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More or lessmidway through the exhibition
“Robert Rauschenberg: Erasing theRules,” one
comes upon “Autobiography,”made in 1968. It
is large—at 16½ feet high but only 4 feetwide,
too unwieldy to reproduce accurately except as
a four-page foldout in the catalog. Regardless of
its scale, though, it is nomatch in presence for
the exuberant, irreverent, radiantworks that
literally pop off their canvas supports through-
out the rest of this ever-lively presentation. Still,
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Robert
Rauschen-
berg’s “Bed”
(1955) is part
of the
“Erasing the
Rules”
exhibition at
the San
Francisco
Museum of
Modern Art.
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Much of Charles Ives’music is built
around the art of seemingly chaotic
juxtaposition, withmany things hap-
pening side by side and all at once. But
the composer’s Fourth Symphony,
which got a gloriously gut-punching
performance onThursday afternoon
fromMichael Tilson Thomas and the
San Francisco Symphony, takes that
principle to ameta level.

In this explosive stewpot of philoso-
phy, religion, literature and circus show-

manship, simul-
taneity is just
one ofmany
techniques the
composer draws
on tomake his
points. It sits
cheek by jowl
alongside cho-
ruses and
fugues, theatri-
cal effects and

piano virtuosity, audacious cacophony
and stately hymns.

Good luck keeping all of thatwithin
your sights at any givenmoment. The
best you can do, as a listener, is to keep
swiveling your attention inwhatever
direction the latest salvo comes from,
hoping not tomiss something in anoth-
er corner.

Ringling Brothersmay be defunct, in
otherwords, but the tradition of the
three-ring circus lives happily on.

Paul Labelle

Pinchas Zukerman and the Symphony
played Beethoven’s Violin Concerto.

Ives’ glorious
cacophony
overwhelms

MUSIC REVIEW

By Joshua Kosman

Symphony continues on E3

San Francisco
Symphony: 8 p.m.
Saturday, Nov. 18.
$15-$159. Davies
Symphony Hall, 201
Van Ness Ave., S.F.
(415) 864-6000,
www.sfsymphony.
org

WhenFoxTVpremiered its “Empire”
show in 2015, about a fictional hip-hop
music label calledEmpireEnterprises, it
chose anamealready inuse by the real-
lifeEmpireDistribution,whichhasbeen
turning out hip-hop, rap andR&Bal-
bumsunder its label since 2010.

Noproblem, says a federal appeals
court, despite the record-seller’s claims
of trademarkviolation, unfair competi-
tion and false advertising.

“Foxused the commonEnglishword
‘Empire’ for artistically relevant reasons:
the show’s setting isNewYork, theEm-
pire State, and its subjectmatter is a
music and entertainment conglomerate,”
theNinthU.S.Circuit Court ofAppeals
inSanFrancisco saidThursday.

AndwhileEmpireDistribution ar-
gued that theprogram’s titlewouldmis-
leadviewers by falsely suggesting an
affiliationwith the record company, the
court said the show, “which containsno
overt claimsor explicit references to
EmpireDistribution, is not explicitly
misleading.”

JudgeMilanSmithwrote the 3-0 rul-
ing, upholding a federal judge’s February

Fox can rule
its ‘Empire,’
court says
By Bob Egelko

Fox

Taraji P. Henson in “Empire.” Empire
Distribution sued over the title.

Ruling continues on E4



E2 | San Francisco Chronicle and SFChronicle.com XXXXX
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FAURE’S REQUIEM & BERNSTEIN’S THE LARK
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With KDFC’s Dianne Nicolini in the role of Joan of Arc
in THE LARK
Maestro Robert Geary conduct the 150 voice choir
Calvary Presbyterian Church, 2515 Fillmore St., SF, CA
Tix at City Box Office: 415-392-4400/cityboxoffice.com
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if it’s not a showstopper, it is a
key thatmight be used to un-
lock themajor themes of the
exhibition.

“Erasing theRules” opens
Saturday,Nov. 18, at the San
FranciscoMuseumofModern
Art and continues through
March 25. It’s enormous— the
checklist runs to 170 objects—
but, unlike the vastWalker
Evans showalso on view at
SFMOMA, it is varied andwell
paced.

Despite an edition of 2,000
impressions, “Autobiography”
is not aswell known as the
artist’smultiple “Booster” (1967,
edition 38). The two are both
self-portraits and share certain
visual elements. But “Autobiog-
raphy”was offset printed (the
sameprocess used to produce a
newspaper) by a billboard com-
pany, and it looks it; “Booster”
wasmade by themore vivid
stone lithography process,with
screen-printed color additions.

That’s important in the con-
text of Rauschenberg’swork. It
reveals two seemingly contra-
dictory attitudes toward the art
object. One is basically concep-
tual— focused on the idea,with
a kind of “get it done and get it
out there” stance, coupledwith
an openness to using a new tool
thatwouldmake a really big
picture. The other, though also
technically innovative, is rooted
in the visual pleasures of tone,
color and subtle detail.

A negotiation between these
twoways ofworking, conceptu-
al and formal, is evident
throughout the artist’s career,
and it is highlighted by astute
curatorial choices all theway
through the show. The first
rooms of the chronologically
arranged exhibition reveal just
how earlyRauschenbergmade
some of hismost profoundly
originalmoves.

