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TITLE or 

DESIGNATION: 

Flag 

 

ARTIST: Jasper 

Johns 

 

CULTURE or ART 

HISTORICAL 

PERIOD: Neo-Dada 

 

DATE: 1954-1955 

C.E. 

 

MEDIUM: 

encaustic, oil, and 

collage on fabric 

mounted on 

plywood 
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ONLINE ASSIGNMENT: 

http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rauschenb

ergs-bed.html 

 

TITLE or DESIGNATION: Bed 

 

ARTIST: Robert Rauschenberg 

 

CULTURE or ART HISTORICAL PERIOD: 

Neo-Dada 

 

DATE: 1955 C.E. 

 

MEDIUM: oil and pencil on pillow, quilt, and 

sheet on wood supports  
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cademy.org/frankenthaler

-the-bay-1963.html 

 

TITLE or 

DESIGNATION: The Bay 

 

ARTIST: Helen 

Frankenthaler 

 

CULTURE or ART 

HISTORICAL PERIOD: 

Post-Painterly 

Abstraction 

 

DATE: 1963 C.E. 

 

MEDIUM: acrylic on 

canvas 
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ONLINE ASSIGNMENT: 

http://smarthistory.khanacade

my.org/minimalismjudds-

untitled.html 

 

TITLE or DESIGNATION: 

Untitled 

 

ARTIST: Donald Judd 

 

CULTURE or ART 

HISTORICAL PERIOD: 

Minimalism 

 

DATE: 1969 C.E. 

 

MEDIUM: brass and colored 

fluorescent plexiglass on steel 

brackets 
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TITLE or DESIGNATION: 

Hang-Up 

 

ARTIST: Eva Hesse 

 

CULTURE or ART 

HISTORICAL PERIOD: 

Minimalism 

 

DATE: 1966 C.E. 

 

MEDIUM: acrylic on cord 

and cloth, over wood and 

steel 



CHALLENGING TRADITION:  
NEO-DADA, COLOR FIELD, and MINIMALISM: SELECTED TEXT 

(Robert Rauschenberg, Jasper Johns, Helen Frankenthaler, Donald Judd, 

and Eva Hesse) 



JASPER JOHNS and ROBERT 

RAUSCHENBERG 
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Jasper Johns. Target with Four Faces, 1955, 

assemblage, encaustic and collage on canvas with 

objects 

 

Inspired by the example of Marcel Duchamp, Jasper 

Johns (b. 1930) produced conceptually puzzling works 

that seemed to bear on issues raised in contemporary 

art.  Art critics and art historians, for example, had 

praised the evenly dispersed, “nonhierarchical” or “all-

over” quality of so much Abstract Expressionist 

painting, particularly Pollock’s.   

 

The target in Target with Four Faces, an emphatically 

hierarchical, organized image, can be seen as a 

reference- more of repudiation than affirmation- to 

this discourse.  The image also raised thorny questions 

about the difference between representation and 

abstraction.  The target, although arguably a 

representation, is flat, whereas representational art is 

usually identified with three-dimensional space.  The 

target therefore occupies a troubling middle ground 

between the two kings of painting then struggling for 

dominance in American art. 



Johns’s works are more than a simple reaction 

to the emotional and autobiographical 

dimensions of Abstract Expressionism.  They 

also had a psychological dimension for Johns, 

providing him with a way literally to cover 

certain personal anxieties and fears, some of 

which can be vaguely discerned in the collage 

materials partially buried beneath the thick 

encaustic paint.  

 

Here, for example, the outline of a lone man in a 

trench coat is discernible in the lower left.  

Johns’s sense of loneliness and emptiness is 

perhaps also evident in the faces at the top of 

the work, which have been cut off at eye level, a 

move that both depersonalizes them and 

prevents them from connecting with the viewer.   

 

Moreover, the faces are as blank and neutral as 

the target below.  One historian has recently 

suggested that there may also have been a 

private reference to the fact that, as a 

homosexual in the homophobic climate of 

postwar New York, Johns felt like a target. 



In painting Jasper Johns formulated a 

pointedly nonintrospective style that 

stressed the complex semiotics of the art 

object (in other words, how it means what 

it means).  For example, the painted 

targets by Johns are so intractably literal 

that they almost are targets; at the same 

time the artist is ambiguously presenting 

them as painterly works of art, explicitly 

rendered in artistic materials.   

