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ROBERT RAUSCHENBERG  (1925-2008) 

Robert Rauschenberg had served in the Navy, as a nurse, during the Second

World War, and, like many men of his generation, went to college on the G.I

Bill.  A!er studying in Paris and New York, he found himself at the famous Black

Mountain College (1933-1957) in Asheville, North Carolina.  The small secluded

College boasted of an extraordinary faculty of famous artists, such as Jacob

Lawrence, Elaine and Willelm deKooning, John Cage, and the refugee artists,

Annieand Josef Albers from the Bauhaus.  Albers despised Rauschenberg and

would never talk about him in later years, but he taught the artist about the

importance of materials.   When he was a teacher in the Foundation year at the

Bauhaus, Albers trained his students to create “combinations,” that is, works

of art that were collages and assemblages, made of anything or combined from

everything.  Any kind of material could be used.  Rauschenberg would later call

his hybrid works “combines” in homage to his bad tempered teacher.

In 1951 Rauschenberg had gained enough self confidence to write excitedly to

the New York art dealer, Betty Parsons, of a new body of work, the White

Paintings.  As Brandon Wayne Joseph recounted in Random Order, the young

artist insisted that the paintings were so “exceptional” that they constituted “a

state of emergency.”  The artist also began to participate in performance art,

working with John Cage, who, in turn, was inspired by one of Rauschenberg’s

White Paintings.  The way the shadows played on and changed the white

surface reminded Cage of his interest in silence, a fascination that had been

growing since the late 1940s. According to Cage, “The white paintings were

airports for lights, shadows and particles.”  Thus the white paintings are

“performed” by the ambient environment and the presence of the viewer.

Having explored the ideas of Zen, the concept of chance as acted out in the

recently published English version of I Ching, a valuable association with

Marcel Duchamp, Cage was prepared to understand the spiritual implications

of the “silence” of Rauchenberg’s work. In the essay “Purposeful

Purposelessness Meets Found Order,” the confrontation resulted in what Art

Institute of Chicago’s music scholar, Peter Gena, described as

..the most famous event in the history of Black Mountain College. In 1952,

John Cage organized what was later acknowledged as the first

“happening.” Titled Theater Piece No 1, the mixed-media event was

conceived one day a!er lunch and was presented, without rehearsals,

scripts, or costumes, on the same evening in the dining hall. Cage

constructed the 45-minute spectacle for selected colleagues who were each

assigned two random segments of time in which to perform activities of

their choice. Simultaneously, Charles Olsen and M. C. Richards read their

poetry, Cunningham danced (followed around by a dog), David Tudor

played Cage’s music on the piano, Rauschenberg hung some of his white

paintings from the ra!ers and played wax cylinders on an old Edison horn

recorder, and Cage lectured on Meister Eckhart and Zen.

Cage and Rauschenberg continued their collaborations in New York.  Like their

associate and Cage’s partner, Merce Cunningham, these Neo-Dada artists re-

defined traditional art forms.  Rauschenberg redefined “print” when he glued

pieces of typewriter paper into a twenty foot long scroll and guided Cage when

he drove his Model A Ford over the line of pages. The front tire was “inked”

with black house paint poured in front of the tire and thus, when Cage, now the

“printer” and the “press,” drove in a straight line, the tire le! a “print” of the

car’s “journey” along the scroll.  Automobile Tire Print (1953) was made on a

weekend on Fulton Street, which was deserted on those days.  According to

Rauschenberg, “it rained” and the glue did not hold, so he had to “salvage” the

pages and piece them back together into what he thinks of as a Tibetan “prayer

flag.”

By the time he had returned to New York City, Rauschenberg was forced to face

the failure of his marriage and divorced his wife.  His next partner was an artist

he met at Black Mountain, Cy Twombly.   Although Twombly later married an

heiress to an Italian fortune, his heart was broken when Rauschenberg met a

newcomer to New York, Jasper Johns.   Johns and Rauschenberg quickly

became a couple, impacting each other’s art.  Both artists began to make works

that were hybrid in quality—neither paintings nor sculptures but both.  While

at Black Mountain, Rauschenberg made several series of White, Black, and Red

paintings.  Charlene (1954), a huge collaged painting, is one of the last red

paintings, combining an umbrella, found prints of famous works of art, comic

strips, and other collaged objects. Charlene was poised between painting,

collage and an Albers “combination.” Another object that dated back to Black

Mountain was Bed (1955) made when Rauschenberg was so broke he could not

a"ord canvas.  Looking like a murder scene, Bed was literally a sheet, covered

with a quilt, with a pillow at the top.   The artist then splattered paint, like

Jackson Pollock, on the bed and hung the “painting” on the wall, making it

into a work of art.

