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Larry Rivers 
COLLABORATIONS AND APPROPRIATIONS 
By Helen A. Harrison 

Perhaps because of his background as a professional jazz musician, Larry Rivers (1923-2002) was predisposed to 
creative collaboration and appropriation. Neither practice was common in the late 1940s and early 1950s when Rivers 
was making the art scene in New York City. Solitary self-expression was the mode du jour, and the prevailing attitude 
frowned on external source material. As Jackson Pollock summarized the situation, "today painters do not have to 
go to a subject matter outside of themselves. Most modern painters work from a different source. Th~y work from 
\Vithin."1 

An outsider, weaned in the netherworld of smoky clubs and drug-fueled all-night jam sessions, Rivers challenged 
the era's conventions with impunity. By definition, a band is a group of individuals working together as a unit in 
which each member depends on the others. And even the most subjective improvisation usually starts with a basic 
tune written by someone else-think "My Favorite Things," from Rogers and Hammerstein's The Sound of Music, as 
brilliantly interpreted by John Coltrane. So both collaboration and appropriation came naturally to Rivers, who was 
introduced to art during a 1945 gig at Old Orchard Beach in Maine, where a band-mate's wife taught him to paint.2 
Throughout his subsequent SO-year career, he actively collaborated with other visual artists, poets, and playwrights, 
and gleefully borrowed from a wide range of visual source material, from high art to mass-market graphics, movies, 
and photographs. 

Jamming with Steve Smith at the Bluebird. R.i.VC'rhcad, NY, 1950$. 
Phc)IO by Hans Namuth. 

The £as1 13th Street Band. 198.S. 
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This kind of inspired free-for-all is not unique to Rivers. 
In modem times, it has precedents in Cubism, Dada, and 
Surrealism, but it was out of fashion in postwar New York, 
where Abstract Expressionism was dominant Together with 
other young upstarts, Rivers was at the forefront of what the 
critic Lawrence Alloway dubbed Pop Art, which, in addition 
to drawing on popular culture, often referenced earlier art.3 

Like few of his contemporaries, however, Rivers maintained 
strong and mutually enriching life.long ties to fiction writers 
and poets, not only illustrating their works and designing 
covers for their books but also actively engaging in creative 
projects requiring mutual input that sometimes emitted heat 

Rlwn. aar1c. Pri«, and KmMtt. K<>ch with,.,,_ Yo.t 1~. as well as light His frequent collaborator Kenneth Koch 
Pho<obyRudyBurcldwdt. described their back and forth on the 1961 "poem-paint ing" 

New York 1950-60: "It was a slightly aggressive inspiration that 
we were giving each other, to such a degree that sometimes he painted over my words and I wrote on his painting:•• As 
the poet David Shapiro observed: "Collaboration in Koch's sense does not delete the notion of conflict or rivalry but 
makes it a part of the experience of the communal."5 

The earliest work in the current exhibition is a linocut, based on a Madonna and Child by the 15th century Netherlandish 
painter Hans Memling, which Rivers made as a cover for Koch's poem •A Christmas Play" in the early 1950s. At 
that time, Rivers was also writing poetry, and he briefly considered abandoning art and devoting himself to it, while 
continuing to work as a jazz saxophonist. These competing interests, which might have hampered a less energetic 
artist, ultimately reinforced one another and nourished Rivers' voracious creativity. Always the performer, he also 
appeared in experimental films by Rudy Burckhard! and Robert Frank, had a bit part in "Lovesick," a 1983 romantic 
comedy starring Dudley Moore, and created his own video 
projects with Diana Molinari and Michel Auder. 

Rivers' best-known collaboration with a poet is Stones, a 
portfolio of 12 lithographs made in 1957-59 with Frank 
O'Hara. Rivers called it their own "Eluard-Matisse number;-6 
referring to Hommage: Dessins de Matisse. Poemes de Paul 
Eluard, published in 1944, although unlike Matisse and Eluard 
they worked in tandem on each stone-a process for which 
the publisher Barney Rossel coined the term "tabloscript." But 
as distinct from artist duos, such as Berndt and Hilla Becker, 
Gilbert and George, Helen and Newton Harrison, Komar and 
Mel.amid, and the Starn twins, Rivers and O'Hara maintained 
their individual identities while interacting, much as jazz John Mhb<ry,""' frdllchtt. Rlwn. and Ann< AUm... in Rudy 

Bwdcharclfs film. MownH"' nm1 ... 1950. 
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soloists take cues and improvise. And in the case of Stones, the creative 
stew was spiced by the two men's homosexual relationship. The imagery 
alludes to their intimacy, as well as the freewheeling milieu in which their 
experimentation, whether artistic or romantic, was not just tolerated but 
encouraged. (Rivers, who was then married to Augusta Berger, ultimately 
opted for heterosexuality.) 

