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Robert White: More is More 
"Reality cannot be faked; unless it is total, it fails to convince." 
So wrote Fairfield Poner, in a 1961 review ofRoben White's 
sculpture. 

More than any other critic, Pon erwas acutelyawarcoflhe 
difficulties facing a representational anist in America in the 
second half of this century. While representational anists 
risked ou1right rejection at a time when abstraction was the 
fashionable style. 1hc greatest risk. as Poncr saw it, came from 
the anists themselves. Representational anists often imagined 
that rcprcscntalion in and of itself could solve problems 1hat 
abstraction had barely begun to raise. fettmost among them 
the relationship ofform and content. Even today. some realist 
anists insist that abstraction is a rcsutcmcnt of clements 
already present in the an of the past. Bycomperingcloscupsof 
Rembrandt's brushwork with that of Jackson Pollock. for 
example. they "prove" that Pollock performed exclusively 
what Rembrandt did in pessing. The real issue raised by this 
comparison. however. is the relationship of gesture to context. 
That issue is especially pressing today. when the Modernist 
concept of historical progress lies in shambles. Pure form has 
not triumphed over narra1ive content. as proponenls of 
abslraction thought ii mighl; nor has the narrative con1en1 of a 
painting made ii inherenlly superior 10 a pain1ing wi1hou1 
narrative con1en1: The concepts shared by bolh camps arc slill 
unclaimed. The solu1ion docs not lie in rcprcsenta1ion or in 
abstraction per sc but in the redefinition of our hislorical 
consciousness. and that is what the works of Roben White can 
teach us today. 

White has lhe advantage of being primarily a sculptor. As 
Clement Greenberg observed of sculpture: "Whether abstract 
or representational. its language remains three-dimensional 
- literal." For all their surface difTetenceS, both Poner and 
Hans Hoffmann, the founding theoretician of Abslract 
Expressionism. were landscape painters. Both posed the ques
lion of form and content as painters for whom conlent always 
had to be "out there" no matter how much it might be con
cealed or abstracted. But the "something out there" of 1hc 
sculptor is already a given in terms of pure mass. Ultima1cly. it 
represents nothing more than its own material in the act of 
organization. Because White works from memory. it is 1he 
charged memory - the very act of organizing experience -
that substitutes for the sense-data that painters build on. 
According to Poner. White "secs the anatomy as if from the 
point of view of the man inside the body. as though he were the 
animate principle of his own landscape. and therefore beyond 
his own comprehension.· Valentin Tatnnskycalls White"the 
best American fiaurative sculpcor" for "this balance bc1wccn 
memory and similitude.• White works from a totally sclf
sustaining reality which is beholden neither to realistic imita· 
tion nor 10 meaningless gesture. An inte=ting perallel may be 
drawn between White. who achieves a self~ustaining work by 
developing all i1s possible aspects to a point beyond even his 
own grasp, and an anist like Frank Stella, for whom con1rol is 

everything. Anists like Stella musl even1ually relinquish their 
own claims for a "pure" painting when the work moves into 
1hat uneasy zone be1wecn painting and sculpture. The reduc
tionism which Stella once saw as a his1orical imperalive of 
painting meets up with the universalism which Poner saw asa 
prcrcquisi1e or realism. As Hegel poin1cd out in his in1roduc-
1ion to 1he Plwnomtnol<>R,r of Mind. 10 panicularizc is to 
generalize. 

Ultimately. there is no conflict between realism and 
abslraction. or even between painting and sculpture. They all 
come down to the anist's ability or willingness to confront the 
gh05U that rise up in his eye: the shadow that falls between his 
memory and the blank canvas or the lump or clay. 

As a sculpcor. Roben White could have ignored the prob
lems of the painter. But he hasn\. In his work there is very little 
!hat has been taken for granted and very few problems left 
unacknowledged. His strength lies neither in his response to 
lhe challenge of abstraction nor in realism but in the wide 
range of options he must keep open at all times in order to 
answer the challenges of form andcon1ent. lf he isa realist. it is 
first and foremost in his belief that "more is more." 

