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Robert Richenburg: ~ Abstract Expressionist

I wish to borrow
[from the (visible) world
only forces—
not forms, but that
which makes forms...."

['a-“.l Vale Iy,

Monsienr Teste'































9.
Yellow Triangle
1959, oil on canvas
76 x 56 inches

The “Black” Paintings: 1958-64

In 1956, Richenburg began a series of
experiments with black and color in
which we find themes of destruction and
creation integrated in the same painting,
with an underlying energy throughout.
Black now begins to take on a broader
range of associations, implying at

times the creation and destruction of the
cosmos rather than the negativity of
personal and historical experience. In the
first of these monumental new “Black
Paintings,” Richenburg presented a visual
meditation upon the idea of blackness

as “nothingness” and as infiniry.

After exploring a series of pure color
abstractions berween 1953-56, such

as Yellow Triangle (1959, figure 9), which
directly reflect the work of Pollock and
de Kooning, he began applying black over
sections of these paintings and then
scraping away the color with the palerte
knife. In Tangle (1956), he covered

the top quarter of a colored abstraction
with black to create a threatening
landscape, which reads as blackened sky
above an earth overpowered by
unhealthy, chaotic vegetation. In
Undercover (1958-59), an irregular black
border surrounds the color on all four
sides. By covering the lower half of Dark
Opening (1959) with black, the painter
suggests the eerie darkness of an entrance
into realms unknown. Disintegrate
(1959, figure 10) evokes the energy of
dissolution through the combination of
several processes: first Richenburg painted
a color abstraction, he next subtracted
paint by scraping it away, and finally he
added a black grid overlay. The “residual”
color left behind by this “erasure”

of paint gives these works a ghostly pallor.

One day, instead of scraping the color off
in this manner, he covered the entire,
colorful painting with black; when it had
dried, he peeled, scraped and scrarched
off the black to reveal brilliant patches of
color underneath. As he worked the
painting further, he began to unveil color
in a regular pattern by scraping areas of

black, row upon row. On top of this,

he then superimposed a structure of small
black rectangles by applying black once
again, in a more or less regular grid.

In some places this structure is so subtle,
it is barely visible, while in others,

it is quite evident. The artist worked
these different®layers” one after another—
the original color, the black overlay,

the subtractive scraping of this black, and
the introduction of another layer of
geometric forms in grids. The result was a
tremendous, explosive energy. Black
Mirrors (1959, whereabours unknown,
figure 11) was the breakthrough painting.

Richenburg began an extensive
investigation of this technique, probing
its potential and pursuing the dynamic
tension and energy generated by the
contrast and interplay between color and
blackness. Over the next seven years

he crafted a monumental series of over 60

“Black” paintings.”” Often grand in size—

as large as 8 fect by 11 feer 4 inches—
these canvases were environmental and
overwhelming in effect. When John
Bernard Myers, the director of the

Tibor de Nagy Gallery, visited his studio
in 1959, it was these “Blacks” that he
saw. He invited Richenburg to solo at the

gallery that very year.

Richenburg's first exhibition, with eight
large paintings, attracted favorable reviews
in major publications. Dore Ashron, who
had begun to follow Richenburg's work
in 1957, wrote in The New York Times of
an unnamed black painting, possibly
Black Mirrors:

A huge intricate abstraction dominates
Robert Richenburg’s exhibition at Tibor de
Nagy.... This painting must symbolize the




10.

Disintegrare

1959, oil on canvas
75 x 544 inches
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Black Mirrors
1959, oil on canvas
96 x 132! inches
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14.

Mark Tobey

Electric Night

1944, Tempera on board
17% x 13 inches

The Seattle Art Museum
Eugene Fuller

Memorial Collection

15.

Secrer Boxes

1961, oil on canvas
96 x 136 inches
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18.
Hor Radiance

1963, oil on canvas
90 x 80 inches.
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19.