The sardonic slap at Abstract Expressionism was a “gesture” on the part of a

brash artist who was clearly challenging his elders.  Although Rauschenberg

claimed to mean no disrespect, his Erased de Kooning Drawing (1953) was but

one of a line of provocative works which made fun of the Modernist claim of

authenticity and originality.  Rauschenberg “erased” the cult of the artist in his

months long erasure project and demonstrated that any gesture could be

copied in Factum I and Factum II (1957). As a further refusal of originality and

inner experiences, Rauschenberg, possibly under the influence of Marcel

Duchamp, picked up an important but neglected tradition, Dada.  The

Modernist tradition of painting could not fruitfully incorporate Dada into its

meta-narrative of evolution, and Rauschenberg, as a member of the Neo-Dada

underground, began living o" the land of discards.

As a resident of the Lower East Side, Rauschenberg collected the city’s detritus

and used it to create large combines, some of which could hang on the wall,

some of which were intended as floor pieces, while others were confined in

boxes.  As the artist reported later, “I actually had a kind of house rule. If I

walked completely around the block and didn’t find enough to work with, I

could take one other block and walk around it in any direction–but that was it.”

Probably due to his upbringing on a farm in Port Arthur, Texas, the artist was

particularly fond of animals stu"ed by a taxidermist.   As a high school student,

he was so sensitive to the fate of animals, he refused to dissect a frog in biology

class. Indeed, Rauschenberg’s combines o!en incorporated animals, and the

most famous being Monogram, a large floor combine, featuring an Afghan goat,

far from home, perched on a failed canvas.  The goat has a car tire around his

middle, and, like many of Rauschenberg’s works of the Fi!ies, is painted (on its

broken nose) in a mock Abstract Expressionist style of drip painting.  The goat

stands on a large collaged painting, which, recycled by the artist, now became

a mocking “field,” complete with a tennis ball.

Man with White Shoes, Odalisk, and Interview, all of the early fi!ies, were

assemblages that were free-standing and were based on Cornell-like tall boxes,

acting as containers of random objects and as carriers of found images.  In one

of the finest essays on Rauschenberg’s art, in Other Criteria, art historian Leo

Steinberg referred to the artist’s “flatbed picture plane,” meaning that he

simply placed images on a flat surface as one would tack notices on a bulletin

board. However gritty and random these images appeared, Rauschenberg’s

combines could be “read” by the attentive viewer.  Many of his appropriated

pictures were reproductions of famous works of art, others were from

degraded popular culture, suggesting an art world dialectic between creativity

and appropriation.  Although many of these combines concealed codes with

queer content, art historians were silent about the gay subject matter of both

Johns and Rauschenberg until recently.

Canyon (1959) tells a story of gay love: the Greek myth of Zeus and Ganymede,

a young boy loved by the god who, disguised as an eagle, kidnapped the child. 

Perched on a ledge at the bottom of the painting is a stu"ed eagle.  Above the

eagle is a photograph of Rauschenberg’s son as an infant, reaching up to the

sky.  Hanging from the bottom of the canvas is a pillow, divided in half with a

rope, giving the pillow the look of human buttocks. Looking back on the

definitive phase of Rauschenberg’s career, artist and critic, Brian O’Doherty,

wrote of the artist’s “vernacular glance.”

“The vernacular glance doesn’t recognize categories of the beautiful and

ugly. It just deals with what’s there. Easily surfeited, cynical about big

occasions, the vernacular glance develops a taste for anything, o!en

notices or creates the momentarily humorous, but doesn’t follow it up…

Nor does it pause to remark on unusual juxtapositions, because the

unusual is what it is geared to recognize, without thinking about it. It

dispenses with hierarchies of importance, since they are constantly

changing to where you are and what you need.”

Although O’Doherty described the “vernacular” as a means to topple

Modernist hierarchies of “high” and “low,” the notion of “glance” implies a

new way of seeing—a quick scanning that seized upon random elements.  In

looking at these works of the Fi!ies from the standpoint of the twenty-first

century, Rauschenberg’s combines seem to predict the type of looking

disciplined by the internet: a skimming of the screen, searching for key words.

