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preface

The selected writings included in this booklet pro-
vide a glimpse into the work being done by students 
in the Spring 2018 Art Criticism (ATC 117) course at 
Saint Mary’s College of California. The majority of the 
student authors represented here contribute their 
first formal endeavor to write about contemporary 
art. Written only six weeks into the semester, the work 
clearly demonstrates an emerging passion and facility 
for art criticism on the part of the students.

The participants in the course come from various dis-
ciplines, including Art and Art History, English, Sociol-
ogy, Philosophy, Ethnic Studies, History, Psychology, 
Biology, Chemistry, Business, and other fields across 
the Schools of Liberal Arts, Science, and Business. 
Their writings address a variety of themes: the aes-
thetics of preservation and loss, the representation of 
traumatic historical memory, the cultural archive, the 
conceptual delineation of the work of art, the dialec-
tics of order and chaos, immanence and transcen-
dence in the politics of art, and many others. 
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The students begin the course by studying, reporting 
on, and discussing in a seminar forum a sampling of 
key twentieth-century voices in the discipline. These 
voices range from Clement Greenberg, Harold Rosen-
berg, Michael Fried, and Leo Steinberg to Joseph 
Kosuth, Rosalind Krauss, Lucy Lippard, Douglas Crimp, 
among others. During the second half of the course, 
the students turn to selected essays and interviews 
currently published in major journals on contemporary 
art: Artforum, Art Monthly, Bidoun, Bomb, e-flux, Frieze, 
Modern Painters, Mousse, and SFAQ, to name a few. To 
guide the study of both sets of readings, small teams of 
three students are assembled to distill each text’s basic 
argument and to stage and facilitate a class discussion 
with relevant background information and interpretive 
questions. 

The first set of established texts is preassigned by the 
professor, who takes on the role of guiding the students 
through their own readings of the texts while helping 
the class gain a footing in the conceptual terrain. The 
second set of readings, each drawn from a contempo-
rary art journal or magazine, is selected by small student 
teams, who each subsequently report on a chosen 
publication’s mission, history, and position within the 
field before then introducing and running a discussion 
of one selected article featured in a recent issue of the 
publication. During the Spring 2018 course, for exam-
ple, the students identified a wide range of articles and 
interviews for the second half of the term. This material 
covered topics including art at the limit of the anthropo-
cene, the history of a contemporary art center in Cairo 
during the Egyptian revolution, a feminist account of la-
bor in contemporary art, asian futurism and techno-ori-
entalism, the positive aesthetics of the fake, and others. 

Beyond an engagement with the main argument of 
each text, the classroom discussions give special atten-
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tion to the intertextual nature of these writings and 
to the cross-fertilizing yet often contentious dialogue 
between art and art criticism implied by each text. At 
this level, the ongoing classroom conversation that 
takes place over the fourteen weeks of the semester 
aims to construct a flexible network of themes, ideas, 
vocabularies, and frameworks that can distinguish 
how each individual piece of art criticism speaks with-
in a shifting cultural exchange on art and its contem-
porary relevance.  

To complement their traditional academic study of 
art criticism, the students venture out in study groups 
every week to Bay Area art galleries, museums, and 
other cultural centers to research the organizational 
mission, history, and design of these exhibit venues 
while highlighting one exhibit or artist within the 
venue’s current programming. The study groups then 
meet to prepare a presentation of their field work, 
which they deliver in a subsequent class session with 
the aim of prompting discussion and reflection back 
on the ongoing conversation about course readings. 

Throughout the semester, the students focus atten-
tion on the craft of writing art criticism guided by 
the process of group critique and by their reading of 
Gilda Williams’ text, How to Write About Contempo-
rary Art. To materialize their process, students submit 
weekly entries from a journal notebook they keep 
throughout the term, in which they enter art-critical 
drafts, notes and reflections on class discussions and 
readings, observations on art and art venues, and 
experiments with ideas, sketches, and writing.

This term has been the first opportunity for the Art 
Criticism course to be offered at Saint Mary’s College. 
The students are preparing their final writings as this 
publication goes to press, and based on the level of 
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conversation in class sessions during the second half 
of the term, we anticipate an array of compelling and 
nuanced writing. Moving forward, the Art + Art History 
Department expects to offer the course every third or 
fourth semester. Open to students across campus, ATC 
117 Art Criticism satisfies the Artistic Understanding 
Learning Goal of the Saint Mary’s College Core Curric-
ulum. It is also a key upper division elective for students 
interested in majoring or minoring in Art Theory + 
Criticism.

Peter Freund
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Fault Lines of Preservation

Sierra Nguyen

The original de Young Museum was constructed 
between the early 1920s and mid ’60s, but suffered 
damage in 1989 due to the Loma Prieta earthquake 
that rattled the San Francisco area. Deemed unsafe, 
the building was torn down in 2002 and rebuilt three 
years later, completely reconstructed with huge 
seismic shock absorbers in defiance of earthquakes. 
Installations, sculptures and earthworks were com-
missioned for the unveiling of the new building. 
One of those is a work by British land art artist, Andy 
Goldsworthy.

Goldsworthy is known to many through the 2001 and 
2017 documentaries, Rivers and Tides and Leaning 
into the Wind. It was his work at the de Young that 
first cemented his relationship with San Francisco, 
earning him an on-going project with the Presidio 
Trust, where he has created four site-specific earth-
works in the park: Spire (2008), Wood Line (2011), 
Tree Fall (2013), and Earth Wall (2014). As captured 
Rivers and Tides, his style suggests temporality that 
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teeters on the edge of collapse. Over time, the natural 
materials used in his works decay and return to their 
natural state and serve of reminders of the history of 
the site on which they were planted, constructed, or 
cracked. Drawn Stone (2005) is no different.

