


Robert Rauschenberg 

North African Collages and Scatole Personali c. 1952

CRAIG F. STARR GALLERY



MAGICAL KEEPSAKES 

John Yau

I.

By the fall of 1952, when Robert Rauschenberg and Cy Twombly sailed to Europe,
Rauschenberg had already completed substantial bodies of work in widely different
mediums and materials. In 1949, he started taking photographs, a number of which were
acquired in 1952 by Edward Steichen for the Museum of Modern Art, New York, 
making them the first of his works to enter a museum collection. In 1949–1950, he 
collaborated with Susan Weil on a series of monoprints, made by exposing blueprint
paper to light. In 1950 came the sexually charged assemblage The Man with Two Souls.
In the summer of 1951, he finished Night Blooming, a series of black paintings. In the 
summer and fall of 1951, he completed the original set of White Paintings, and began a
variety of new black paintings. 

Rauschenberg was voracious but not—and this is important to remember—
indiscriminate.Although he was only in his mid-twenties, it was already apparent that he
was largely unrivaled in his openness to experimenting with radically different methods
and materials in his work. History tells us that he only became more so over the course 
of his long career, as his work grew ever larger, finally to the epic proportions of his
Rauschenberg Overseas Cultural Interchange (ROCI) projects.This is one of the 
reasons I find the intimately scaled collages he made in 1952–53, while living abroad, 
so interesting. Despite their modest size, they represent an important turning point in
Rauschenberg’s approach to art and also anticipate many well-known works. 

II.

Between the fall of 1952 and the spring of 1953, while staying in Rome and traveling
through North Africa with Twombly, Rauschenberg completed three self-contained 
bodies of work—deliberately unframed, modestly scaled collages, small boxed assemblages,
and hanging “fetishistic” assemblages—along with numerous photographs, including his
well-known sequence, Cy + Roman Steps (I, II, III, IV, V), 1952.



Knowing what we do about Rauschenberg’s unbelievably diverse career, these collages
and boxed assemblages are revelatory in the way they demonstrate his unique ability to
turn whatever is at hand into art.Although we know otherwise, his unstoppable imagina-
tion and dexterity conveyed the impression that he could do everything almost without
effort. Equally important is their prefiguring of later bodies of work, particularly the 
combines and the silkscreen paintings. In their arrangement of diverse materials and
images within a rectilinear composition, one sees a model of things to come. 

III.

In contrast to what we might expect, Rauschenberg’s collages are often made of three 
layers rather than the two that are found in a conventional figure-ground duality. 
The bottom consists of two layers: first a stiff mauve-gray paperboard that was commonly
used to prevent wrinkling in laundered shirts; over that he affixed a piece of buff-colored
paper, which became a neutral zone where Rauschenberg would glue a cut-out section 
of an old engraving, paper printed with Arabic script, and tissue paper. 

Rauschenberg’s sources were bookstalls and flea markets, along with the printed 
material—and other stuff—he collected during his travels in North Africa. He also used
pencil, ink, and gouache on the buff-colored paper. Everything that Rauschenberg put
into his collages is integral to the composition, including the support’s color, shape, and
proportions. In addition to being an adhesive, glue was also used to make a stain or mark.

Coming after his White Paintings and black paintings, the collages prove that
Rauschenberg was a colorist, primarily interested in shifting tonalities and sharp contrasts.
Certainly his sensitivity to materials, placement, and color belies the view that he was
indiscriminate in his approach. In fact, for all of his seeming wildness, his choices never
come across as arbitrary in these works.There is an internal logic, unexpected links 
discovered in the making.There is an aura of inevitability about the collages—that they 
had to be made this way and no other way. 

IV.

For the most part, the paperboard supports came in two sizes, an elongated vertical 
rectangle (14 x 5 inches) and nearly square (10 x 7 inches). In the tall, narrow formats,
Rauschenberg often affixed a smaller, similarly proportioned, buff-colored collage 
element near the top edge of the support, always attentive to the spacing on all sides.
These works each have at least three components to deal with—the shape and color of
the support, the shape and color of the buff-colored paper, and the collage element, 
which could be an image, a diagram, or some form of writing. He might add something
unforeseen, such as a strip of fabric, as well as pencil lines and glue. 

Rectangles within rectangles within rectangles.There is something about the way one
element floats within the other, its coloristic interaction with its surroundings, brings the
paintings of Mark Rothko to mind. Even when all of the parts are visible, they are about
something inside something inside something else. 

When Rauschenberg stacks the collage elements within the narrower compositions, 
one gets the feeling that he started at the top and worked his way down. In the instances
where he layers smaller components on top of the buff paper, he is always attentive to
their placement in relation to the bottom layer, and to whether they are plain or printed.
There is a tension between symmetry and asymmetry running throughout the collages,
which contributes to their visual strength.

