor to suggest improvements in creation, but simply a way of waking up to the very life we’re living, which is so excellent once one gets one’s mind and one’s desires out of its way and lets it act of its own accord.23

Similar ‘culturalist interpretations’ would dominate writing on Rauschenberg over the years, casting him as an affectless ‘Emersonian,’ ‘Whitmanesque’ American Adam.24 They impart the very same ‘transformation of an aesthetic practice of transcendental negation into one of tautological affirmation,’ later credited by Benjamin H. D. Buchloh to Andy Warhol in the 1960s, in fact (at the expense of what Buchloh thought became the ‘painterly’ and ‘expressive’ efforts of Johns and Rauschenberg, respectively, in that decade), ‘perhaps best articulated by John Cage’s famous dictum of 1961 in Silence: “Our poetry now is the realization that we possess nothing. Anything therefore is a delight (since we do not possess it) . . . ”’25

Meyer’s article was one of the first attempts to define the ‘sensibility of the sixties.’ It was pre-empted by Susan Sontag’s essay on Happenings in 1962, which defined their ‘alogic of dreams’ by way of what she termed a ‘Surrealist sensibility,’26 and was followed by the Artforum article of September 1963 titled ‘Anti-Sensibility Painting’ by Ivan C. Karp, associate director of the Leo Castelli Gallery, who was aiming to promote Pop art (under the name of ‘Common Image Painting’ in this early attempt to glimpse its predominant trait) as a ‘vicious,’ ‘hostile,’ ‘thrillingly insensitive’ trend that depicted ‘fantastically ugly’ US urban subject matter where, unlike in Surrealist painting, ‘[t]he poetry is invisible’ and it is ‘the fact of the picture itself which is the poetry.’27 Karp believed that ‘purging of poetic sensations in painting’ was best achieved by Rauschenberg’s work, which was the ‘ideal symptom of these high spirits.’28 It was not far from what Sontag aimed to determine throughout the 1960s, with the significant difference that Surrealism remained a component. This is true of her ‘Notes on “Camp”’ (1964),29 ‘One Culture and the New Sensibility’ (1965) with its odd list of ‘basic texts for this new cultural alignment’ where Cage, Barthes, Lévi-Strauss, Marshall McLuhan and Ludwig Wittgenstein were placed alongside Antonin Artaud, Breton, Norman O. Brown and Friedrich Nietzsche,30 and ‘The Aesthetics of Silence’ (1967) in which she used a single term to identify cognate ones that plot the new epistemology of ‘absence,’ ‘termination,’ ‘nihilism,’ ‘emptiness,’ ‘reduction,’ ‘the “zero degree,”’ ‘blandness,’ ‘deindividuation,’ ‘alogicality,’ ‘literalness,’ ‘reticence’ and the ‘power to negate.’31

Cage, Duchamp, Johns and Rauschenberg were central to Sontag’s sensibility, as were Beckett and Robbe-Grillet. The same cohort was present when Rose attempted to define a sensibility for the visual arts at mid-decade, firstly in her review of the pioneering minimal show Black, White, and Gray held from 9 January to 9 February 1964 at the Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford, Connecticut; secondly in the landmark article ‘ABC Art’ (1965), written on the request of Art in America editor Jean Lipman to capture the apparent new tendency in US art that had ‘no wish to transcend the physical for either the metaphysical or the metaphoric,’ as Rose put it;32 and thirdly in the questionnaire of 1967 carried out with fellow critic Irving Sandler that published artists’ responses to their enquiry as to the existence and nature of a ‘sensibility of the sixties.’33 Unlike Sontag, a repudiatory judgement as to the relevance of Surrealist art was given implicitly by Rose, as it had been by Meyer, in a combination of a theory that excluded it, by writers with apparently barely any knowledge of it in texts that do not mention it.34 By then, the sensibility had taken on a specific identity as ‘cool,’ ‘antisubjective or anti-Expressionist’ and ‘thing-oriented or object-like,’ and it had a set of artistic styles, key texts (Cage, Robbe-Grillet and Wittgenstein were indispensable, but so was McLuhan) and had been quite meticulously periodized in the decade, though frequently seen as originating somewhere in the 1950s.35 Artists ‘did look at things for what they actually were and not as metaphors of human feelings,’ recalled Sandler later, and their sensibility as seen in their work and statements showed a shift that sounds almost fastidiously divergent from Surrealism’s, in his terms: ‘from psychology to physicality, from subjectivity to objectivity, from interpretation to presentation, from symbol to sign . . . from anthropocentrism to anti-anthropocentrism.’36