Drawn Stone is imbedded in the courtyard tile of the 
de Young Museum. Goldsworthy carefully composed a 
continuous zigzagging fissure that runs from the edge 
of the Music Concourse roadway in front of the muse-
um, down its main walkway, into the exterior courtyard, 
and up to the museum’s main entrance door. Along 
this path, the crack intersects, cleaves and bisects 
eight large rough-hewn stone slabs found in the 
courtyard. These stones allow visitors a seat to view 
the building’s copper skin, chosen for its changeable 
quality through oxidation, which assumes a rich patina 
over time that blends gracefully with the museum’s 
surrounding natural environment. Aptly, the stones are 
Appleton Greenmore sandstone, quarried from York-

Andy Goldsworthy, Drawn Stone (2005)
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shire, where Goldsworthy grew up. This is not simply 
a sentimental connection to the artist’s hometown, 
however. Much like the building’s copper exterior, 
the stones were selected for their oxidizing proper-
ties. The ocher-orange color of the stones is caused 
by oxidized iron in the soil that stains the stone and 
seeps into its center. The oxidizing properties of the 
building and its courtyard count their own growth 
and decay, pointing to the inevitable effects of time.  

Drawn Stone provides a window, a glimpse, a crack 
into the museum: while the fissure doesn’t lead 
guests to the entrance, its winding and curving 
across the courtyard almost mimics how one would 
wander in the museum, not necessarily following a 
set path or straight line. Its simple wall placard near 
the museum’s second floor window identifies the 
work and the artist if one is lucky to stumble upon it. 
When seen from above, the fissure suggests a topo-
graphical map that curves across the pavement laid 
out by Goldsworthy and his team. Walking into the 
museum via the courtyard, one might not think the 
simple crack is art, but merely an unintended flaw in 
the building’s grounds. But this impression adds to 
the work; the thin line running through the ground 
from the driveway to the entrance is often over-
looked. It is merely a gentle indication of what has 
happened, what may happen, and what will happen 
given California’s tectonic topography.

Much like the location of the de Young, the stones 
are a sculpture of their geological and topological 
history in which they are placed. It is a reminder of 
the museum’s history and the fragility of its contents 
and structurings. In addition to exhibiting a wide 
survey of Californian art and history, the museum 
houses an eclectic collection of oddities and curios-
ities from American art, international textile arts and 
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costumes, and art of the ancient Americas, Oceania, 
and Asia. It is also deeply devoted to the conserva-
tion and preservation of objects, paintings, paper and 
textiles, opening its conservation department in the 
early 70s as a brace for disaster preparedness. This 
department actively collaborates across the museum 
to address issues of exhibition design, lighting, climate 
control, storage, and maintenance of the works. While 
the tiles were painfully hand cracked by Goldsworthy 
and his team, Drawn Stone challenges the historical 
conservation the de Young prides itself on, being pur-
posely faulted and allowed to remain faulted, a literal 
drawing in stone.

It seems as though the dimensions of Drawn Stone 
extend the entire courtyard, tethered to the institution, 
apart of it, and a reflection of it. Yet Drawn Stone is 
dialectically bound: while part of the seemingly perma-
nent structure of the courtyard, the piece ages, oxi-
dizes, and with time, will extend along its man-made 
fault, accentuating nature’s power to undermine or 
destroy even the most monumental works constructed. 
In this way it foregrounds the literal fault lines that run 
beneath the institution: no amount of humidity control, 
restoration, or shock absorbers can defend what we 
preserve and protect from the repetition of the past; 
that is in part the fault lines of history and the fault 
lines of preservation.
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Kate Bonner’s Bending Back

Jamie Trunnell

 
Extending out into unclaimed space, Kate Bonner’s 
acrylic on wood painting, Bending Back, presents 
two dimensionality and spatial depth with uncom-
fortable indistinction. All but entirely rejecting the 
tabular mold associated with paintings, Bonner 
disrupts the clean-cut uniformity of the wood canvas 
with a physical protrusion resembling a dislodged 
object. Cut into a small rectangle and bent into the 
air like the tabs of a pop-up book, the left side of the 
painting is somewhat freed from its planer existence, 
left to dangle from its source like an almost de-
tached appendage. Though brought forth into the 
third dimension, the protrusion retains its flat na-
ture, existing concurrently in its old and new reality. 
This retention of both three dimensional and flat 
elements – existing as both painting and sculpture 
– allows Bending Back, like much of Bonner’s other 
work, to reside in what can be described as “the area 
between,” fully committing its parts to neither and 
dwelling in its own nameless distinction.   
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Neatly crossing the surface of Bending Back are pho-
tographs of various sizes, their content further distort-
ed by the sudden physical break. Manipulated to a 
point just this side of unrecognition, Bonner’s use of 
layered photos, square strips of paint, and cloud-like 
paint blots hide away most of what the photographs 
contain. Only glimpses of an image can be deciphered 
under the veils of paint – one depicting a windowsill, 
another displaying a green field. Brown, white, and 
black paint that clouds the images seems to be de-
rived from the photographs used, allowing the partial 
images to bleed onto the canvas and push past the 
confines of their square borders.