One aspect of his drawings illustrates the poin1. White has 
developed a manner in his studies of a reclining female nude 
seen from the back. a smear or the pencil that joins the 
receding area of the waist to the background oflhedrawing. It 
is a fine trick. no more than a flick or the thumb; the gesture is 
assured. aware of the history of the problem and of the history 
of its resolution. In its technical assura!'CC. if not outright 
flippancy. the gesture is European. In its triumphant. almost 
naive. proclamation of its goals. it is brashly American .. Only a 
sculptor could look at the craft of drawing with that panicu
lar. lucid dcuchment. Very few sculptors have. 

This gesture is but one of many small options thal White 
reserves for himself: other possibilities spring from the history 
of an. the history of meaning. the ma1erials lhemselvcs. and 
the panicuJar requirements of each of his numerous commis
sions for medals and public monumen1s. All op1ions are valid 
a priori; in the beginning. at least. 1hey arc all given equal 
weight. Bui it is the emphasis given one aspect over anolher
the interaction. for example. or the historical meaning of a 
piece with its materials - that gives each of White's works its 
complexity and uniqueness. Each work defines itself as a 
panicular set of choices - of ways of painting. drawing. 
sculpting. molding - a dialectic of being in the world. 

His sculptured group Apollo ond Manyos. for instance. 
refers first of all to the lcaicnd of Apollo, the god of reason. 
who overcame lhe satyr Manyas in a singing contest and 
flayed him as the prize or victory. White has sculpted Marsyas 
in black walnut and Apollo in a slightly repugnant raw 
bronze. Marsyas. who in Classical sculpture is shown upright 
and carved from stone. is thus rc•uled here as a "flayed 
peasant,• in White's words. and Apollo as a crazed aristocrat. 
The texture of the wood both upholds and undermines the 



sadistic pleasure implicit in the emphatic musculature or the 
Hellenistic originals - implicit. perhaps. in all Classical an. 
The contrast or Native American black walnut and the more 
-civilil'Cd- casting technique sets up another complementary 
tension. At nny rate. the -meaning" is not seuled. It courses 
over the Surfoce or both objects. branching OUI in any number 
or directions the viewer might care 10 pursue. White meets 
Poner"s demand for a " Iola I reality" in the totalizing depth or 
his conception . A nn di Pietro. curato r a l The Heckscher 
M useum in llun1 ington. New Yo rk. has wriuen 1ha1 he 
"strives for an expressive impact that he feels is analogous 10 
the power of li1crn1urc.-which is 10say1ha1 he is above all an 
cmincn1ly ''''"'""''artist. 

Ta1ransky has praised White for being -actively rhetori
cal"" in that lhc tension between conception and execution is 
relt in every detail of his sculptures. All-ovemcss. however. is 
not a virtue in itself: rather it is the natural sum of a series or 
small disruptions on the surface of White•s sculptures. The 
unity or each pie« lies no more in the quantity of tensions 
raised than the expression of power lies in the tensing or all the 
muscles in the body. 

Herc again. the preference for quantity over quality that 
trips up so many representational anists ha.s been neatly sides
tepped. The surface of White's works is a series or laconic 
statements that open up into worlds of formal. historical. 
iconographic. or psychological significance. As White himselr 
says. - 1 suppose 1ha1 by the time I get thro ugh with a piece. it 
contains everything I know or feel anything about. and there 
arc bound co be some ideas in the soup.· 