In the nearly square formats, Rauschenberg also seems to start at the top, often with a 
collage element that extends almost to the side edges, leaving a narrow border. In some
cases, the placement of the printed and colored collage elements surround a central image,
such as in Untitled [locomotive], c. 1952 (fig. 33).

Visually, the collages range from the austere and abstract to the densely packed, bristling
with images and Arabic script.They are evocative without becoming narrative. 



V. 

Rauschenberg never framed these collages because he wanted the viewer to be able to
hold and examine them, like pages from lost or forgotten books. He wanted someone to
interact with them, to break the barrier separating art and life. 

There are two central hinged panels in Untitled [pictographs and feathers], c. 1952 (fig. 2),
which can be opened, revealing two brightly colored feathers inside, one red and one teal. 
In Untitled [Christian symbol], c. 1952 (fig. 18), there is a pocket near the top, below the
Christogram (formed by superimposing the first two capital letters of the Greek spelling
of Christ), with a piece of folded paper tucked inside. 

These interactive collages share something with the artist’s small, boxed assemblages, such
as Untitled (Scatole Personali), c. 1952 (fig. 25).This work, which prefigures the boxes of
Lucas Samaras, is haunting, secretive, and threatening—full of intimations of mortality.
Opening it, we encounter another kind of box, a fragment of a photograph of the artist,
placed under a lens, all of which is partially covered with dirt.There are two rows of
upward thrusting pins, one on either side of the photograph, protecting it, like sharp silent
sentinels. Out of ordinary things Rauschenberg has assembled a reliquary containing his
own disembodied image to be carried with him wherever he goes; a reminder of what
accompanies us no matter how far we travel from home. 
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San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (November 3, 2012–February 3, 2013). He teaches at Mason
Gross School of the Arts (Rutgers University).

1. Untitled [3 circles], c. 1952



2. Untitled [pictographs and feathers], c. 1952 (Above: closed. Opposite: open)



4. Untitled [foot dissection], c. 19523. Untitled [embryos], c. 1952



5. Untitled (Scatole Personali), c. 1952



7. Untitled [necklace], c. 19526. Untitled [insects], c. 1952



9. Untitled [two arrows], c. 19528. Untitled [landscape with clouds], c. 1952



10. Untitled [Moroccan scrolls], c. 1952 11. Untitled [frog and turtle], c. 1952



12. Untitled [Tower of Pisa], c. 1952 13. Untitled [scorpion and plant], c. 1952



14. Untitled [woman and lion], c. 1952 15. Untitled [hand holding string with ball], c. 1952



16. Untitled [face in bottle], c. 1952 17. Untitled [two leaves], c. 1952



18. Untitled [Christian symbol], c. 1952



19. Untitled [microorganism], c. 1952 20. Untitled [insects and pod], c. 1952



22. Untitled [chest and cavity], c. 195221. Untitled [foot], c. 1952



24. Untitled [optical device], c. 195223. Untitled [cogs], c. 1952



25. Untitled (Scatole Personali), c. 1952



27. Untitled [potatoes], c. 195226. Untitled [female head under glass], c. 1952



28. Untitled [Moroccan scrolls II], c. 1952



30. Untitled [corked bottle], c. 195229. Untitled [pod and diagram], c. 1952



32. Untitled [checkerboard], c. 195231. Untitled [faces and mechanisms], c. 1952



33. Untitled [locomotive], c. 1952



9. Untitled [two arrows], c. 1952

Gouache, newspaper, pencil, and glue on paper 

mounted on paperboard, 11 x 51⁄2 inches

Courtesy The Robert Rauschenberg Foundation

10. Untitled [Moroccan scrolls], c. 1952

Collage: printed paper, paper, fabric, and glue on 

paper mounted on paperboard, 133⁄4 x 51⁄4 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

11. Untitled [frog and turtle], c. 1952

Collage: engravings, pencil, and glue on paper 

mounted on paperboard, 14 x 5 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

12. Untitled [Tower of Pisa], c. 1952

Collage: engraving, printed paper, and glue on 

paper mounted on paperboard, 93⁄4 x 43⁄4 inches

Courtesy The Robert Rauschenberg Foundation

13. Untitled [scorpion and plant], c. 1952

Collage: engravings, printed paper, fabric, tissue 

paper, and glue on paper, 101⁄8 x 43⁄8 inches

Private collection

14. Untitled [woman and lion], c. 1952

Collage: engravings and paper mounted 

on paperboard, 10 x 7 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

15. Untitled [hand holding string with ball], c. 1952

Collage: engraving and glue on paper mounted 

on paperboard, 10 x 7 inches

Courtesy The Robert Rauschenberg Foundation

16. Untitled [face in bottle], c. 1952

Collage: engravings, gouache, fabric, fringed tissue 

paper, cut paper, pencil, enamel, and glue on paper

mounted on paperboard, 14 x 5 inches

Courtesy The Robert Rauschenberg Foundation

17. Untitled [two leaves], c. 1952

Collage: engravings on paper mounted 

on paperboard, 147⁄8 x 51⁄4 inches

Courtesy The Robert Rauschenberg Foundation

18. Untitled [Christian symbol], c. 1952

Collage: engraving, paper, cut paper, tissue 

paper, pencil, and glue on paper mounted 

on paperboard; unattached folded paper with 

printed reproduction and glue, 10 x 7 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