Bonner herself has mentioned that the concept of 
space expansion underlies much of her work in an 

Kate Bonner, Bending Back (2017)
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attempt to “physically extend a photograph.” As 
such, she purposes the canvas to be both a support 
and frame with which  photos can spread them-
selves outward. Yet, in paintings like Bending Back, 
the frame does not merely support the images but 
actively fights them, subsequently confronting ideals 
regarding a frame’s purpose. While frames are typi-
cally regarded as a thin screen or clear looking glass 
with which a viewer can connect with an art piece, in 
Bonner’s painting the canvas as a frame breaks apart 
and warps its image, adding to the general distor-
tion and hiding its contents away from leering eyes.

Distortion is baked into Bonner’s process, and thus 
abounds in a painting where each photo has un-
dergone some process of continual manipulation. 
Beginning with a single photograph, Bonner uses 
materials like paint to deform it, scans it into a com-
puter, and digitally alters it. The image is then print-
ed out and placed onto a (usually) broken surface 
where it is tampered with again. By the end of the 
process, the photograph practically smears across 
the end product, now blended and obscured into 
and by its frame as an entirely different creature from 
its original source- just like photography.

As of late, photography is practically everywhere. 
From social media accounts to family albums, the 
photograph has turned into a massive tool for social 
communication and a channel through which people 
can capture, collect, and preserve memories. How-
ever, as pointed out by Susan Sontag in her text On 
Photography, this phenomenon consequently leads 
to pictures (having been essentialized to fragmented 
bits of reality) losing their meaning and context when 
exchanged between people. That in an internet age 
of endless information exchange leaves the public 
with what Sontag describes as “images of images”- 
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photographs reproduced so many times that they 
morph into separate entities. Ergo, pictures that are 
dynamic and alive to some are left with the potential 
to be rendered dead and static to others.

In works like Bending Back, Bonner takes that insight 
and applies it to her process, using each manipula-
tion as a step away from the original idea or picture.
Whatever meaning that may have been clear when 
Bonner first captured the photos included in Bending 
Back is stripped away, leaving it contextless or almost 
so. However, the ever-changing context of a photo-
graph doesn’t seem to be the only aspect of modern 
photography Bonner draws attention to. Her choice to 
physically alter the surface on which her images will be 
displayed points towards the changing morphology of 
photography – an aspect that, while rapidly shifting, 
goes almost unnoticed by the general public.

In the creation of a surface that can’t be entirely 
defined as two or three dimensional, Bonner directly 
attacks the clean distortions applied to dimensional-
ity as a whole, especially in relation to photography. 
Photographs have taken on new forms in recent years, 
garnering some change about what constitutes a 
“real photograph.” Having a physical form no longer 
seems a requirement, as technological inventions like 
the cloud allow photographs to exist as a phantom, 
seemingly omnipresent though physically no more 
than code in a distant computer. Nevertheless, when 
prompted to imagine “the photograph,” solid, phys-
ical prints or pieces of paper still come to mind for 
most, even if most photos today may never be printed 
on paper. Thus, the ambiguity Bonner creates between 
the second and third dimension may allude to the 
nature of photographs in the cloud, caught between 
physical reality and the virtual. 
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Prussian Blue: Dachau

Wendy Melendez

 

Yishai Jusidman’s solo exhibition at the Yerba Buena 
Center for the Arts, Prussian Blue, centers on the 
role of color in his paintings. All thirty-two of his 
works, painted in the shade of Prussian blue, ref-
erence the pesticide, Zyklon-B, whose chemical 
reaction left blue residues in the gas chambers of the 
Holocaust. Dachau, a painting named for the Nazi 
concentration camp it depicts, like the other work 
in this exhibit, takes an exceptional approach to its 
disturbing subject matter. 

Created with acrylic on wood and mounted on an 
artist frame, Dachau depicts a gas chamber in a 
direct, photorealistic style. The 30 x 46-inch painting 
presents a two-point perspective that makes the cor-
ner of the room the focal point of the canvas. From 
this angle, one can see the back and left brick walls 
of the room, which contain five small, square vents 
and half of a metal door. The floor of the chamber 
has tile-like brickwork, with four dark vents on the 
floor, while the ceiling presents eleven round vents. 
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The perspective of the painting engulfs the viewer in 
the expanse of the large, empty gas chamber.

The paintings in Prussian Blue all reference the Ho-
locaust – from canvases painted entirely in Prussian 
blue, or paintings of doors and pipes at concentration 
camps. However, Dachau differentiates itself from the 
larger exhibition by addressing the physicality of a 
violent space. Rather than depicting components that 
enable violence, Dachau exhibits the actual space that 
hosted death, which forces viewers to imagine them-
selves in the setting of genocide.

Dachau’s emphasis on space becomes important in 
re-framing the approach to the Holocaust. Post-war 
artists found the Holocaust to be a dicey subject to 
tackle, and often depicted it through violent scenes 
of human suffering, such as in the work of Edward 
Ainsworth and Leslie Cole.[1] Dachau takes a different 
approach because it does not recreate the violence 
of the Holocaust; rather, it creates a contemplative 
canvas, which allows the viewer to reflect on their 

Yishai Jusidman, Dachau (2010-12)
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own emotions and understanding of the genocide. 
Because the violence of the Holocaust is so incom-
prehensible to the outside viewer, Dachau’s still and 
empty space cannot provide a full understanding of 
the experiences of those killed in the gas chambers; 
however, it can encourage empathy and solidarity for 
their suffering. The introspective reflection Dachau 
prompts is important in present times, for rather than 
fixating on violence, the painting’s solemn scene en-
courages deeper connection to the Holocaust, which 
would be difficult with the “shock factor” of a grue-
some depiction. This reflection encourages audienc-
es to internalize the knowledge of the Holocaust.

