


Larry RIVERS and Frank O'HARA  Stones: US, 1957  Lithograph from one stone

individual iconography. References to the external world
can be deciphered as quotations of the self, since a limited
amount of reference points returns in many works, and
sometimes even within the individual works themselves.
The non-individual from the external world is re-
individualized in a painterly revision stressing fields of color.
Rivers' quotation of himself transforms former external
points of reference into internal ones and demonstrate
that his former proximity to O'Hara’s hyper-sensitive
alertness to external influences is superceded by a
withdrawal from the external world.

This withdrawal from the external world is also apparent
in terms of O'Hara by as early as the end of the fifties, as
his lines of verse about Berdie (1959; Mrs. Bertha Burger,
who died in 1957, was Rivers’ mother-in-law and model) in
a lithograph from the Stones series demonstrates:
museums are depicted as possibilities for withdrawal.
Images in which the deceased is depicted become
memorials: How lucky we are that you're in so many
museums. It is not a matter of expressive revitalization,
but rather of the mourning over the loss of life outside the
museum. i

O'Hara’s programmatic statement, You just go on your
nerve, also implies the opposite: the insurmountable
stagnation, the mourning over the loss which forces one to
a closing off of oneself from external stimuli. Openness for
new acquaintances in public appears as an antipole to love
and mourning in private. In a Statement from 1959,
O'Hara reflects upon the contrast between death and
hyper-sensitive openness for the present:

I am mainly preoccupied with the world as | experience it,
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and at times when | would rather be dead the thought
that | could never write another poem has so far stopped
me. | think this is an ignoble attitude. | would rather die
for love, but | haven't.

IN MEMORY OF MY FEELINGS

In 1961, Jasper Johns integrated in stencil script the title of
a longer poem, In Memory of My Feelings, written by
O'Hara in 1956 7 | into a painting of the same name. It is
one of the first paintings in a development of Johns' away
from the appropriation of impersonal, generally known
signs towards the complex, barely decipherable image
compositions with autobiographical references. Johns placed
the title above the lower edge of the left side of the
painting. On the lower right side of the painting are the
name frank O'Hara and the signature Johns 6/ in the
same stencil script. Above the names, the pentiment of
the words Dead Man are still legible under layers of paint.
We are not concerned here with an epigraph, but rather
with the trace of an epigraph in the form of residues of
past phases of work. The meaning of the script and the
possibilities of interpreting the form of presentation
correspond with one another.

The title of O'Hara's verse refers to past emotions which
only live in memory, analogous to painting, which can only
present traces of past actions, and to the old fork and
knife which — their everyday function discharged by the
function of the image — can only be ‘drawn’ from the
traces of past use. Johns represents not a ‘past present’ '8,
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but rather signs of the absent, that is to say traces. Johns
attains a new presence of the flat surface of the painting as
a result of the way in which he engages traces of painting,
usage, and script with one another to become signs which
then refer to each another.

MEMENTO MORI

In 1969/70, after O'Hara's accidental death in 1966, Johns
had Memory Piece (Frank O'Hara) constructed according
to a model from [961. In the realization of the piece, a
rubber cast of O'Hara's left foot was used. One relief on
a flap is printable in each of the three interchangeable,
sand-filled, uppermost drawers. The mould of the
deceased, a trace of an eternally absent referent, can be
reproduced any amount of times as traces in the sand.
The reference foot - imprint of production is transformed
into a reference between imprints in the work.

With In Memory of the Dead (1967), Rivers thematicized
the relationship between death and life in a manner
different than and yet similar to Johns: in the vertical axis,
he presents Berdie above and, under this, O'Hara. The
dead are depicted in collaged drawings, as further
quotations of the self next to studies for already
completed pictures of animals and animal-logos. The
individual parts of the work consist of works which can be
related to other works in Rivers' oeuvre — the
represented disappears in a network of representations
that refer to representations.

In the sixties, Rivers and Johns began to repeatedly

entwine and unravel signs of a vocabulary which recurs
again and again in their oeuvres. The irretrievable absence
of the represented — of the referent — as a result of
death is employed to transform communicating sign
functions: the reference of signs to reality becomes the
reference of signs to signs — as in a dictionary, in which
every word is explainable only by means of new words,
or, as John Ashbery states:

All things seem mention of themselves

And the names which stem from them branch out to
other referents...

Unfinished concepts that can never bring themselves to the
point 19,

For the recipients — as for the readers of O'Hara's poems
— possibilities of associations of presented signs with one's
own life experiences and possibilities of the emotive filling
of the processes of seeing and reading triggered by the
network of signs condense as intensity. The relationship
between recipient and author can be explained in two
ways:

A. The work reflects itself as ‘dead’, or rather as ‘mute’,
since it makes no statement about the relationships
between referents external to the sign, the cause for the
use of the presented signs and the combination of signs
internal to the work. Merely the result of a transformation
of signs becomes relevant, but not the process of
transformation itself.

B. The ‘dead’ work is regarded as the medium of a
‘secret exchange' between author and recipient. The
relationship between the occasion of the projection and
the projection itself, between the production of signs and
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the reception of signs, remains open, without being
arbitrary. The ‘communicating tubes’ between absent
author and recipient projections do not allow themselves
to be deciphered, nor do they reveal themselves.
Intellectual examination of the sign process restricted to
the work itself (A.) and emotive openness for the potential
of meaning referring to past sign processes (B.) are not
simultaneously, but successively pregnable attitudes of
reception. m
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