 

This substantially closed the gap between 

the thing and its representation. 

Moreover, the proximity of the target as a 

painting to the functional target brings to 

light the role of artistic intention in 

defining an object as a work of art.  The 

detailed working of the surface and the 

restriction of the palette to the primary 

colors of red, yellow, and blue also 

foregrounds the artist’s concern with 

analyzing the basic structural elements of 

the language of painting. 



Jasper Johns. Painted Bronze II: Ale 

Cans, 1964, painted bronze  

 

Painted Bronze provokes the viewer to 

wonder at first whether the ale cans are 

really what they seem to be.  Are they 

works of art or common objects?  “I like 

that there is the possibility that one 

might take one for the other,” Johns 

explained, “but I also like that with a 

little examination, it’s very clear that one 

is not the other.” He deliberately gave 

these sculptures a hand-crafted look 

when viewed at close range, despite the 

initially effective trompe l’oeil; he cast 

each ale can and the base as separate 

objects and rendered the labels in a 

largely illegible, painterly style.  The 

subject was in part chosen for its 

familiarity.  Ballantine Ale was not only 

Johns’s regular beer, but the bronze color 

of the can added an extra measure of 

alluring ambiguity to the bronze casting. 



At the same time that he was making 

sculptures, Johns had also begun to attach 

ordinary objects to his canvases.  This new 

development enabled him to contrast and 

interrelate the realities of both the flat 

painting surface and three-dimensional 

things, the illusionism with which artists 

have long attempted to fill the gap in 

between, and the various modes of 

perception the three different systems entail.   

 

Since the objects chosen for incorporation 

were such rudimentary, ubiquitous items as 

cups, forks, brooms, paint brushes, or rulers, 

they arrived freighted with so many 

associations in life as to become virtually 

empty of specific personality, like the canvas 

the artist started with.  Thus, meaning 

arises not from the sub-art appropriations 

but rather from the internal relationships 

they establish with the facts of painting and 

the artist’s manipulations of them. 



Johns put his thumbprint on the base of Painted Bronze. Like the painterly lettering, 

this emphasized the hand-made character of the sculpture in contrast to the machine-

made object (the real can).  But it also revealed a new emotional intimacy that entered 

Johns’s work at this time. 



Jasper Johns. Flag, 1954-55, encaustic, oil, and collage on fabric, mounted 

on plywood 



One night in 1955, by his own account, Jasper 

Johns had a dream of painting a large 

American flag, and the following morning he 

got up and began to do so.  He would play 

with the flag motif for several decades more, 

rendering the Stars and Stripes in wax 

encaustic paint on newspaper collage, in oil 

on canvas, in bronze, pencil, lithography, and 

Sculpmetal. 

 

Johns wished to work with something that 

was not invented, something so well known, 

as he put it, that it was not well seen.  Hence 

the flag. In real life, after Johns, the flag 

continued to be the communal property of all 

Americans, the climax of their stock of public 

symbols.  But in the art world it belonged 

almost entirely to Johns; it became his sign. 

Other artists would include flags in their 

work in a spirit of protest and provocation.  

Johns never did; his flags had a beautiful and 

troubling muteness.  They were cooler than 

the culture wanted them to be in the midst of 

the Cold War. 



By treating the flag outside of its traditional 

context, he divested it of symbolic associations.  

The visual components of the flag became data for 

examining perception, ambiguity, and the meaning 

of art itself.  In the gestural paint strokes of Johns’ 

flags, the vocabulary of geometry- triangulated 

stars and rectangular stripes- reentered American 

art.  The combination of painterly surface richness 

(produced by his encaustic medium) with the 

quintessential American icon signaled the 

transition from Abstract Expressionism to Pop Art. 

 

By rejecting the traditional figure-ground 

relationship in painting- the relationship of a 

depicted form to the space it inhabits- Johns upset 

cherished notions about illusion versus reality: are 

we seeing a rendering of a flag, or a flag?  He 

questioned what an object is and how we know it, 

and what an image is.  His paintings stand as an 

inquiry into the paradoxical relationship between 

the object represented and its representation.  

Johns would later use broad painting strokes- 

streaks, smears, drips- in a variety of colors as 

images themselves to parody Abstract 

Expressionist heroics. 