In addition to the importance of space in Dachau, 
color has an imperative role. Dachau primarily uses 
shades of Prussian blue, which creates a monochro-
matic blue-grey palette. In the painting, the darker 
shades of blue are applied realistically to the places 
that would have shadows and darkness, such as the 
back walls, vents, and corners of the room. The fore-
ground of the painting sees lighter tones of blue-
beige bricks. The result is an illustration resembling a 
vintage black-and-white photo.

This deliberation in color resembles those of the 
‘color field painters,’ who isolated and emphasized 
color in their work. Most color field painters sepa-
rated emotion from the painting; yet, artists such as 
Mark Rothko alluded to metaphorical implications of 
color, as in his painting, Untitled (Black on Grey). The 
use of black and grey in this piece suggest death 
and darkness.[2] This exact concept permeates 
Dachau, for the Prussian blue pigment is not only a 
direct reference to the Holocaust but also an allusion 
to sadness and grief. The dreariness of the mute 
blue hues are in line with the connotation equating 
blue with sorrow. As a result, the use of Prussian blue 
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acts as a catalyst for understanding the grief of the Ho-
locaust, just as the color black and grey examine death 
in Rothko’s paintings. The deliberation in the use of 
Prussian blue draws out feelings of sadness and deso-
lation and helps the viewer feel the radical unease of 
the gas chambers.

In Dachau, specific colors also act as a self-referential 
tool. The colors of Prussian blue are lightened using 
“flesh tones,” which create the lighter bricks in the 
foreground of the painting, and add a beige hue to 
the piece. Silicon dioxide powder – made from the 
same material as the pellets containing Zyklon B –  was 
placed on the drying paint to create the hazy color 
effect that constitutes the vintage look of the painting.
[3]  These direct colors reference the victims, the gas 
pellets, and pesticides. As a result, these elements 
create a “self-portrait” of the Holocaust, for these 
components and colors all had a direct role in the 
gas chambers. This use of colors associated with the 
Holocaust allows for Dachau to be a more objective 
representation of the chamber.   

Ultimately, the components of space and color in 
Dachau allow for an alternative view of the Holo-
caust. The realistic portrayal of the empty and still 
gas chamber, coupled with the somber mood of the 
color Prussian blue, allows viewers to re-contextualize 
perspectives of this historical event. The Holocaust 
was one of the worst tragedies in human history; yet 
contemporary society has not much learned from it. 
Violence is evident in the present day through mass 
shootings, war, hate crimes, discrimination, ethnic 
cleansing, forced migrations, class warfare, and so on. 
While this violence is arguably not on the scale of the 
Holocaust, systemic violations of human rights persist. 
Few would challenge the imperative for contemporary 
audiences to understand the mechanisms that allow 
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large-scale horrors to continue. Perhaps equally 
important – and so Jusidman’s art would seem to 
propose – is the imperative to develop a sensitivity 
to the tragedies of the past. This latter orientation is 
invoked by the aesthetic bearing of paintings such as 
Dachau, in which the viewer is asked to confront his-
tory by cultivating a deeper personal understanding 
of past tragedies through introspective reflection.

 
Notes 

[1] “Artists Response to the Holocaust.” IWR. Imperial War 
Museums. https://www.iwn.org.ul/history/artists-respond-
ing-to-the-holocaust.

[2] “Untitled by Mark Rothko (Black on Grey).” Mark 
Rothko – Paintings, Prints, Bibliography and Mark Rothko 
Artwork. http://markrothko.org/untitled-black-on-grey/.

[3] Jusidman, Yishai. “Prussian Blue.” Yishai Jusidman. Oc-
tober 11. http://www.yishaijusidman.com/prussian-blue/.
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Ellsworth Kelly, Cité (1951)
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Spring Cleaning: The Forgotten 
Photography of Ellsworth Kelly

Alexa Oliveira

Having one of the largest collections of art by Ells-
worth Kelly in the world, the SFMOMA worked close-
ly with the artist before his death in 2015 to create an 
ongoing exhibition called “Approaching American 
Abstraction.” The body of work includes pieces that 
are regularly on exhibit as well as works that reside 
in the Museum’s storage facility. Through the “Artist 
Initiative Program,” the Museum relied heavily on the 
close relationship with Kelly and a group of skilled 
staff to develop the layout of the exhibition. Four gal-
lery rooms within the Museum exclusively present his 
artwork, while certain of his works are spread to other 
rooms throughout the SFMOMA exhibition halls. It is 
worth noting that there is additional work of Kelly’s – 
in the SFMOMA overall collection – that remains alto-
gether excluded from view. Despite the artist’s hand 
in the curatorial design of the permanent exhibition, 
these excluded works – particularly his photography 
– bear an important relationship to Kelly’s oeuvre and 
an understanding of his artistic practice.
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Kelly describes his paintings as similar to the way he 
lived his life in the ‘present tense.’ This sentiment 
might suggest a need to slow down, to take time to 
investigate and consider the world around us while 
appreciating the visual experiences in our life by 
physically experiencing his work. Kelly worked with the 
idea of structure, sometimes implementing it through 
large forms and shaped canvases. These abstractions 
are minimized glimpses of the world seen through the 
artist’s eyes, necessitating a full investigation by the 
viewer. His abstracted forms draw from his black and 
white photography captured by a borrowed Leica [2].  
This fact remains widely obscured by the common ref-
erence to Kelly as a painter and sculptor – as one finds 
on the SFMOMA website – without mention of his work 
as a photographer. 