Like his collaborations, Rivers' appropriations began early and were 
sustained throughout his long and productive career. Learning by 
imitating established masters is a time-honored tool of art training, 
and in Rivers' formative years we find examples of his borrowings 
from Courbet, Cezanne, Bonnard, and Matisse-even the Pollock of 
1951, when recognizable, if highly abstracted, figures reappeared in his 
paintings. An avid reader and student of art history (he once won $32,000 
on a television quiz show answering questions on that topic). Rivers drew 
no hierarchic distinctions, cherry-picking his raw material from literary 
as well as visual sources. For example, his audacious reinterpretation 
of Washington Crossing the Delaware, a 1953 canvas that was greeted 
with shock and derision for a theme that the artist acknowledged was RMnandfnnl<O'Haru•-ooS.-195&. 
"disgusting, dead and absurd:' was inspired as much by Tolstoi's War P!ioco br""" Nomuth. 

and Peace as by the 1851 Emanuel Leutz.e painting in the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art.7 Indeed, his wide-ranging literary and historical interests led him to create several elaborate narrative 
epics, treating themes as diverse as the Russian Revolution, the Jewish people, and the Hollywood film industry. 

Rivers' wise-guy persona and self-deprecating wit often masked the serious side of his endeavor: to re-legitimize artists' 
response to "subject matter outside of themselves." Whether that subject matter came from an Old Master painting 
or a Dutch Masters cigar box (sporting a watered-down Rembrandt) didn't matter, as long as it engaged his eye and 
imagination. In fact, at a time when Andy Warhol was quoting the Mona Lisa and Roy Lichtenstein was paraphrasing 
Picasso, the zeitgeist favored what the curators Jean Lipman and Richard Marshall called "art about art." Rive.rs was 
among the pioneers of that approach, and by far its most committed devotee. 

After many years of recycling everything from cigarette packs, family snapshots, and newspaper clippings to Japanese 
prints, masterpieces by David, Manet, and Cezanne, and even his own paintings, Rivers embarked on "Art and the 
Artist; an ambitious project that pays homage to the great innovators of modernism. Beginning in 1988 with 75 Years 
Later, based on Marcel Duchamp's Nude Descending a Staircase, which scandalized visitors to the 1913 Armory show, 
the project embraced stage and screen personalities as well as painters. Often using montage and a relief technique 
of cut and layered foam board, Rivers gave the works a dynamic, three-dimensional presence that heightens their 
animated, almost cinematic character. In his punningly titled Modernist Times (1988). for example, he superimposes 
a famous image of Charlie Chaplin from the actor/director's 1936 film Modern Times onto a 1918 composition by 



Femand Leger. Interpretations of paintings by van Gogh, Jean Helion, Max Ernst, Wifredo Lam, and others also 
include portraits of the artists to whom Rivers pays homage. But his omnivorous appetite for all things visual-the 
hunger that made the Holocaust and a pack of Camels seem equally tasty subjects-enabled him to engage with a 
sample of Peruvian folk art even as he was reinterpreting masterpieces by Matisse and Mondrian. 

Rivers' imagination ranged far beyond the limits of the current exhibition, which only hints at the astonishing variety of 
his artistic achievements. What is evident, however, is that his urge to collaborate and appropriate fulfilled imperatives 
other than the need to find interesting raw material His enthusiasm for experimentation and intellectual curiosity 
enabled him to internalize and transform his sources, whether exalted or banal, while his openness to working with 
others insured that he never lacked stimulation. And like the alchemist Coltrane, he turned base material into gold. In 
the give and take of his creative life, Rivers gave better than he got. 

Ufa mapzln< <prad •• Rl-l<n. OClobc< 20, 1958. prompttd by hi• Win ... 
th< td<Viaion quit <how "Th< 164.000 a..llenge." 
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Larry Riven, ~fod~r,.ist nmu. 1988 
Oil on canvas mounted c>n tculpc.ed foamboard, 77 x 60 x 4.112• 
Courtesy Mr. Roy Niederhoft'er, NYC 
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