Looking back on Rauschenberg’s career at the end of the 1960s, the Surrealist José Pierre argued that the steering philosophy of US art over the preceding fifteen years had been an English-language ‘logical positivism’ or ‘scientific empiricism,’ implicating Rauschenberg’s apologist Cage as a key protagonist to that effect with a few choice quotations from the composer: ‘“The object is a “fact,” not a symbol,”’ ‘“Ideas are one thing and what happens is another thing.”’37 Such art and its supporting commentary marked the fashionable estimation in the 1960s that the end had come for ‘metaphor, of messages and other dusty old nonsense,’ as Pierre satirized it.38 He probably took the term ‘positivism’ from Meyer himself for the verdict he gave on the art of the period, employing ‘mock positivism’ (‘positivisme narquois’) for Cage’s statements and influence specifically.39 Rose had used the same fact-not-symbol quotation by Cage in her American Art Since 1900 (1967), one of Pierre’s sources for his evaluation of Rauschenberg through Surrealism’s theoretical means in his article, which was as much a defence of Surrealism.40 But where did Surrealism stand on phenomena, language and art by contrast with the ‘factism’ of Cage and the choisisme of Robbe-Grillet, and how did this determine its reception of Rauschenberg’s work?

Rauschenberg and ‘poetry’

As can be gleaned from Pierre’s text on the artist, Rauschenberg had a very favourable, multi-levelled reception among Surrealists in the 1960s and, as I will show in this book, the artist’s attitude towards his own work and its potential audiences frequently goes some way towards making the Surrealist reading of his art perfectly justifiable. In order to broach that history and to extrapolate from it a theory, it will be necessary to look a bit more broadly than usual at art and theory in France at the beginning of that decade; or, to put it another way, to adjust both intellectual history and art history a little – to augment their current narrative of the past, I mean – by taking Surrealism seriously as a noteworthy participant in the midst of the emerging ‘factist’ theories, philosophies and avant-gardes of the decade in both France and the United States.41

Broadly speaking, then, I identify the Surrealists’ readings of Rauschenberg’s work as poetic and political. By ‘poetic,’ I mean that they viewed it as inescapably prone to metaphor and analogy; by ‘political,’ I mean that they frequently (but not always) understood the pictorial language arrived at intuitively by the artist to be latent material that was predictive of the bearing being taken by social events. So this is to say that both the theoretical approach and historico-political context that are reconstructed and developed in this book are proposed by Surrealism itself. As I elaborate these in my chapters, I will show that they overlap, parallel and sometimes anticipate or possibly even influence most of the bespoke interpretations of Rauschenberg’s art that have circulated since the 1950s, including those of the ‘American Adam,’ the idea of the ‘vernacular glance,’ the iconographic studies, the competing postmodern versions of the work, the closely related ‘rival notions of allegory’ in Thomas Crow’s phrase and even the queer readings of the oeuvre.42 Most of all, though, they give a historical and theoretical rationale for the routine designation of the artist’s work as ‘poetry.’

Observations about the poetic, allusive, permutative nature of the discarded materials recycled in Rauschenberg’s Combines are familiar. However, this is what complicates the procedure of contrasting a ‘Surrealist’ Rauschenberg with the more accustomed ‘elementary’ idea of the artist: that is, the sheer constancy of the word ‘poetry’ across every grouping of scholarship on the oeuvre. It is particularly intriguing and puzzling that it has been used since the 1950s by spokespersons for the ‘literalist’ critical tendency, by Rauschenberg himself and by those closest to him such as Cage, who were most persuasive about and sympathetic towards what the artist called his ‘sense of literal realism,’ as well as more logically by the ‘associative’ interpreters and his many advocates in art history, curating and collecting.43 Some justification for the use of that word can be found, perhaps, in the early admiration for Rauschenberg’s art shown by the US poets Frank O’Hara and John Ashbery. In his Art News review of Rauschenberg’s fourth solo exhibition held in 1954–5 at the Egan Gallery in New York, illustrated by the recent Charlene (1954), O’Hara generously announced its range from the earlier ‘ecstatic’ works to the ‘poignant collages’ and those with a ‘gentle and just passion for moving people,’ concluding that ‘the quieter pictures evidence a serious lyrical talent.’44 Three years later in March 1958, also in Art News, Ashbery reviewed in similar terms the breadth of Rauschenberg’s major solo show at the Leo Castelli Gallery, also in New York, from the ‘early fireworks’ to the ‘difficult serenity’ of the current Combines, but apart from the baffling compliment that the artist was a ‘sort of avant-garde Cocteau,’ he did not comment on a poetic element in the Combines.45 Nevertheless, the ‘poetry’ of Rauschenberg’s work soon became a staple of its commentary.