19. Untitled [microorganism], c. 1952

Collage: engraving, printed paper, fabric, pencil, and

glue on paper mounted on paperboard, 14 x 5 inches

Courtesy The Robert Rauschenberg Foundation

20. Untitled [insects and pod], c. 1952

Collage: engravings and paper mounted 

on paperboard, 14 x 5 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

21. Untitled [foot], c. 1952

Collage: engraving, pencil, and paper 

mounted on paperboard, 10 x 7 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

22. Untitled [chest and cavity], c. 1952

Collage: engraving, pencil, and paper 

mounted on paperboard, 10 x 7 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

23. Untitled [cogs], c. 1952

Collage: engraving and paper mounted 

on paperboard, 10 x 7 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

24. Untitled [optical device], c. 1952

Collage: engravings, paper, fringed tissue 

paper, pencil, and glue on paper mounted 

on paperboard, 10 x 7 inches

Courtesy The Robert Rauschenberg Foundation

25. Untitled (Scatole Personali), c. 1952

Assemblage: lidded stained wood box with dirt, 

pins, gelatin silver photograph, plastic lens, 

and mica, 11⁄2 x 21⁄8 x 3 inches (closed)

The Sonnabend Collection

CHECKLIST

1. Untitled [3 circles], c. 1952

Pencil and ink on paper mounted on black 

paperboard, 8 x 31⁄8 inches 

Courtesy The Robert Rauschenberg Foundation

2. Untitled [pictographs and feathers], c. 1952

Collage: printed paper, fabric, feathers, and glue on

paper mounted on paperboard with two central 

hinged panels, 10 x 67⁄8 inches 

Courtesy The Robert Rauschenberg Foundation

3. Untitled [embryos], c. 1952

Collage: engravings, pencil, and glue on paper 

mounted on paperboard, 14 x 5 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

4. Untitled [foot dissection], c. 1952

Collage: engraving, enamel, pencil, and glue on 

paper mounted on paperboard, 14 x 5 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

5. Untitled (Scatole Personali), c. 1952

Assemblage: hinged veneered wood box with brass 

and silver fittings, fabric, engravings, twig, and 

winged insect, 13⁄8 x 31⁄2 x 43⁄8 inches (closed)

The Sonnabend Collection

6. Untitled [insects], c. 1952

Collage: engravings, printed paper, and glue 

on paper mounted on paperboard, 10 x 7 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

7. Untitled [necklace], c. 1952

Collage: engravings and glue on paper mounted 

on paperboard, 10 x 7 inches

Courtesy The Robert Rauschenberg Foundation

8. Untitled [landscape with clouds], c. 1952

Collage: engraving, fabric, tissue paper, and glue on

paper mounted on paperboard, 14 x 5 inches

Courtesy The Robert Rauschenberg Foundation

26. Untitled [female head under glass], c. 1952

Collage: engravings, pencil, and glue on paper 

mounted on paperboard, 10 x 7 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

27. Untitled [potatoes], c. 1952

Collage: engraving and paper mounted 

on paperboard, 10 x 7 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

28. Untitled [Moroccan scrolls II], c. 1952

Collage: printed paper and tissue paper 

mounted on paperboard, 14 x 5 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

29. Untitled [pod and diagram], c. 1952

Collage: engravings and glue on paper 

mounted on paperboard, 10 x 7 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

30. Untitled [corked bottle], c. 1952

Collage: engraving and paper mounted 

on paperboard, 101⁄4 x 7 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

31. Untitled [faces and mechanisms], c. 1952

Collage: engravings and glue on paper 

mounted on paperboard, 14 x 5 inches

The Sonnabend Collection

32. Untitled [checkerboard], c. 1952

Collage: paper, fabric, pencil, paint, and glue on 

paper mounted on paperboard, 14 x 51⁄4 inches

Courtesy The Robert Rauschenberg Foundation

33. Untitled [locomotive], c. 1952

Collage: engravings, printed papers, tissue paper, fabric,

pencil, gouache, and glue on paper, 77⁄8 x 85⁄8 inches

Private collection

All of the works in the exhibition are untitled. Descriptive

titles, not ascribed by the artist, are enclosed in brackets [ ].

Titles of series are enclosed in parenthesis ( ).
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