 Rauschenberg’s combines, regardless of concealed content or not, were

harbingers of things to come: hybrid, impure, painting-sculpture-objects-

installation art based upon commercial and low art imagery found in one of the

grittiest neighborhoods in New York. With hindsight, it is clear that

Rauschenberg was making a stronger break with Modernism than his anti-art

gestures would suggest.  He deviated from the cherished ideology of

Modernism, that the avant-garde is based in the kind of originality that was

incomprehensible to the bourgeoisie.

Composed of fragments of low culture and reproductions of high culture, the

artist’s collaged paintings were predictors of Postmodern strategies of

appropriation and quotation. Rauschenberg’s works were perfectly legible and

familiar because their bones are borrowed.  With their constellations of

ephemera, his works echo the “allegories” of Walter Benjamin and foretell the

encyclopedic approach of Andy Warhol.  There was nothing High Art about

Rauschenberg’s work and when Leo Castelli exhibited Rauschenberg’s

combines in 1958, the art world was aghast. Sadly, his debut at one of the great

galleries of Pop Art would be the beginning of the end of his relationship with

Jasper Johns.  Castelli, who seemed to prefer the works of Johns over that of

the older and more experienced artist, gave him the first show of his new

gallery. The order of “preference” was too much for Rauschenberg and the two

great artists soon went their separate ways.  In his later years, Robert

Rauschenberg spoke one or twice of the “a"ection” the two artists had for

each other, but Johns, to this date, has remained discrete.
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Rauschenberg Research Project

by Sarah Roberts, July 2013

3. Robert Rauschenberg in the
exhibition Rauschenberg: Paintings
and Sculpture; Cy Twombly:
Paintings and Drawings, Stable
Gallery, New York, September 15–
October 3, 1953. White Painting
[two panel] is on the wall at right
and several Elemental Sculptures
appear in the background. Photo:
Allan Grant; © Time Life Pictures /
Getty Images

2. Robert Rauschenberg, Untitled [matte black triptych], ca. 1951. Oil on
canvas, 72 x 108 in. (182.9 x 274.3 cm). Robert Rauschenberg Foundation; ©

Robert Rauschenberg Foundation / Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY

In 1951, Robert Rauschenberg painted a series of stretched

canvases a plain, solid white, leaving minimal brush or roller

marks. Each of these works consists of a different number of

panels—there are one-, two-, three- (as seen here), four-, and

seven-panel iterations—and they are known collectively as the

White Paintings.  The units within each painting are uniform in size,

proportionally balanced, and modular. Because Rauschenberg

considered it essential that they be pristine, all of the works in the

series have a history of being repainted and even refabricated

from scratch, usually by friends or studio assistants—an

extraordinary conceptual choice in 1951. The artist’s positioning of

these works as remakeable has not been fully addressed in any

recent or historical interpretations or criticism. Instead, scholars

have focused almost exclusively on their status as receptors for

light and shadow, a reading that has been heavily influenced by

composer John Cage’s (1912–1992) earliest writings on the series.

Moreover, because the White Paintings all emerged from a single

concept and each painting’s surface is basically indistinguishable

from that of the next, the tendency, understandably, has been to

treat the White Paintings en bloc, rather than as individual pieces.

One might draw associations based purely on specific panel

configurations—the use of the traditional triptych format, for

example, makes White Painting [three panel] the most classical

work of the group. But beyond this type of connotation, little can

be said to distinguish any single painting from another. This essay,

therefore, will address both the specific physical history of this

three-panel painting and the history of repainting and

refabrication shared by all five works in the series, with the aim of

situating the White Paintings as a groundbreaking precursor to

Conceptualism.
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After completing the White Paintings in early fall 1951 at Black

Mountain College near Asheville, North Carolina, Rauschenberg

immediately tried to secure an exhibition at Betty Parsons Gallery,

New York, where he had shown a different body of work the

previous spring. In an effusive letter to Parsons posted on October

18, 1951, from Black Mountain, he described his recently completed

paintings as if they had descended through divine inspiration. His

often-quoted characterizations of these works, such as, “they are

large white (1 white as 1 GOD)” and “it is completely irrelevant that

I am making them—Today is their creater [sic],”  cast the artist as a

spiritual vessel or conduit for a higher message. Branden W.