Photo of Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns in 1954 



Robert Rauschenberg. Bed, 1955, combine 

painting 

 

Robert Rauschenberg (b. 1925) actually had very 

little in common with Johns as artists beyond a 

love of popular culture and an intense interest in 

the iconography of America. Johns was elusive, 

cool, withdrawn; his work declined to give 

anything away.  Rauschenberg was effusive, hot, 

and generous; he had difficulty holding anything 

in reserve. Rauschenberg breathed out, Johns 

breathed in.   

 

An afternoon’s stroll gave Rauschenberg a 

complete “palette of objects”, as he called it, to 

make art with: cardboard cartons, striped police 

barriers, sea tar, a stuffed eagle, a broken 

umbrella, grimy postcards.  These relics were 

sorted out in his studio, glued to surfaces, 

punctuated with slathers of paint.  They emerged 

as large-scale collages, which he called combines. 

Of course, their roots are fixed in the history of 

Dada and Surrealist collage, and particularly in 

the work of Kurt Schwitters. 



Like his friend and mentor Marcel Duchamp, he was also given to embedding a kind of 

ironic lechery in his combines- the best example being Monogram, 1955-59.  Monogram 

remains the most notorious of Rauschenberg’s combines: a stuffed Angora goat 

(glimpsed and then bought for thirty-five dollars in a failing office-supply store on 

Eighth Avenue), girdled with a tire.  The title is self-fulfilling: it is Rauschenberg’s 

monogram, the sign by which he is most known.  But if one asks why it became so 

famous, the answer can only be found in its power- funny but unsettling too, especially 

thirty years ago- as a sexual fetish.  

Robert Rauschenberg. 

Monogram,  

1955-59, combine 

painting 



No object was too lowly for his art. The cast-off and the discarded were redeemed through 

his energetic combinations and overlays that celebrated memory as well as the raw sense 

of everyday life. A shirt, a sock, a tire, a quilt, a parachute, a street sign, a Coca-Cola 

bottle, a stuffed goat- each found its way into his hybrid constructions.  These works were 

a far cry from the iconic distillations of Abstract Expressionism.  

 

In this spirit of redefinition, Rauschenberg had erased a de Kooning drawing in 1953 

(above left), an act of tribute and oedipal defiance that wiped the slate clean.  He had 

already executed a series of white paintings designed to register the play of shadows 

rather than make a pictorial statement.  These works were shown at his first one-artist 

exhibition, at the Betty Parsons Gallery, New York, in 1951. 



Rauschenberg, despite his affirmative rather than 

iconoclastic stance, generated quite as much scandal 

as Duchamp’s first ready-mades when, in 1958, he 

showed Bed, a combine created after the artist ran out 

of canvas and spontaneously decided to substitute the 

bedding from his own cot.   

 

The work confused, outraged, and challenged viewers, 

for the very good reason that while stretched, painted 

over, and hung on the wall like a picture, the image is 

unmistakably that of a life-size bed, moreover a bed 

whose pillow, sheet, and turned-back blanket still 

bear the impress- the ghost- of the body that once 

slept in it. The work includes striped toothpaste and 

fingernail polish as well as a pillow and quilt. 

 

He framed a well-worn pillow, sheet, and quilt, 

scribbled them with pencil, and splashed them with 

paint, in a style derived from Abstract Expressionism.  

In mocking the seriousness of that ambitious art, 

Rauschenberg predicted an attitude more widespread 

among later generations of artists. 



Legend has it that the bedclothes in Bed are 

Rauschenberg’s own, pressed into use when he lacked 

the money to buy a canvas.  Since the artist himself 

probably slept under this very sheet and quilt, Bed is 

as personal as a self-portrait, or more so.  

 

Rauschenberg’s art recast the existentialist discovery 

of the self as a discovery of the environment from 

which the self takes its form.  Where de Kooning and 

Pollock pursued the refinement of a known artistic 

identity through introspection, Rauschenberg 

attempted to deny that there was a fixed core to 

identity at all, and put forward a relative definition.  

He tried to push his artistic persona into continual 

flux. 

 

Although the materials here come from a bed, and are 

arranged like one, Rauschenberg has hung them on 

the wall, like a work of art. So the bed loses its 

function, but not its associations with sleep, dreams, 

illness, sex- the most intimate moments in life.  Critics 

have also projected onto the fluid-drenched fabric 

connotations of violence and morbidity.  