Centrifuge

1966, acrylic on paper
23% x 177 inches




tless process, with everything

ng, growing, decaying,
hing—this wholly dynamic view of
‘of the individual and of

fiverse, is one of the fundamental
geptions...of later Hinduism.*

ienburg's Study for a Large Column

which was on view in “The Jean

Chrysler Collection” in Norfolk,

in 1963, and the column

pken Continuity (1962, figure

hit be interpreted as a meditation
's discussion of “The Origin

ngham,” a myth represented

i€ Hindus in phallic stone columns.

i myth, Zimmer relates, “opens

the familiar primeval situation: no

s, only water and the starless night

ss interval between dissolution

."** Vishnu floats in this

ached now by Brahma, with

s of light, shining with the

of a galaxy of suns.”* The

ges argue in the “timeless void”

j see, “rising out of the ocean

gring lingham crowned with flame,
and growing until it bursts.

aled Super-Shiva, who

d the Creation, the Maintenance

LILLCT . on Dfa”.. snd

g experimented with highly-

¢ to suggest the unfolding of
al processes at high velocity,

ges that emitted intense heat and

He placed large bursts, splashes or
ful explosions of flame in the center
Iready highly-energetic black

and colored pictorial field. In Hor
Radiance (1963, figure 18), a fireball of
vibrant yellow flame appears either
to have crashed into the painting or to be
hurtling toward us. While the shape
of this “fireball” initially recalls Gottlieb’s
“Bursts” of the late 19505 and early
19605, the effect is altogether different.
Gottlieb's paintings have a quietude
about them, as the viewer contemplates a
moment of silence after the creation,
as the “bursts” settle down. Richenburg's
splashes are loud, explosive, brilliant
and very “hot,” almost searing. Similar
paintings include Blaze (1961), Breaking
Tide (1961, Archer M. Huntington
Art Gallery, University of Texas at
Austin, Gift of Mari and James
Michener), Intersection (1961) and Yellow
Breakthrough (1960, in the collection of
Mr. and Mrs. Wilfred P. Cohen when
it was included in H.H. Arnason’s exhibit
at the Guggenheim in 1961, *American
Abstract Expressionists and Imagists”). **

It is not clear from these paintings
whether the great explosion we are seeing
is a visual reenactment of the creation or
of the end of the world. The rich
ambiguity of these paintings reflects
Richenburg's readings of Daisetz Teitaro
Suzuki’s Emays in Zen Buddhism, which
both his friend Ibram Lassaw and John
Cage recommended to him. Richenburg
embraced Suzuki's mystical view of

the interrelatedness of all things, and he
underlined passages as he read, such

as the unanswerable Zen koan: “All things
return to the One: where does the

One return?™* Centrifuge (1966, figure
19) features a ball of turning and
churning smears whirling through the
black void of space. Is this the beginning
of time or the end of time? Is the

ball in formarion or in dissolution? The
blackness is mysterious and elusive,

and we find no answers within the work,
We might pose the same question

when we ponder Sign of Darkness (1959-
61, figure 20). Does this radiant, glowing
spiral announce the

23

20.

Sign of Darkness
1959-61, oil on canvas
77 x 57% inches




21:

Crenesis

1964, acrylic and collage
On CANvas

96 x 96 inches

formation of a galaxy, or its death? The
spiral appears to whiz through the
blackness of space surrounded everywhere
by buoyant colored orbs of light thar
seem to glow and sparkle. Richenburg's
title recalls the proclivity of prescientific
cultures to interpret celestial events

as portents of good or evil.

In one work, Genesis (1964, figure 21),
Richenburg was unambiguously dealing
with the concept of “the beginning.”

In contrast to the spirit of his silent A
New Day or Seurce Man, previously
discussed, he interprets the beginning of
time as an explosive, intense, loud

event in Genesis. Two orbs, one black,
one red, reside within a band or opening
of blazing, blinding light; above

and below the orbs is a field of energy
composed of rows of multicolored boxes
cut from another canvas and fastened to
the host canvas by staples. (We
remember that Richenburg previously
had layered canvas on canvas in such
innovative early works as Proclamation.)
These are organized row upon row like
the grids in the black paintings. We
sense here a cosmic explosion ex nihilo—
out of nothingness—with the orbs

being ejected, as it were, from a powerful
field of unconrainable energy. Although
this is a vision of the genesis, it does,
nevertheless, remind us of the thin line
berween destruction and creation,

for the field of energy before us seems
endowed with atomic capabilities. This is
among the most intense interpretations
of the genesis in the history of

abstract expressionism, where it was a
recurrent theme.