Focusing on shadows, his photography has a sense of 
mystery and openness of interpretation. Appropriating 
these moments of inspiration from reality, Kelly uses 

Ellsworth Kelly, Beach Cabana, Meschers (1950) - (Above Left)
Ellsworth Kelly, Shadows from Balcony, Meschers (1950) - (Above Right)
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the origins of the world around him to develop his 
work, saying, “It was a new freedom: there was no 
longer the need to compose. The subject was there 
already made, and I could take from everything; it 
all belonged to me...”[3]. The comment conjures the 
idea of the ‘ready made’ introduced by Marcel Du-
champ, a recontextualization of everyday objects into 
sculpture. While Kelly didn’t actually utilize ‘ready 
made’ objects, the concept can be seen at play in his 
work. He prompts a rethinking of the natural world, 
not just the man-made, as an accumulation of ‘ready 
mades’ [4].

His oil on wood painting, Cité, created in 1951 and 
acquired in 1999, comprises an amalgamation of 
twenty black and white panels hanging on a stark 
white wall.The separate panels create the possibility 
of a different arrangement, thus changing the com-
position. The piece bears resemblance to some of his 
photographic prints from 1950, which can be found 
on the SFMOMA’s online gallery, specifically Beach 
Cabana, Meschers and Shadows of the Balcony, 
Meschers. While similar shapes are evident in the 
print of the beach cabana chair as in the painting, 
the use of shadow and architectural structure creates 
the pattern in the other photo. The light streaming 
onto the balcony casts a shadow onto the wall of the 
building caught in a moment of inspiration for Kelly.

Both black and white gelatin silver prints were 
printed in 2015 by Kelly and given as gifts to the 
SFMOMA two years after his death. One would think 
these works taken in 1950 – never seen by the public 
– would be worthy of display as a possible refer-
ence point for Kelly’s painting the year later and for 
insight into his artistic process more generally. While 
presenting the photography, the Museum’s online 
gallery provides no suggestion of the role of pho-
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tography in Kelly’s overall practice, nor any technical 
information about this work. 

Perhaps leaving Ellsworth Kelly’s photography hidden 
in the shadows of the Museum’s archives asks us to 
recall the impetus of Fred Wilson’s project of institu-
tional critique: “What they put on view says a lot about 
a museum, but what they don’t put on view says even 
more” [5]. What is at stake is the understanding of Kel-
ly’s abstraction less as a pattern-making formalism than 
as a sublime transfiguration of the given.

[1] “Ellsworth Kelly.”SFMOMA online. Accessed March 20, 
2018.“https://www.sfmoma.org/artist/Ellsworth_Kelly.

[2] “Ellsworth Kelly: Photographs.”Aperture online. Accessed 
March 20, 2018.https://aperture.org/shop/ellsworth-kel-
ly-photographs/.

[3] “How Ellsworth Kelly: Photographed Abstraction.” Phaid-
on online. Accessed March 20, 2018.http://www.phaidon.
com/agenda/art/articles/2016/february/01/how-ellsworth-kel-
ly-photographed-abstraction/.

[4] Sophie Howarth.“‘Fountain’ Marcel Duchamp, 1917, Repli-
ca 1964.”Tate online. Last modified August 2015 by Jennifer 
Mundy.http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/duchamp-foun-
tain-t07573.

[5] Elisabeth Ginsberg, “Mining the Museum.”Beautiful Trou-
ble online. Accessed March 20, 2018.http://beautifultrouble.
org/case/mining-the-museum/.
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Robert Rauschenberg: An Order of 
Chaos

Desiree Harris

A retrospective featuring innovative American artist 
Robert Rauschenberg’s work is currently on display at 
the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (SFMOMA) 
in the exhibition fittingly titled “Robert Rauschen-
berg: Erasing the Rules.” From the 1940s until his 
passing in 2008, Rauschenberg consistently defied 
tradition with his radical collage-like experimentation 
across different established mediums and his unorth-
odox use of non-traditional materials. As one walks 
through the massive multi-room SFMOMA exhibition 
presenting over 150 of Rauschenberg’s artworks, 
including prints, sculptures, paintings, printmaking, 
and performance art, one can’t help but feel as if this 
work comes from a mind that saw the world differ-
ently. From a compacted stop sign, to a completely 
erased artwork, to a ram figurine sculpture, to a vat 
of bubbling mud (not to mention the countless uses 
of what seem randomly sampled “junk” imagery), his 
art begs the very question, “Is this even art at all?” If 
such apparent madness is to yield a method for the 
visitor, it will help to focus on one of the works. 
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Persimmon (1964), one of Rauschenberg’s most well 
known works, is a 66 x 50 inch oil and silkscreen ink on 
canvas painting. While the competing imagery, col-
ors, and textures give its surface an unorganized and 
chaotic appearance, this visual interference is actually a 
key aspect of the work itself. The work’s apparent inco-
herence asserts an intentional mixing of high and low 
class cultures. Moreover, upon closer inspection, the 
composition appears balanced overall in terms of color 
distribution, framing, textures, and depth.

Sampling imagery from the famous Renaissance 
painting, Venus at a Mirror (1615) by Peter Paul Rubens, 
for example, Rauschenberg placed the iconic woman 
looking at herself in the mirror as the principal image 
of the composition. Even displaced from its traditional 

Robert Rauschenberg, Persimmon (1964)
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context and cast in a monochromatic yellow hue, 
this masterfully painted, elegant nude figure radiates 
beauty and a strong sense of belonging to the upper 
class, as demonstrated by her lush blonde hair, man-
icured face, and metal jewel-encrusted arm band. 
In contrast to this allusion to traditional and high art 
forms, she is surrounded by a border of mundane ob-
jects such as fruit, paint buckets, and an outdoor city 
street scene, which are cast in various monochromatic 
red hues ranging in saturation. In keeping with artistic 
standards, the large yellow figure is centered and the 
point of emphasis, the face in the mirror, is aligned 
according to the rule-of thirds. Both the iconic nature 
of the image and the stark contrast in color establish 
visual weight and draw your immediate attention, 
establishing a clear hierarchy with it as the first and 
dominant read in the work. 