Consider. for instance. his two Danr"·'· from the series 
Dome o.f Death. The viewer's eye and mind arc led from the 
slave's bracelet on the forearm of the male figure - which is 
actually an unfinished scam - co the scam - like border or his 
mask. Both effects arc barely distinguishable from the vein in 
his forearm. Male strength and vulnerability arc pla)'Cd 
against one another. This play brings to mind thevastlydilTer
ent yet complementary play of weakness and strength in 
Donatello's bron>e David. which is evoked by the scams and 
textures or the Danrns. The contrast of the male dancer's 
outstretched arm. which races the viewer. and the c losed form 
of his other arm. sunk into the waist or his companion.are also 
a counterpoint to Donatello's use of open and c losed form in 
the body of David and the head of Goliath. Whites works 
develop in the mind slowly. much the way Vasari describes 
those of M ichclangclo: It's as if a figure were emerging from a 
body or wn1cr. llut their origina l disjointedness - their way of 
not seeming quite right a l first - is White's own. The ways in 
which. over time. they slowly move into focus is their panicu
lar message. 

Both Tatransky and Poncr felt that Whites work was 
organic rather than conceptual. Poner raised the issue with 
regard to White's Dri11k~rs. a series depicting three patrons 
and banender fro1en into positionssoexprcssivcasto become 
icons or drunkenness. Poner felt that the vinuosity or the 
group was "lost in an anificial conception.· I ha\'C seen the 
original plaster models piled up in White•s woodshed. They 
remind me of that teriifying photograph of the frozen corpse 
of an Indian at Wounded Knee. 

Tatmnsky argued that - white used the carriage of the 
1\IARSYAS. 1986 
81.ack walnut, 26 :c 27 x 46. 



body to create the circumstances. - while George Scpl. work
ing in a similar \-ein at the same time. used the cultural context. 
In reality. both White and Segal use a cultural context. but 
each uses MrTlltive in a totally different way. In Segal it is the 
awful emptiness of the narrative itself that conveys the con
text. especially in such ~nt sculpture as his monument to the 
Holocaust and his rejected projects for Kent State and Sheri
dan Square. For White. however. context. Mrrative. and for
mal design exist cheek-by-jowl. and it is the absence. as much 
as the presence. of ony one element that gives these works their 
weight. It's always u good sign when an artist's work seems to 
have aged less thnn the writings of even his most perceptive 
critics. It i.s an even better sign when the yellowing labels of art 
fashion fall off of their own accord. 

Paul Werner 
Curatorial Assistant 
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Rou,.,-dom NIN•'lhled, DoW' Wcllifta •Rijkucactemie 

Apinst the Trtncl with Eiaht Amcricln1,' Aup111 17 
Brir«rpon S..fldtt)• 1'w1. Manhl B. Seou "PerU,..White 

Exhibition at U. 8 .... April 6 
Art Nnt·s. Larry Campbell - An Review, M•y issue 
Nnt· YOl'k Maaazinc. John 0Mn - 01lkry and Museum 

RM<ws. M1y 2S 
Nnt'Sdo_1'. Amti Walt.ch. "Now Lona Isl.and Has a Hill 

ol Fame.· Sepoember IS •'fP' Dtlilr N,.,.,, Yves Blrbtrot ~Jptor Assnu He 
Is Not Oriaina~" A-t 17 

1- l.S..d ,,.,., Jconnc hns ·w.w Kahn and 
Robert Whit<.' Oct<*f 20 

1llr Yili.,.. Yolrr. JoM Grum 'A TrNcioolliA ill the Bests.--
An World. c;.,.. lllon!oon "Anioo\ a.oa -The F ..... .._ -

Scptember iooue 

7"' -°" G-. Robert Taylor "Sculpelll'Cd Exu......_ • 

°"'*' S-11--. 11.,...., Nanci)' Wiiiis • A«llimod Seulptor\ 
._ m An." September 

'"'-,.·'" Mak:olm ,,_°" • Four Studtn11 cl thr Hum1n 
.,....,·A-31 

T1tr Nnt· Yort 11mn. Htlcn Harrison 1'ht Human F"~re 
Malla A c--·" Sepcember 4 

Tlw W""""""" /Wt, Joct Eioen 'Biid< Ja<k in BrOOle," 
October 7 

An.1 Mqv.ine. Valmdne T1traN ky "F'our Who Figure:," 
llecemberiooue 

"" Woll SI,..,'"""""· Raymond Sokolov "See;ng NAM 
From llo4h Sida" 

