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“The Substance of Art”’: Dorothea Rockburne in Beacon

by Rebecca Allan

Over the course of several trips to Beacon for her expanding, long-term installation at
Dia: Beacon, Dorothea Rockburne opens up to Rebecca Allan. On Saturday, January

26 Robert Storr will lecture on Rockburne’s work at 2PM

3 Beekman Street, Beacon, New York 12508, diaart.org
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Material tests for Domain of the Variable, 1972/2018. Chipboard, contact cement, paper, grease, and charcoal. 60.5
x 180 inches. Photo: Rebecca Allan

“You don’t see birds’ nests along here anymore and I used to find hundreds along the

Hudson River. It really troubles me.” Dorothea Rockburne and I are driving from New
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York City on the Palisades Parkway north toward Beacon, when she points out the
absence of songbirds, a critical indicator of intact woodlands. I’m watching how she
looks out the window, looking at her eyes—transparent pools of turquoise and malachite,

anchored by the sharpest pupils.

Absence, presence, retrieval of the natural world, and our relationship to the universe are
the topics that we discuss over several visits from July, 2018 until our December
excursion. At Dia:Beacon, Rockburne will spend the day refining the final installation
phase of her long-term exhibition, which opened last year with a presentation of the
artist’s large-scale works from the late 1960s and early 1970s. In January, it reopens with
newly added galleries, featuring works produced in the early 1970s through the early

1980s.
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Dorothea Rockburne. Photo: Rebecca Allan

Dorothea Rockburne, organized by chief curator Courtney Martin, encompasses a body
of work that is informed by the artist’s lifelong investigations of astronomy, dance
movement, mathematics, Egyptian and Classical art, and architecture. Existing paintings

and works on paper are juxtaposed with recreated works made by the artist, and with Dia



staff under her rigorous direction. Guided by her work diaries from the 1970s and
documentary images of the original works when they were shown at the Spoleto Festival
in Italy and New York’s Bykert Gallery, the exhibition catalyzes a set of questions about
our capacity to perceive light, space and form, and to “...develop an empathic

recognition of the human condition that is the substance of art.

For several months, Rockburne commuted to Beacon to experiment with new materials
that replaced the original, non-art, industrial substances. In the late 1960s working from a
studio on Chambers Street with little money to buy expensive art supplies, the artist
found at the hardware store crude oil, cup grease, and chipboard, materials that mimicked
the earth pigments of Renaissance painting. Today, reimagining works that were never
really made to last underscores how deeply Rockburne continues to interweave her

knowledge of ancient art and modern dance.

Receiving her early education at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts and the Montreal Museum
School, Rockburne studied at Black Mountain College, moved to New York in the mid-
1950s and waited tables while raising a daughter. At the Metropolitan Museum of Art she
worked in the finance office while helping to catalog the collection of Egyptian
antiquities. She later worked for Robert Rauschenberg, remaining deeply devoted to him
as a friend for years. In 1960, she participated in the Judson Dance Theatre, working with
pioneers Steve Paxton, Yvonne Rainer, and Lucinda Childs. The experimental
vocabulary of dance that was being developed at Judson reconnected Rockburne with her
growing up years in Quebec, and the athleticism she experienced in skiing and
swimming. Her leitmotifs for the next two decades —the folding movements of the body
and its engagement with gravity and space—were inspired by her joy in the activation of

her own limbs in the domain of dance.



Today, the energy quickens in the cavernous yet inviting galleries of Dia:Beacon as
Rockburne, self-directed and moving with steady power at 86, re-enters work mode. She
is greeted by Heidie Giannotti, Dia’s director of exhibition design and installation, and
her team as they discuss a checklist of final tasks to accomplish during the next several
hours. The atmosphere is companionable, with an edge of intense concentration that feels
like musicians tuning before performing a Bartok string quartet. A lot of decisions
involving complicated processes have to be made in a short time frame, and these will
depend upon how the new materials that have been painstakingly tested over the past
several months respond to the humidity, light, and gravity. Like ancient Egyptian laborers
who positioned the benben (the top stone of a pyramid), the strength and skill of
Giannotti’s team is impressive. Everyone is invested in the project’s success, and
Rockburne, who has developed precise (even poetic) instructions for the

presentation/recreation of her works, appreciates their individual contribution.