Richenburg appreciated the relationship
berween his subject matter and his own
creative process. In his copy of Suzuki, he
underlined Suzuki’s discussion of Sumiye
and calligraphy, which the writer likened

to that of creation:

The brush must run over the paper swiftly,
boldly, fully, and irrevocably just like

the work of creation when the universe came
into being.... There is always an

element of unexpectedness...in Sumiye.®

Richenburg's underlining in this volume
also calls attention to Suzuki's frequent
reference to the “neglect of form,” which
characterizes all forms of miysticism.
Suzuki encouraged the meditator and
artist to think imaginatively, in abstract
terms: ~ The special merit of a picture !
is to be sought in its spiritual rhythm and
not in its compositions; in its invisible
atmosphere and not in its visible forms."*"
(Richenburg drew an arrow to this
passage in the margins of his book and
pencilled in the words “mystic rhythmic
presence.”) Emperor’s Wall (1963,

figure 22) is just such a painting, where
the rhythms alone carry the viewer

into, through and across pictorial space i
the absence of reference to visible form.
Related paintings, such as Chinese
Wall of 1963, in the Whitney Museum of
American Art, draw from this Oriental
concept as well. Elsewhere Suzuki
admonished the artist to “...create living
objects out of our own imagination. As
long as we all belong to the same
universe, our creations may show some
correspondence to what we call objects
of nature....”™







24,

Heavy Snow

1966, torn paper on paper
22 x 28 inches

Explorations on Paper: 1964-67

While Richenburg's works on paper from
1964-67 represent a decisive break

in his art, as well as in his life, as we have
discussed earlier, in these essentially
private works we find the free expression
and development of some of the ideas
that he had been exploring in his
paintings. While he had always made
exploratory paintings on paper and
collages as part of his working process, he
had never worked primarily with paper
or on a small scale. The artists of the New
York School valued “grand” painting
above all as the most appropriate vehicle
for sublime art, as Richenburg’s
monumental paintings express. However,
his abrupe shift in format reveals the
often overlooked potential of small size.

Drawing from the innovative method of
his black paintings, he invented new
techniques that engaged him in a dialectic
between additive and subtractive
processes. He experimented with collage
and integrated painting and/or
printmaking with it. His renunciation of
the unspoken dictum to work large

scale, and his rejection of what he believed
to be “arbitrary” distinctions between
media, enabled him to work without
inhibition, following the lead of his
materials and living in the moment in his
art—like Valery’s Monsieur Teste, whom
Richenburg believed lived like a Zen
Master.** Richenburg revelled in the
arbitrary and the unexpected, as he tore
and glued papers, applied paint with a
roller or a brush, tore holes in his working
surface or employed the surrealist
technique of “decalcomania,” which
entailed separating from one another two
sheets of paper that had been pressed
together with paint. Indeed, his playful
experimentation with paper, materials
and techniques that led him along

an undefined road to an unpredictable
end, recalls the similar experiments

of Max Ernst.

20

Of all his works on paper, the series of six
black collages made on illustration
boards is most reminiscent of the “Black
Paintings.” In fact, Richenburg initiated
this “Board” series in 1960 wich
Dark Thinking (figure 23). These collages
began as illustration boards that the
artist first painted black. He then cur into
them and tore paper away, usually
in a more or less regular grid, as in his
“Black Paintings.” This reveals both
the gray and the white layers of paper ¢
constitute the illustration board.
The artist explains that “whar remained
after cutting and tearing were various
rhythms of black shapes and light
backgrounds.”™ Ower this background
Richenburg further pasted additional
forms, as in Dark Thinking, or rectangles,
as in MOMA Collage (1960). (This
work was entitled “Paper Collage I11"
when it was included in “The Art of
Assemblage” exhibition at the Museum
Modern Art.) # Heavy Snow (1966, fi
24) is the only collage in which he
simply tore the paper away, for the effect
was s0 engaging that he stopped in this
first stage. The many white torn forms
give the impression of pine branches
laden with the weight of snow. Despite
being abstract, this work seems 1o
recall Charles Burchfield's winter scenes!