Joseph has connected the expression of spirituality in this letter

(and, by extension, in the White Paintings themselves) to the

religious overtones of Rauschenberg’s 1949–50 paintings, including

Crucifixion and Reflection (ca. 1950, Menil Collection) and

particularly Mother of God (ca. 1950).
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Joseph also convincingly identifies a strain of critic Clement

Greenberg’s formalist mode of Modernism in the language of

Rauschenberg’s letter. Fittingly, Joseph further suggests that with

the White Paintings, Rauschenberg enacted the evolution toward

essential flatness foretold by Greenberg as the extreme, logical

end point of modernist painting.  With this flatness would come

an absolute eradication of image, mark, and color. Taking this

argument a step further, the removal of painterly gestures of any

kind would in effect require the elimination of the artist’s hand.

Rauschenberg fully embraced this, doing away with evidence that

the White Paintings were handmade and even relinquishing his

role as creator by enlisting friends to help repaint their surfaces in

1952–53. In choosing this path, he threw into turmoil the notion of

an “original” painting. The remark “Today is their creator” could

thus be read as an altogether different statement of faith, one

centered on abdication of the concept of individual authorship.
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Given Rauschenberg’s known lack of financial resources in the

1950s and his propensity for reusing canvases, it is likely that the

White Paintings began to be remade and repainted almost

immediately after their completion in fall 1951, a fact that testifies

to the artist’s understanding of these works as primarily

conceptual rather than material. In some cases, he used these

paintings as the supports for entirely new works, then resurrected

the original White Paintings years later. The 1951 three-panel White

Painting is believed to have been painted over almost immediately

as Untitled [matte black triptych] (ca. 1951, fig. 2).  In fact, there is

no exhibition history or any other evidence to indicate that White

Painting [three panel] was extant between 1951 and 1968;  in those

years, most of the original White Paintings had slipped out of

existence, their canvases used as the supports for other pieces.

Though artists throughout history have created new works on

used canvases, Rauschenberg did so with an unusual frequency

and ease, particularly in the early 1950s.  Looking back at that

period some ten years later, he commented, “Today I wouldn’t do

that. . . . I’d know that an early picture might be better than

something I was working on right now. But then I just thought, Oh,

the next thing will be much better!”  In the case of the White

Paintings, it is clear that the artist had something else in mind.

When painted over, the works did not permanently cease to exist,

sacrificed for the promise of something better to come. Instead,

they went dormant, each of them living on as a concept, with the

potential to be made again in the future.
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Notably, these works were not

always or even usually repainted

or remade by Rauschenberg;

they may in fact have been

painted by others from the very

beginning. Rauschenberg

reported that Cy Twombly (1928–

2011) helped paint some of them,

most likely during the 1952

summer session at Black

Mountain College, where both

artists were students.  It is

entirely plausible that the White

Paintings in John Cage’s Theater

Piece #1  at Black Mountain that

summer—the series’ first public

appearance—were second iterations of the fall 1951 paintings.

Twombly may also have helped Rauschenberg prepare two from

the series—the two panel and seven panel—for their September

1953 exhibition at the Stable Gallery, New York  (fig. 3). The

negative critical response to the White Paintings at this first

showing has been addressed by other authors, particularly Roni

Feinstein and Joseph.  Of the six reviewers, three chose to ignore

the works altogether, and the other three either reviled them or

proclaimed that they were not art. The disfavor stemmed

primarily from the fact that in the eyes of the reviewers the White

Paintings did not look painted. Dore Ashton noted that the white

canvases seemed untouched, and identified this as the source of

their failing: they lacked the trace of the artist’s hand, and this left

them bereft of any reference or relevance to human culture and

history.  Herbert Crehan characterized the unpainted quality of

the White Paintings as an affront, dismissing them as

“incompatible with the needs of professional painting.”  In the

early 1950s art world, which was dominated by the gestural,

painterly ethos of Abstract Expressionism, the White Paintings

were too bitter a pill, even for critics and audiences unaware that

Rauschenberg might not have painted their mute white surfaces

himself. Not a single critic attempted to construct a framework for

understanding or interpreting this innovative body of work.
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Notes

Into this critical vacuum stepped Cage, whose enthusiastic

embrace of the White Paintings has dominated discourse about

the series ever since, especially with relation to his iconic silent

piece 4’33” (1952).  The Greenbergian undercurrents and spiritual

references in Rauschenberg’s 1951 letter to Parsons were quickly

subsumed by the interpretive armature Cage’s engagement with

the paintings supplied.  Several weeks into the 1953 exhibition at

the Stable Gallery mentioned above, Cage wrote a poetic

declaration in their honor:

6

17

18

To Whom / No subject / No image / No taste / No object / No

beauty / No message / No talent / No technique (no why) / No idea

/ No intention / No art / No object / No feeling / No black / No

white (no and) / After careful consideration, I have come to the

conclusion that there is nothing in these paintings that could not

be changed, that they can be seen in any light and are not

destroyed by the action of shadows. / Hallelujah! the blind can see

again; the water’s fine.19

This statement was hung in the gallery, then printed as an

addendum to a New York Herald Tribune review of the show by

Emily Genauer some weeks after it closed, and has since become a

touchstone for discussions of the series. While the lines “No talent

/ No technique” are the most direct reference to the idea that the

artist’s hand has been completely removed from these works,

nearly all of this language points to Rauschenberg’s radical

renunciation of authorship in the White Paintings.
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Ultimately, however, it was Cage’s emphasis on the action of light

and shadow on the white surfaces of these paintings that had the

greatest impact on shaping their interpretation by art historians.

In Cage’s formulation, the White Paintings are open screens that

invite and register fluctuations in light levels and activity in their

environment. In 1961, he expanded on this reading in his widely

circulated and highly influential article “On Robert Rauschenberg,

Artist, and His Work,” memorably asserting that “the white

paintings were airports for the lights, shadows and particles” and

noting that they “caught whatever fell on them.”  Most authors

take Cage’s text at its most basic level and describe the White

Paintings as empty stages. The series is frequently positioned as

among the earliest group of works in which Rauschenberg sought

to let the world into his art, and it is put forth as an example of his

ongoing involvement with indexical marking, the direct transfer or

tracing of an object or body (or in this case, light and shadow)

onto the surface of a work.  Yet these assessments miss much of

the subtlety of Cage’s thinking about receptivity.
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A more nuanced reading of Cage opens new ways of

understanding the White Paintings and their relationship to his

composition 4’33”, a work whose approach to silence has often

been misunderstood. Discussions of 4’33” have tended to conclude

that its purpose is to emphasize that there is no such thing as true

silence and to encourage listeners to appreciate the raw,

unorchestrated aural experience of the world around them. Like

the suggestion that the White Paintings reflect shifts in light and

shadow, this interpretation of 4’33” situates the work as an

attempt to draw attention to the subtle phenomena that infuse

our environment but are rarely appreciated for their emotive or

expressive effects. Yet Cage’s Zen-infused concept of silence was

in fact far more complex and fluid. As James Pritchett and others

have established, Cage considered silence to be neither the

opposite of sound and music nor its absence. For him, silence was

a landscape of unintentional sounds experienced between

intentional sounds; as such, it was absolutely substantive,

inseparable from and interdependent with sound.  By extension,

we might expand our view of the White Paintings, considering

them not as inert screens waiting to be activated by life’s subtle

projections but rather as provocative agents of activity and

profoundly physical objects that link our actions and perceptions,

making us aware of the same perceptual interdependency that

was central to silence for Cage.
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Cage’s score for 4’33” exists in several forms, but it is essentially a

set of directions prompting the performer to indicate the

beginning and end of each movement. The compositional

structure sets up a framework for the experience, but audience

activity, concert hall acoustics, and even weather ultimately

dominate the aural landscape, overwriting any authorial presence

Cage might have had. Rauschenberg’s White Paintings function

much the same way.  In 1965 the artist prepared written

instructions for their execution in advance of an exhibition

organized by Pontus Hultén for the Moderna Museet, Stockholm.

The modular configurations of the panels in each painting are

based on mathematical ratios: White Painting [three panel]

measures 72 x 108 inches overall, with each unit being exactly half

as wide as it is tall. Beyond these prescribed measurements and

the uniform application of white paint, the artist’s control ends.

Each time the works are installed, lighting conditions, room color,

seasonal changes, and activity within the space alter their

appearance. If one arrangement better suits the irregularities of

the wall on which they are hung, the order of the panels may be

changed as well.  This history of repainting and refabrication

reinforces the parallel with 4’33”—not only do the exhibition

settings change but the paintings themselves can and do as well.
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The first documented presentation of White Painting [three panel]

was at the Leo Castelli Gallery, New York, in the October 1968

exhibition White Paintings 1951, a small show focused solely on the

five White Paintings. As Minimalism coalesced and gained

recognition in the mid-1960s, Rauschenberg and Castelli wanted to

establish the precedence of this body of work, as the inclusion of

the paintings’ original creation date in the exhibition title attests.