Standing at the opposite end of a large gallery, Rockburne scrutinizes a group of four art
handlers who are executing the placement of the components of Set (1970), a work that
spans a huge wall. They gradually raise and lower an unwieldy rectangle of chipboard
that will anchor a large sheet of ibis-colored white paper against the wall. Rockburne
judges its placement, Giannotti looks at Rockburne, nods decisively, and everyone
channels their effort so that the revealed vertical edges of the paper will curl just-so (for
the love of Pythagorus, don’t tear!). Board, paper, and nails ultimately form a set of

harmonious positive and negative shapes that visually interlock with the wall.
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Tropical Tan, 1967-68. Wrinkle finish paint on black steel 96 x 144 inches installed. Courtesy the artist. Photo:
Rebecca Allan

Classical Greek architects utilized entasis, a sophisticated geometry to correct for optical
illusions or distortions in their temples, and Rockburne similarly adjusts her elements to
solve the equation of perfection within her mind’s eye. “Set Theory,” the artist explains,
“signifies the desire to classify group situations, both numerically and symbolically. The
ancient Greeks were the first to value groups of things like people, angels, and numbers.
But the German mathematician Georg Cantor articulated this as a mathematical form to

describe this principle, in 1874.” Do not underestimate the mental repetition required to

engrave remarks like this into this writer’s brain.

Tropical Tan (1967-68), a severely elegant polyptych at 94 by 144 inches, reveals the
artist’s concerns with light, weight, and the potential for apparently unchanging materials
to exist as liquids or solids. Four pig iron (black steel) panels were sprayed with wrinkle-
finish paint to form a contiguous horizontal band across their centers, with exposed bands
of steel along their upper and lower edges. Inspired by air ducts in the artist’s studio, each

panel was crimped, forming a low-relief cross (visualize the Roman numeral for ten)



within the bend. Depending upon the light and your position, the steel takes on a blue cast
against the soft, chamois-gold of the paint color. This chromatic duet, along with the
employment of geometry evokes the drapery of figures in Giotto’s divine Scrovegni

Chapel frescoes at Padua, an important touchstone for the artist.

In Domain of the Variable (1972-2018), a multifaceted installation, there is a small V-
shaped groove carved into the wall around its entire perimeter. The groove sits about
waist-high, referencing a proportion in Egyptian art but also suggesting a miniature
version of the negative space in Barnett Newman’s Broken Obelisk. It takes time to
absorb each element of this installation but for me—a painter and gardener—the effect of
a gelatinous substance called lithium-complex red grease (the color of pomegranate
seeds) that has been applied to and absorbed into a length of that luminous paper is

deeply moving.

Follow that Egyptian groove, turn the corner, and enter a room whose floor and walls are
painted an almost blinding white. Drawing Which Makes Itself (1972-73) exists in a
continuum of time. The dirt particles deposited by your footwear on this continent of
white will accrue with those of previous and future visitors, satisfying Rockburne’s
intention for its completion by your presence. On the walls are the artist’s corresponding
carbon paper drawings, which were motivated by her desire to “investigate the geometry
intrinsic to every sheet of paper.” Rockburne developed a process for folding the matte,
deep blue paper and transferring its mark onto the wall. These drawings remind me of the
tracery of prairie grasses against a field of winter snow. Rockburne mentions how much
she loved the lines of the modified white parachute that Robert Rauschenberg wore on his

back in Pelican (1963), his first performance piece.



At Black Mountain College in 1950, Rockburne studied with Max Dehn, a mathematician
who came to the United States as a refugee of Nazi Germany. Teaching “mathematics for
artists” Rockburne credits him with igniting her lifelong pursuit of math and her efforts to
develop a language of visual equivalencies. It should be noted that Rockburne does not
believe that viewers of her work must be learned experts in math, because the experience
of the work is ultimately visual, emotional and physical. Nevertheless, Rockburne herself
does the math, as | witnessed when she pulled out a stack of equation-packed math
notebooks from her studio bookshelf. “This is what | did late at night when all the guys

were out partying!”

Dorothea Rockburne, Egyptian Painting: Scribe. 1979. Conte, pencil, oil, gesso on linen. 93 x 56 1/2 inches.
Courtesy the artist

In the Golden Section Paintings, and the Egyptian PaintingsRockburne prepared her
surfaces with chalk ground and gesso. She sees, in the rigor of construction, an

expression of the unchanging proportions of beauty described by the Golden Mean,



articulated in the temples of Pythagoras, and in the timelessness of abstraction in
painting. Unrelenting in her process of refinement, she understands the limitations that
time imposes on her vision. “My idea of divinity is that | am in this form only

temporarily.”

When Greece was the superpower of the Mediterranean, Pythias (the Oracle at Delphi)
answered inquiries about everything from the timing of a farmer’s cultivation to shifts in
political power and natural disasters. Delphi as a result became the most important and
wealthy shrine in Greece. To me, another form of wealth is the capacity that we have to

perceive, limb by limb and to retrieve, effort by effort, the secrets of our universe.

At dusk, we gather our belongings to leave Dia: Beacon. A flock of swallows flies past
the clerestory windows, casting brief shadows against a wall. The squeal of a power drill
cuts through from an adjacent gallery. A preparator is staging the space for the return of
Andy Warhol’s monumental work Shadows (1978-79) after a long absence. Eye’s

flashing, Dorothea Rockburne says: “Good timing.”