The “Poked Paintings” of 1966, named
after their many “poked” out shapes
one sheet of paper superimposed
over another, also recall the technique
of the “Black Paintings.” But in con
to the “Blacks,” with their grandeur,
or the “Boards,” which have a pondero
quality about them, Tic Tac Torn
(1966), Window Poke (1966, figure 25,
Collection of Robin Radin, Tokyo,
Japan), Poked Painting (1966) and Four
Torn (1966, figure 26), are all

playful and lyrical. The arrist explained
how he arrived ar his rechnique:



25.

Window Poke

1966, acrylic collage

on paper

24% x 18 inches
Collection Robin Radin

Tokyo, Japan

26.

Four Tarn

19606, acrylic on paper
18% x 244 inches

27



1966, acrylic on paper
8% x 8% inches
Collection Robin Radin
Tokyo, Japan

P
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28.
White Cliffs

1966, acrylic on paper
19% x 15% inches




The sheer of paper was printed using

s with relatively thin paint;

x - H -

hen paint was applied a second rime;
then holes were poked in the paper and
tom out, which created a kind of thythm
not unlike that in the “black pictures.”*

be sheer of paper was then

0 the viewer actually looks through

one layer to the next. While these

generally read as abstractions, Window
Ptke, with its division of the paper

nto four fields, encourages the viewer to
gad the poked “droplets” as rain. It

es to the “Black” painting

f F1960, Black Windows, which is likewise

ramed by a window frame form.

i the “Pastoral” collages that he began in

64, Richenburg created works thar

 quite different in feeling from almost

"-. thing else he had pmduu:.cd until

0. In these, he rolled paint between

ﬂmns of paper, pressed the papers

ther and then separated them. Often

i' per would get stuck to the paint,

d the textures thar resulted were

jated” unevenly with the residue of the

ite paper that was pulled away.

gzdow (1966, figure 27, Collection of

bin Radin, Tokyo, Japan), with its

e blanketed by a soft, almost

' rwhittnus born of tearing and

g conveys a pastoral calm. So too

lbe exquisite, economic Whire Cliffs

ﬁgure 28), with its four incisive

the producr of a roller—thar

ough space to define, it appears,

es of cliffs. Here, again, the

tion of the pages resulted in whar

to be an armospheric whirte film

the abstract “landscape.” North

(1966, figure 29) reads like a

uriant forest thicker with its red and
ﬁ'agm:nts of paper, densely

ged together, with traces of blue, the

f the sky. This collage was

jted from curt and torn scraps of

ted paper that were thén reassembled.

perimposed over another sheet of paper,

In these paperworks in particular,
Richenburg becomes impressionistic,
alluding to the transitory nature of time.
He delights in the accidental and the
arbitrary, as in Dada and Zen. These
collages may be understood by a statement
made by Arp to explain his own collages:

1 had accepted the transience, the dribbling
away, the brevity, the impermanence,

the fading, the withering, the spookishness
of our existence. Not only had I accepted iv, |
had even welcomed transience into

my work as it was coming into being”

Finally, Richenburg's series of black and
white acrylic “Spray” collages of 1966-67
bring us to another dimension of
experience. In contrast to all else thar we
have seen, they are singularly “quier.”
Created from the dialectic interplay
between papers placed on a sheer of paper,
sprayed with black paint and then torn,
we sense the process of change and
dissolution as it silently unfolds before our
eyes. In Fraught Geometry of 1967 (figure
30), a square comes apart at its edges,
dissolving like a cracker that has become
wet. Bits and pieces of the corners—

and the center—come undone in Flipped
Corners (1966, figure 31), while

pieces and chunks along the edges of

the square come undone in Dark

Ouz Light In (1966, figure 32), while the
corners remain intact,

The most allusive collage is Green Spots
Rounded Surface (1967, figure 33), where
Richenburg has suggested the empriness
of the beyond, in contrast to the explosive,
energy-packed “Blacks.” He has creared

a cosmic frame in which he has suspended
turquoise spheres: inside the frame

is emptiness. In his copy of Suzuki's book,
Richenburg underlined the following
passage, which seems to speak

to this work’s meaning: “If God is the
ultimate ground of all things, he must be
Emptiness itself....”

Bonnie L. Grad

29,

North Woods

1966, acrylic on paper
11%6 x BY inches
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