Before the show, Rauschenberg directed Brice Marden (b. 1938),

who worked for him as a studio assistant at the time, to prepare

the entire series, including executing new versions of any missing

panels. The extant White Painting [three panel] is believed to be

the very work shown in the exhibition, which was fabricated by a

hired stretcher-maker and painted by Marden according to

Rauschenberg’s verbal instructions.  Marden recalls being given

very little specific direction—just dimensions and the charge to

eliminate brush marks from the painted surface. The paintings

were to appear completely anonymous.
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The fact that these 1951 paintings had been remade by someone

other than the artist in advance of the Castelli show did not go

unremarked by critics. Grace Glueck referred to them as “simply

replicas” but was not especially troubled by this history, noting,

“The artist’s intention was that the works can and should be re-

created by diagram.”  The exhibition’s only other reviewer, Robert

Pincus-Witten, was far more vexed by these “reconstructions—re-

issuings, reproductions, what have you,” unable even to find the

vocabulary to describe their existential status. These remade

paintings transgressed his conviction that “some critical portion of

a work of art . . . is irretrievably linked to the actual moment in

which it was fabricated.”  He concluded that in 1968, the White

Paintings must be seen either as forgeries or as approximations of

the originals with entirely different intentions. However, the

Castelli exhibition achieved the aim of making a place for

Rauschenberg in the early lineage of what would shortly be

labeled Minimalism, with one reviewer noting that they looked

“like prophecies of 1968, elegant and extreme.”  Glueck describes

the White Paintings as precursors to “Cool” (her term for the

stripped-down painting and sculpture that had yet to be assigned

its “-ism”). For his part Pincus-Witten conceded that, as works of

1951, the White Paintings had been important precursors to “the

current minimal mode.”

12

28

29

30

31 

32

Rauschenberg, who was always deeply engaged with other artists,

would have been well aware not only of the aesthetics of

Minimalism but also of related developments, such as process art

and Conceptualism, which had been incubating since at least 1962

and began to emerge in exhibitions and art journals in 1966–67.

Beyond the ascendance of Minimalism, the process-oriented and

idea-based work and writing of artists such as Sol LeWitt (1928–

2007) and Robert Morris (b. 1931) would certainly have been a

catalyst for showing the White Paintings in 1968. Rauschenberg

and Morris’s connection through Judson Dance Theater and

Surplus Dance Theater reached back to 1962, and the years 1966 to

1968 were decisive in Morris’s evolution as both a writer and artist

as he moved from his minimalist work to his permutations, felt,

and thread waste pieces.  LeWitt’s first wall drawings were

executed at the Paula Cooper Gallery, New York, in October 1968.

His pivotal article “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art,” published in the

summer of 1967, articulated the parameters of Conceptualism as

follows: “All of the planning and decisions are made beforehand

and the execution is a perfunctory affair. . . . It is usually free from

the dependence on the skill of the artist as a craftsman.”  The

existence of the White Paintings as nothing more than a concept

and a set of measurements from 1953 until the Castelli show

conforms perfectly to LeWitt’s definition.  By showing these

freshly executed paintings in 1968, Rauschenberg not only

established his work from 1951 as a precursor to Minimalism but

also asserted a place for the White Paintings in the evolution of

Conceptualism.
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Since the Castelli show, White Painting [three panel] has been

completely repainted at least once, but it is not believed to have

been refabricated, suggesting yet another turn of thinking for the

artist.  Instead of allowing the painting to float in and out of

existence, he seems to have determined that this particular

execution should stand as the artwork of record. His attention

turned to the maintenance of the pristine surface, and he

specified a formulation of Benjamin Moore & Co. paint as the

white of choice for any future repaintings.  Perhaps it was at the

moment of his 1997 retrospective—with the White Paintings firmly

placed in the lineage of Minimalism and Conceptualism—that

Rauschenberg signed and inscribed the verso of the work, dated it

1951, and added a red thumbprint on the wooden strainer bar of

each panel, leaving the mark of his hand on the painting for the

very first time.
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A five-panel painting created in 1951 as part of the original series was
dismantled or destroyed and never shown. Walter Hopps suggests that one
of its panels may have been used in an early state of Monogram (1955–59). See
Walter Hopps, Robert Rauschenberg: The Early 1950s (Houston: Menil
Foundation and Houston Fine Art Press, 1991), 80. Curiously, Rauschenberg
never chose to refabricate the five-panel work.!
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