More vexing still than the larger literalist school of interpretation that uses the word ‘poetry’ casually is the branch of it that actually gets drawn into speaking of allusion. This is a critical tradition that extends from the 1960s and includes Rose and Rauschenberg himself, as in this exchange in the 1987 interview:

Rose: Another interesting part of your career is that it begins in ‘junk,’ but it’s not ‘junk’ now.

Rauschenberg: No, it begins in ‘things.’
    I like the experience that says that a shirt changes when it gets in the sun a little, or when you go swimming in it, or when the dog sleeps on it. I like the history of objects. I like humanitarian reportage.46

Rauschenberg’s abrupt correction of Rose’s term – even in its cautious usage within quotation marks – might have come partly from the artist’s reluctance to be lumped in the category of ‘junk art.’ But it is more likely that he wanted to divert consideration from the routine ‘transmutation-of-the-discarded’ to a more specific capacity of the ‘used’ to allude to a set of either historically real, potential or imagined associations. What makes this peculiar is that Rauschenberg’s tendency throughout his career was to state the exact opposite. ‘I don’t want my work to be associative’ and ‘nothing in my work represents something other than it is’ are slightly later, typically blunt renderings of what comes across as nothing less than a stringent agenda to negate allusion in his art.47 Rose could not resist pressing Rauschenberg in spite of her earlier brief as advocate and explainer of numb, unresponsive Minimalist art – neither metaphysical nor metaphoric – to a perplexed public: ‘[l]ooking at your paintings,’ she volunteered, ‘the images aren’t literal; they are allusive, like poetry,’ but she was blocked unequivocally by the artist: ‘[t]hey’re facts. They’re all facts.’48

The tendency to take Rauschenberg’s word for it yet engage, nevertheless, in speculation as to what his materials might indicate beyond their immediate thereness is a standard trope in the scholarship on the artist. One of its regular accomplices was Pontus Hultén who had studied History of Art and Ethnography at Stockholm University in 1945–50, so had established his understanding of art well before the onset of Cage’s rhetoric of ‘factism’ or literalism, during the period of Surrealism’s early historicization.49 Hultén’s esteem for Rauschenberg would be rounded not so much by theoretical disposition or ideology (to my knowledge, he rarely explained his use of terms) as by taste. Formed in the later 1950s when he first came into contact with the artist’s work, it just about precedes and comprehensively exceeds the period frame of this book so, for better or worse, it journeyed alongside the artist for almost the entirety of his career.50 The terms of Hultén’s commentary are of interest here initially, then, because their simultaneous, seemingly contradictory insistence on a poetry of innocent, outward form, on the one hand, and a poetry of things with ‘depth,’ on the other – of ‘their transformation from material to poetry . . . ’ as Hultén put it in the scene-setting conversation with Julia Brown Turrell, opening the catalogue that accompanied the exhibition Rauschenberg Sculpture that began at Fort Worth in 1995 – originated at a time when both seemed possible but when the former was soon to take a critical and ultimately historical precedence over the latter.51

‘Poetry’ is the imperative word tendered by Hultén throughout the Fort Worth conversation:

You said you felt the sculpture radiates poetic feeling, and I feel that’s very striking too. Maybe this poetic feeling that the sculpture expresses is that Rauschenberg decided not to add any colour in some of the works in order to reinforce this simple poetry, to not complicate it but to let it be very pure in its formal sense. And in the associative sense, because obviously these different objects are elements coming from the world of constraint, the world called reality, which have now been transferred to the world of art. As ropes, or pieces of metal, they carry associations, and these associations are an important part of the poetic send-off that his sculptures give you. But my guess is that he avoids additional colour to keep this poetry pure.52

Once again, here are two different ways – one to do with form, the other content – in which Rauschenberg’s work registers ‘poetically,’ but neither is clarified by recourse to an actual theory of poetry, even though Hultén had edited a collection of the writings of several Surrealists a few years earlier so knew enough to propose one.53 His response to the work was strongly felt and he repeated some of this word for word in his brief Afterword for the catalogue of the 2005–7 touring exhibition of Combines, writing casually of Rauschenberg’s ‘use of the poorest, most thrown away, and rejected things,’ at the same time asserting that ‘the Combines radiate poetry.’54 That is to say that as ‘ropes, fabric, photographs, or pieces of metal, they carry associations, and these associations are an important part of the poetic send off that his sculptures offer,’ or, put another way by
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