Meanwhile, the red framing and ranges in saturation 
not only balance the work overall, but also direct 
the eye around the rest of the composition, giving 
attention to the other juxtaposed low culture images 
along the way. Additionally, the small amounts of 
bright blue and green paint within the work help to 
further frame and distinguish the center image from 
the red border, due to the contrast in their cool color 
range as opposed to the warmer range found within 
the rest of the piece, as well as the switch in texture 
from paint to printed silkscreen photography.

In continued contrast to traditional painting within 
the characteristically refined and pristine high art 
culture, Persimmon’s various silkscreened elements 
contain rough and uneven edges and abstract forms 
that appear haphazardly selected and pasted onto 
the canvas in various overlapping layers. Adding to 
this disorganizing effect, Rauschenberg applied thick, 
noticeable brush stokes throughout the composition, 
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as shown by the unevenly painted blue sky with white 
and grey clouds, for example. A shamelessly unhidden 
white paint smear near the bottom left corner muddies 
the canvas. Not as random as it may seem, the surface 
remains remarkably flat despite showing several layers. 
As Leo Steinberg famously explained in his 1972 essay, 
“The Flatbed Picture Plane”: 

Through his experimental practices, Rauschenberg 
broke down many traditional art boundaries and rede-
fined what art could be for the generations of artists 
who followed. Formerly presented at Tate Modern 
(London) and the Museum of Modern Art (New York), 
the SFMOMA’s current iteration of the exhibition, 
Robert Rauschenberg: Erasing the Rules, pays spe-
cial tribute to the Museum’s close and longstanding 
relationship with Rauschenberg not only as an artist but 
also as a cherished friend to the late Phyllis C. Wattis 
(1905-2002). Wattis, a well-known philanthropist and art 
collector who served as an active member SFMOMA’s 
Board of Trustees, helped the Museum amass much 
of its excellent collection, including many of Raus-
chenberg’s pieces that are currently on display. Largely 
organized chronologically (and not thematically as one 
might expect), the SFMOMA’s presentation emphasizes 
his multidisciplinary working processes, iconoclastic ap-
proach, and frequent collaborations with other artists. 
It also marks the first retrospective of Rauschenberg’s 
work in nearly twenty years, celebrating the depth and 
range of his six-decade career.

If some collage element such as a pasted-down 
photograph threatened to evoke a topical illusion of 
depth, [Rauschenberg would often ensure that] the 
surface was casually stained or smeared with paint to 
recall its irreducible flatness (Steinberg 975).
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Sam Francis, Untitled (1978)
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Untitled by Sam Francis  

Claire Challancin

 
Science, evidence and data. Modern society is 
constantly looking for ways to scientifically, rationally, 
empirically prove ideas and theories. This obsession 
with empirical knowledge, understood as the ulti-
mate Truth by society, has led people to minimize 
the other essential component of the human expe-
rience: irrationality. Yet, the irrational should not be 
considered less or more important than the rational. 
People need both to enhance themselves, regard-
less of the field they are working in. As Sam Francis 
seems to suggest with his painting Untitled, irratio-
nal and rational, art and science need and strength-
en each other. Through an almost uninterrupted 
experimentation with different styles and subjects, 
Sam Francis realized Untitled at the end of the 1970s 
while his study on grids was about to be taken over 
by a fascination for colorful drips (Guggenheim 
2018). The artist’s shift in interests between these two 
contrasting themes is epitomized in this work, where 
he juxtaposes a grid – the rational – and drips of 
color – the irrational.



32

Although included in the Abstract Expressionist col-
lection at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 
this work was realized in 1978, more than two decades 
after the first generation of the movement (METmu-
seum 2004). The influence of Abstract Expressionism 
on Francis during his formative years – 1940s and 
1950s – was integral to the development of his oeu-
vre. Not only his early works but also his later artistic 
productions reflect it, particularly action painting. For 
instance, the use of drips is an evident reminder of the 
impact of Jackson Pollock’s technique on the Califor-
nia artist. Ultimately, Untitled appears to be a logical 
continuation and reinterpretation of Abstract Expres-
sionism, and it is therefore coherently exhibited in the 
Abstract Expressionism gallery.

The work, presented vertically, extends on a canvas of 
large dimensions – 122 x 78 inches. Francis clarified 
that this work can be hung either vertically or horizon-
tally, since it lacks an identifiable subject (SFMOMA 
2018). Yet, the absence of a central focus to orient the 
painting does not mean absence of protagonists or 
themes. The grid and the drips - developing on the 
whole canvas - and their contrasting natures inevitably 
catch the observer’s attention, becoming the main 
focuses of the work. Juxtaposed with the shiny white 
background of the canvas, drips and grid appear to be 
mainly in dark tones. Yet, chromatic contrasts have a 
central role, with the colors shifting from the brightest 
tones of lemon yellow, to tenuous teal, and bloody 
reds.