Top left: Helen Frankenthaler. Bay Side, 1967, 

acrylic  

 

Bottom left: Helen Frankenthaler. Interior 

Landscape, 1964, acrylic on canvas 

 

Helen Frankenthaler (1928 –2011) was an 

American painter connected to the Color Field 

movement.  Rather than producing sharp, 

unmodulated shapes as the hard-edge artist 

had done, she poured diluted paint onto 

unprimed canvas, allowing these pigments to 

soak into the fabric.  The result is a painting 

that appears spontaneous and almost 

accidental.  

 

Frankenthaler described her process as 

starting with an aesthetic question or image, 

which evolved as the self-expressive act of 

painting took over. 



Helen Frankenthaler. Mountains and Streams, 1952 



While creating Mountains and Sea (1952), Frankenthaler arrived at her innovative 

variant of Jackson Pollock's pouring technique, in which she likewise poured paints 

onto enormous canvases placed on the floor. But while Pollock used enamel paints, 

which remain on the surface of the canvas when dried, Frankenthaler poured oil 

paints that she had thinned with turpentine that then soaked into the fabric of the 

canvas. Frankenthaler's soak-stain process created luminescent, misty compositions 

dominated by large areas of color that seemed to have emerged onto the canvas 

naturally and organically. 



Frankenthaler's work influenced Morris Louis and Kenneth Noland, who recognized 

works like Mountains and Sea as a mode of abstract painting that moved beyond 

Pollock's textured, psychologically fraught canvases to compositions almost entirely 

based on color. On the basis of the soak-stain technique and the color wash, 

Frankenthaler, Louis, and Noland went on to develop Color Field painting. In such 

works, the entire space of the picture is conceived as a "field" that appears to spread 

beyond the edges of the canvas; figure and ground became one and the same, and 

three-dimensional illusionism is completely jettisoned. 

Morris Louis. Where, 1960, 

magna on unprimed canvas 



In another major departure from first-generation Abstract Expressionism, 

Frankenthaler was an abstract artist for whom the natural landscape - rather than 

the existential confrontation with the canvas or search for the sublime - served as 

the major focus and inspiration. Her pared-down forms were often informed by her 

impressions of nature, be they the arid terrain of the American Southwest; a 

mulberry tree seen in upstate New York; or the Long Island Sound, viewed from the 

artist's home in Darien, Connecticut. 

Helen Frankenthaler. The Bay, 

1963, acrylic on canvas 



Richard Serra. The Matter of Time, 1994-2005, steel 

 

The most self-consciously American of all post-war artistic movements was 

Minimalism, which aimed at complete purity and integrity, the reduction of art to that 

which is intrinsic to its medium and the elimination of all that is not. 

 

By reducing the artist’s means to an apparent minimum, it was hoped that an 

absolutely unitary activity would result – as well as a unitary experience for the 

spectator. Not only expression but also illusion and even the allusion of symbols and 

metaphors were abandoned. 



Frank Stella. Tuxedo Park Junction, 

1960, enamel paint on canvas 

 

Donald Judd (1928-94) pointed out in a 

1965 article that “half or more of the best 

new work in the last few years has been 

neither painting nor sculpture.” 

Rauschenberg’s “Combines”, the plaster 

body casts surrounding some of Johns’ 

“Targets”, and even (Frank) Stella’s 

stripe paintings, whose thick stretchers 

made them feel much more like objects 

than mere surfaces all contributed to 

what Judd saw as a tendency towards 

“three-dimensional work.”  



Donald Judd. Untitled, 1969, brass and 

colored fluorescent plexiglass on steel 

brackets 

 

Initially a painter, Donald Judd began to 

rely on fabricators to execute the plans he 

drew up for his “minimal” sculptures. (He 

hated the word.) The quality of three-

dimensionality made artworks more or 

less like every other kind of object in the 

world, and this was seen as constituting a 

break with a European aesthetic 

tradition that had ceased to be relevant. 

 

“Three dimensions are real space,” said 

Judd. “That gets rid of the problem of 

illusionism and of literal space, space in 

and around marks and colors- which is 

riddance of one of the salient and most 

objectionable relics of European art.” 