Arts Mqaz:int. VaJmt'-t T1tran&ky "'Summer Group Show 
at G,._ham M°*"t.." JnYll)' illut 

llon/rpon '°""""· Ar1yne - .. "Cuntors Choitt ., the 
Heebd>cr M......,"Sepcember 12 
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PREVIOUS EXHIBITIONS AT THE ART GALLERY .· 

19711 '-'CUI.TY EX..noN 
,1171 MICHl1il STUNlf 

ftlCINT EMUIJ!MtGS CAN AMERtCAH Fl~MTIOH Of 
MTSIXHI~ 

SAl.VAltlM llOMAHO 
1177 -. ,._., 

.AJOITM---IA'.l'EI CAN AMERICAN fEDDW10H 

Of MTS IXHISTlONI 
19711 IB)N oowa 

WCM9I AAT1STS ,_ -"°"" --11()181+"'1 MA.Yflt 
THE 8'8Tlll 01NEL 

19711 -UY QOllEUQ( 
ALAHSONRST 
HOWAAOEHA PINDELi. 
AOV UOOVOSTEIH 

1- BENNY AHCREWS 
Al.I)( KATZ 
EIGHT FllOM - VOAK 
NITIS1S FllOM aJ&NS 
Ol'TOPllENE 
STOln' MOOK II, THE STUDIO FACULTY 

1111 N.ICINHL 
N-IOSCUl'TORS 
JOHIUTTU 
llAJOe.-
IB)N l'OlK _,,. 

1112 RllJll ICUU'llllll 
OICU
.""'1.---THE l10llY IAOOK ~ llMTATIONAL --11N THElllM-
CIMMC OlllfCllONS;A~
C::WCW l18'f ''N 

THE FACUIJY -
,.. • t Ll::N) N'T8tNt Ntr AND IOUTICI 

INC ITAU.111: lQn \'£AAS 

- -.uHllO:SEVBl,_THE_ 
-OOUlntY1121·1-
CMl-ICULOTUllE 

1- ...- - 11 lUllCft: ........ . 
All~ 1'CMES: PAJHS "" GLO«Y 
HOMAGE TO 80l.OfOWSIC't! 183'· 1111 
MHOOM - """1HGS IY JUAH IAHOllZ/ 

IHITAUATIOH IY Al.MS)() JAN'. 
Al8T1IACf """'1NG AEDEFIHEO 

1- ICLUOE: METAL 5a.V'IUAE 
TOIY IUONAOUllO: $ELECTED -.S 
VAHO VEH-G AHO ZENG SHAH-OIHO 
EIGHT - .....nut$; OONT'EWOflAAV AAT1STS 

CW THE EAST V1UAGE 
'M THllOIJGH THE L.OOl<ING Ol.A$$ 
WCM9I AAT1STS CW THE SUMEAUST loOlfM(HT 

1M7 HANS IMDER: NICHE1'YPAL DIAG"''tl 

lolCHAB. - IWTIJAL - llETBaKIS 
.AJOITll OOIJCl(l1'I09SI -- ' MAAGAAET llOUME·~ THE ..-TAAIAH VISION 
MEI. Al.ElCelllEAG: c:clW'lJT'EA ANGELI 
STEIHA AHO WO<X1'I VASUll(A; THE WUT 

1111 THE FACULTY - '88 
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STATE UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK AT STONY BROOK 

~a~t"Fiici';.v 

PRESIDENTS JEWEL 
STATE UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK 
AT STONY BROOK. 1966 

Bronze. 3" diameter 

• 

Stiiiij'BrOOk 
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