Borrowing the grid from a long tradition – from Piet 
Mondrian to Agnes Martin, this structure has indeed 
been extensively studied and interpreted – Francis 
uses it as a matrix to organize – rationalize – his work 
and combines it with the technique of drip painting, 
interpreted by critics as Francis’ “hedonistic celebra-
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tion of human emotion” (Moszynska). Ultimately, the 
juxtaposition of grid and drips results in a piece that 
renders these diverging structures complementary 
and interdependent. The grid embodies rationality, 
giving stability to the piece, whereas the drips imply 
energy and confer movement to it. The order of 
the grid is contrasted and abated by the confusion 
of the drips, and the opposite can be argued as 
well. Grid and drips reciprocally contrast and soften 
each other’s effect. This clash-encounter between 
opposites is further emphasized through the use of 
colors. Cool and warm tones conflict on some areas 
of the canvas and gently blend on others. Luminous 
pigments are contrasted with darker ones, glossy 
strokes and drips juxtaposed to saturated ones. The 
austerity of the dark and matte tones is opposed to 
the vivacity of the gleaming pigments.

Untitled conveys the idea of movement and rest, as 
well as of rationality and irrationality. This artwork 
appears to reproduce on canvas the clash-encounter 
of the two hemispheres of the human brain – the 
rational left side, represented by the grid and the 
matte dark tones, and the creative right side depict-
ed by the drips and the glossy bright colors. There 
might be, as the artist says, no “identifiable” subject; 
nevertheless, this piece appears to be the outcome 
of the artist’s thought process and of the contrast-
ing, yet harmonious nature of the human mind, and 
consequently of the human experience. By depict-
ing these opposite elements, Sam Francis seems to 
bring on canvas one of the most discussed concepts 
in Western thought and philosophy - the Cartesian 
dualism between rational and irrational. Although 
conflicting parts of the human experience, the two 
are joined by Francis, who shows them in contrast at 
times, in harmony at other times. This work appears 
to suggest that the poles are not mutually exclusive 
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but rather interdependent and complementary. As the 
colors both create contrast and blend together, so do 
motion and stillness, rationality and irrationality.

The ultimate meaning and sensation conveyed is that 
neither theme prevails. In the dyad – rationality/irratio-
nality – neither component is more integral than the 
other. In the XXI century, where anything that is not 
based on hard data and rationality is discarded and 
disbelieved, Sam Francis’ work reminds us that irratio-
nality is equally important for the development and 
progress of the human experience, and that its power 
should be upheld as much as that of the rational.
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Before and After Commodities

Kevin Reynolds

Yearning to be universally known and beloved like 
the rising artists whose work he had recently come 
to admire (especially Jasper Johns and Robert 
Rauschenberg), Andy Warhol started his career as 
an artist by painting a collection of pictures inspired 
by crude advertisements and images from comic 
strips. Warhol, through his motivation to be known, 
unknowingly became an icon of a new genre of art 
known as Pop Art. The American artist created his 
first works, specifically Water Heater and Saturday’s 
Popeye, in 1960. His early creations loosely mim-
icked the gestural brushwork of Abstract Expression-
ism; however, works that followed, such as Before 
and After [3] – part of the collection at SFMOMA – 
were formulated in a purposefully inexpressive style 
of painting.

Before and After [3] was painted in 1961 using casein 
on linen. The 54 x 70-inch painting features two side 
profile figures of the same women’s face outlined in 
black and white. The left side displays an incorrupt 
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profile of a woman. The profile on the left possesses 
an exaggerated bulge on the bridge of the nose along 
with incomplete eyebrows. Additionally, the woman 
on the left profile possesses a small gap separating a 
minute portion from the majority of the eyebrow along 
with a mole below her drooped eyelid. The image on 
the right depicts an unmistakable difference in the 
women’s facial architecture. The right profile of the 
women features an overall figured nose, gapless eye-
brows, and no facial blemishes; her eyelids blossom in 
her rejuvenated facial expression. 

The right image of the women appears much young-
er than the left image. Additionally, the woman on 
the right appears peppier and more content with her 
presentation than the women on the left whereas 
he left portrayal of the women conveys a lassitude, 
melancholy expression due to her gloomy eyes. 

Andy Warhol, Before and After [3] (1961)
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Warhol utilizes black and white to allow the viewer 
to solely focus on the structural differences in facial 
features between the two profiles. Where the use of 
color might present a distraction, the black and white 
painting conveys a blunt, unambiguous message. The 
left image appears to be a woman yearning to look 
different, where the right image implies the woman is 
satisfied by her new uniform appearance. Before and 
After [3] resembles an image of a women that under-
went enhancement by photo-editing software com-
monly seen in advertisements for cosmetic products. 

Before and After [3], along with similar work, was em-
braced by the jet set and 1960s counterculture, who 
strived to break the long-held norms set by previous 
American generations. Works such as Campbell’s 
Soup Cans (1962) and Green Coca-Cola Bottles (1962, 
right) depicts a lattice of Campbell’s soups cans and 
Coca-Cola bottles, respectively. The sheer abun-
dance of identical products serves as a social com-
mentary to the mass manufacturing of products and 
growing post-war American consumerism of the time. 
Warhol took a step further with his now famous por-
traits of celebrities, ranging from Marilyn Monroe and 
Elizabeth Taylor to Elvis Presley. In context with his 
other works that focused on topics such as products, 
money, and rich people, his portraits of various ce-
lebrities comment on the commodification of celeb-
rities and Western culture’s obsession with fame. His 
depictions of products, portraits of celebrities, and 
creation of Before and After underscore the growing 
consumerization devouring the greater American 
public and questions the notion of uniformity. War-
hol’s portraits of celebrities in particular coupled with 
Before and After illuminate every American’s desire 
to look flawless like Monroe or Presley and to buy the 
same products as their beloved celebrities. 