Alongside some very good
photographs, collages and
boxed assemblages that owe a
debt to JosephCornell, we come
upon the utterly original 1953
work “Erased deKooning
Drawing.” It is an argument for
drawing as a thought process,
not a technique: To put down a
mark is nomore significant a
decision as to take one away.

Itwas also, of course, a chal-
lenge. The 1951 “White Painting
[three panel]” (which is just
that) leaves us to discover the
gestures of chance—a scratch,
a scuff, a variation in thewarp
andweft of canvas—and the
shapes and colors of shadows
and reflections. Beyond its
Zen-like concept, it also implies
ridicule of the passionate artis-
tic signatures of deKooning
and theAbstract Expressionist
generation that preceded
Rauschenberg, then 26.

Black paintings, red paint-
ings, paintings composed of
gold and of earth; a long, inky
“Automobile Tire Print” on 20
sheets of paper; “Elemental
Structures” of found stone,
wood andmetal: The early ’50s
were a fertile time intellectually
for the young artist.

By the time the exhibition
reaches 1954, though,we see
himbreak away from con-
trolled thought experiments
and simplified forms to include
a new rawmaterial: the image.
ForRauschenberg, the image
might be a photograph or re-
production fromamagazine, or
itmight be an actual object— a
chair, a bed quilt and pillow, an
Angora goatwith a car tire
around its belly. Narrative at
their source, the images carry
with themahost of denotations
and associations.At the same
time, collaged, collapsed, over-
lapped or overpainted, they can

become independent formal
elements, unchained from (or,
at least, less tightly shackled to)
their sources in theworld.

Released from the bound-
aries ofAbstract Expression-
ism as a definedmovement,
Rauschenberg became free to
borrow the intensity of its non-
rational vocabulary.He adopted
a vigorous,muscular use of
paint and color suited to his
newly invented forms.

Andhere iswherewe see
Rauschenberg’smost signif-
icant impact on the art and
artists that came afterward.
Marcel Duchamphad charted a
course away frommerely “reti-
nal” art. TheAbstract Expres-
sionists had re-depicted emo-
tion as an operation of the sub-
conscious. Rauschenberg re-
solved the tension between
these two great 20th century
energies by combining them.

Rauschenberg, in fact, called
theworks hewasmaking at
this juncture “combines,” a
word generally interpreted to
mean combinations of painting
and sculpture, butwhich I take
to alsomean amore elemental

fusion,with all its explosive
implications. “Collection,”
“Bed” and “Monogram,” all
made in the years around 1955,
stand asmonuments of the art
of the past century—as trans-
mutations emerged from that
reaction.

Parallel activities in dance
and performance, generally in
partnershipwith such close
friends as JohnCage,Merce
Cunninghamand others, added
music andmovement to his
scope.

Themarriage of concept and
formmight alone secure a cen-
tral place forRauschenberg
artistically, but therewas an-
other apparent opposition to be
resolved. Thatwould bewhat
we often see as an inviolable

boundary between the public
and the private.His use of imag-
es frommagazines, newspapers
and other popularmediamight
make one think of suchPop
artists asAndyWarhol, Roy
Lichtenstein and otherswork-
ing at the same time.

ButRauschenbergwasmore
revealing of his personal and
emotional life thanwe generally
assume the Pop artists to be.He
certainly touched on social and
political issues inworks like
“Retroactive I” (1964),made in
the year after the assassination
of JohnF.Kennedy. But as
“Erasing theRules”makes
clear, the images often had
deeply personalmeaning to the
artist aswell.

Friends and lovers showup
repeatedly in pictorial referenc-
es and in communal art proj-
ects,many ofwhich are nicely
documented in the exhibition
with supplemental video and
photographs.Other personally
meaningful images andwhat
the curators call “coded refer-
ences” to his life and loves as a
gayman abound.

Which brings us back to

“Autobiography,” that tall and
plainmidpoint of the exhibi-
tion. Beyond that gallery is a
range of engaging art, which
becomes increasingly formal
and, frequently, a recapitulation
of earlier ideas. Newprocesses
make thework easier and faster
to fabricate.

But here, at the center of the
exhibition, is an artistic totem.
At the top, a full-bodyX-ray of
the artist is overlaidwith his
astrological chart.Wheels and
umbrellas,which abound in
Rauschenberg’s art, refer to one
ofDuchamp’s best-known
works, perhaps, or slyly suggest
the sexual. A photograph, tak-
en fromaperformance, of
Rauschenberg on roller skates,
wearing an open parachute,
anchors thework at the bottom.

And, at the center, a spiraling
biographical text endswith a
simple self-description: “A
responsiblemanworking in the
present.”

Charles Desmarais is The San
Francisco Chronicle’s art critic.
Email: cdesmarais@sfchronicle.
comTwitter:@Artguy1

SFMOMA’s vast look at Rauschenberg
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Desmarais from page E1

Above: Robert Rauschenberg’s “Collection” (1954-55), part of the
“Erasing the Rules” exhibition. Left: “Erased de Kooning
Drawing” (1953) is an argument for drawing as a thought process,
not a technique. Above: “Monogram” (1955-59)

Robert Rauschenberg: Erasing
the Rules: 10 a.m.-5 p.m. Fri-
days-Tuesdays; 10 a.m.-9 p.m.
Thursdays. Saturday, Nov. 18-
March 25. $19-$25; ages 18 and
younger free. San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art, 151 Third
St., S.F. (415) 357-4000. www.
sfmoma.org
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