By the time of his first exhibition at the 

Leo Castelli gallery in early 1966, Judd 

had developed much of the lexicon of forms 

he would return to repeatedly over the 

next 30 years such as chest-like 

rectangular forms placed on the floor, 

vertical “stacks” of identical units spaced 

evenly up a wall, and horizontal patterns 

of wall-mounted elements, either identical 

or varying according to a mathematical 

sequence such as the Fibonacci series.  

 

By this time, too, he was having them 

fabricated in metal and Plexiglass 

according to his instructions rather than 

making them from painted plywood 

himself. Although the basic forms may 

reappear, the particular metal used in 

each case, the choice of the surface finish, 

the color of the Plexiglass used, the type of 

fixing employed, and so on, all contributed 

in each cast to making every work the 

“specific” kind of object Judd championed. 



He chose mathematically constructed 

impersonal shapes arranged without 

hierarchy, legible as complete forms in a 

single glance, occupying real space, 

having neither a base below nor a glass 

case around them.  

 

Untitled of 1969 consists of 10 identical 

rectangular units fabricated from 

galvanized iron and tinted Plexiglass, 

hung in a vertical row on the gallery 

wall. The arrangement avoids allusion to 

any imagined subject allowing the objects 

to be aggressively themselves. Judd 

offers viewers clear, self-contained visual 

facts, setting the conceptual clarity and 

physical perfection of his art against the 

messy complexity of the real world.  



Eva Hesse (1936-70) was one of the Post-Minimalists who reintroduced a sense of visible 

process into her work. Her informal sculptural arrangements were hung from the ceiling 

or leant against a wall or split out over the floor, and they were of unconventional and 

often pliable and impermanent materials including latex, rubber, fiberglass, rope and 

cloth. She said she wanted her pieces to be “non-art, non connotive, non anthropomorphic, 

non geometric, no nothing, everything, but of another kind, vision, sort.” 

Eva Hesse. Hang Up, 1966, 

acrylic on cord and cloth, 

over wood and steel 



An early work, Hang Up, 

parodied in almost Dada 

anarchic spirit one of the basic, 

fundamental tenets of Western 

art, the picture frame. She 

played with its two-dimensional 

and three-dimensional 

attributes and its role as an 

arena for the artist’s self-

expression.  

 

Her frame is bound up with 

cloth bandages painted in subtly 

graded tones of gray, but is quite 

empty and the protruding metal 

rod that swings out to capture 

the space normally occupied by 

the viewer in front of a painting 

could not serve to hang it up on 

a wall except back-to-front and 

sideways. 



Born Jewish in Hitler’s Germany, the 

young Hesse hid with a Christian 

family when her parents and elder 

sister had to flee the Nazis. She did not 

reunite with them until the early 

1940s, just before her parents divorced. 

Those extraordinary circumstances 

helped give her a lasting sense that the 

central conditions of modern life are 

strangeness and absurdity. Struggling 

to express these qualities in her art, 

Hesse created informal sculptural 

arrangements with units often hung 

from the ceiling.  

 

This sculpture possesses a disquieting 

and touching presence, suggesting the 

fragility and grandeur of life amid the 

pressures of the modern age. Hesse 

was herself a touching and fragile 

presence in the art world. She died of a 

brain tumor at age 34.  



CHALLENGING TRADITION:  
NEO-DADA, COLOR FIELD, and MINIMALISM: 

(Robert Rauschenberg, Jasper Johns, Helen Frankenthaler, Donald Judd, 

and Eva Hesse) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on these two works by Johns and Rauschenberg, devise 

a question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in which a 

ten-minute response might be formally assessed. You can choose to address either 

work or both.  

 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your research on these works by Frankenthaler and Judd, devise a 

question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in which a 

ten-minute response might be formally assessed. You can choose to address either 

work or both.  



VIDEO: Rauschenberg's Bed on Smarthistory 

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/art-1010/abstract-exp-nyschool/ny-school/v/robert-rauschenberg-bed-1955
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https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/art-1010/abstract-exp-nyschool/ny-school/v/robert-rauschenberg-bed-1955


Compare and contrast the two works, one by Jackson 

Pollock and the other by Robert Rauschenberg in terms 

of their approaches to art making. 

 

How does one convey a sense of sincerity while the 

other one displays an interest in irony? (This question 

is addressed in the Smarthistory video on 

Rauschenberg’s Bed.) 



How does this chart reflect a current view of 1950s America? What 

type of “audience” do you think Johns had in mind when creating 

Flag? 