38

Warhol’s Before and After [3] intends to display the 
objective reality of consumerism. Celebrities became 
commodities in post-war American culture just like 
Coke or Campbell’s soup, and celebrities were adver-
tised and used like products. The appearance and per-
sona of celebrities were sold and intertwined with the 
image of the ideal American man and women. Further-
more, encountering the endorsement of celebrities 
and fame, many people, especially women, possessed 
the illusion that their appearance must resemble that 
of a celebrity if they wished to advance in their lives. 
Warhol grew aware that consumerism was deeply em-
bedded in American culture and that people bought 
into the advertised looks and persona of celebrities. 
Warhol recognized that the desire to look like some-
body else contains a dehumanizing, homogenizing 
effect that paradoxically destroys the very individuality 
championed by the American system. 

Coming upon Before and After [3] on the wall of the 
SFMOMA today, one is reminded of Warhol’s compli-
cated relationship to capitalism. While taking direct in-
spiration from an advertisement for a plastic surgeon, 
Warhol’s painting critically distills every American’s 
dream to live a manufactured life. In Warhol’s own life, 
the entrepreneurial enterprise of his art practice and 
his unrelenting ambition to attain celebrity status as 
an artist stand in contrast with the collaborative and 
counter-cultural nature of the milieu he created in his 
studio, the Factory. Warhol’s particular ambivalence 
– his irony – continues to speak to us today in a time 
when the embrace of capitalism seems at once inevita-
ble and hopelessly impossible.
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Louise Nevelson, Sky Cathedral (1958)
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Nevelson’s Sky Cathedral

Shyista Ahmed

 

Louise Nevelson creates “worldscapes” by plac-
ing her sculptures on walls and ceilings in order to 
encapsulate her viewers and make us hyper-aware 
of the world around us. One of her most remark-
able worldscapes was Sky Cathedral (1958). In this 
monumental piece, currently in an exhibition at the 
San Jose Museum of Art, Nevelson vertically and 
horizontally stacks wooden boxes filled with abstract 
wooden scraps one on top of another. Evoking the 
feeling of a brick wall, Nevelson shows how even 
when there seems to be a barrier sectioning off 
parts of the unknown, there is somehow a way to 
explore what is beyond the said barrier. This is why 
Nevelson’s use of the word “worldscape” over land-
scape is significant. It emphasizes the importance 
of thinking about the bigger picture, rather than 
just simply accepting what is being presented in the 
surrounding atmosphere. Trompe l’oeil landscapes 
virtually transport the viewer to a place other than 
the physical here-and-now of the viewer’s body. 
Nevelson plays off this assumption and exposes the 
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viewer to another dimension while keeping us fully 
aware of our current atmosphere. Timeless aspects of 
her work reinforce these metaphysical interests. Her 
use of abstract wood scraps keeps a certain distance 
between what is recognizable in the work and what is 
not, thereby allowing the work to dive further into the 
realm of mystery. It is essential for this work to be seen 
as directing itself to the future instead of the past. 
Nevelson, a devoted student of metaphysics, ap-
proaches the idea of the abstract with a scientific view, 
allowing her ideas to be represented tangibly instead 
of just theoretically. This tactile sense of exploration 
goes back to the root of all human development, and 
most importantly emphasizes that there is more in the 
future still to be explored.

The conscious attempt to hide the history of the 
scraps that Nevelson used is revealed by her incorpo-
ration of smoky black paint. The use of black allows all 
colors and no color to be present at the same time. To 
clarify, the artist’s use of black negates the rest of the 
colors – even though, technically, black is a culmina-
tion of all colors at once. Smokiness found in the paint 
also underscores something fundamentally unknown 
about what Nevelson is endeavoring to represent. The 
underlying question that remains, therefore, becomes: 
Is the barrier that Nevelson represents in her work pro-
viding something to the viewer or hindering our ability 
to figure something out about the world around us? 

Nevelson’s black in Sky Cathedral, moreover, carries a 
slight sheen. The surface of her work thus appears lux-
urious and smooth. At the same time, however, her use 
of wood as the sole material presents a rough surface 
that is complemented by the staggered assemblage of 
the three-dimensional composition. These paradoxes 
in her work invite further reflection on what the un-
known dimension actually encompasses. Explorations 
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of the unknown dimensions of the world, according 
to Nevelson, have to do with “a spatial continuum 
between the viewer, the object, and the universe.” 
By emphasizing the space between objects, rather 
than the objects themselves, the artist introduces a 
gap, where the true fourth dimension can be found. 

Though the work was made about sixty years ago, 
Sky Cathedral does not fail to offer us insight about 
our society today. In using such simple and basic 
elements in her work, Nevelson shows us that there 
is still space for something that does not include 
technology to teach us about our future directions 
in the exploration of the human psyche. Consider-
ing that this fourth dimension is a place that also 
encompasses what psychology calls “the collective 
unconscious,” we know that there is always an im-
mense amount of knowledge that still needs to be 
accessed. Nevelson takes these elements – wood, 
black, and rectangles – and uses their inherent plain-
ness to help her talk about one of the most compli-
cated and enduring subjects that people have tried 
to explain. These elements have become the verbs 
by which she describes how her work connects to 
the fourth dimension. Nevelson is working towards 
concepts that are realistically unattainable, while still 
allowing her work to be conceptually interpretable. 
This indeterminacy is what makes Sky Cathedral 
appealing, whether it be visually, cognitively, or 
emotionally. In encountering the tension of the piece 
in its implicit unclarity, the viewer is forced to think 
beyond what the piece actually has to offer, making 
the unknown world larger than it appears.
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