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This is the fourth installment of 
portraits in The Artist Series. 
The first two focused on Oregon 
writers. Part 3 and this 
installment, Part 4, focus on 
visual artists—the gifted, award-
winning painters, sculptors, and 
photographers who have made 
invaluable contributions to the 
cultural life of this city and 
state, people whose legacies are 
destined to be part of our 
cultural history. 
For an introductory look at their 
work, I refer you to their digital 
digs—their virtual ateliers. 

CHRISTOPHER 
RAUSCHENBERG: 
PHOTOGRAPHER 

Rauschenberg has 
photographed around the world. 
His work has been featured in 
more than a 100 solo shows. 
He is a co-founder and past 
president of Photolucida and a 
co-founder, co-curator, and 
Board Chairman of Blue Sky 
Gallery.

Examples of Rauschenberg’s 
work can be found at the 
Elizabeth Leach Gallery.
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Paul Sutinen

The bucket, not the Taj Mahal
orartswatch.org/christopher-rauschenberg-the-beauty-of-the-bucket

John Cage said, “Beauty is now underfoot wherever we take the trouble to look.” That
seems to be the point of Christopher Rauschenberg’s photographs for more than 40 years.

Beyond that work as a photographer, Rauschenberg was one of the five founders of Blue
Sky Gallery—now one of the premier photography institutions in America—back in 1975.
He founded the Portland Grid Project in 1995. As the website states: “Christopher
Rauschenberg took a pair of scissors to a standard map of Portland and cut it into 98
pieces. He then invited a group of 12 Portland photographers, using a variety of cameras,
films, formats, and digital processes, to all photograph the randomly selected square each
month. By 2005 they had covered every square mile of Portland and shown each other over
20,000 images.” The Grid Project is now on its third round of photographing the city.

Christopher Rauschenberg, Warsaw, 2016

In 1997-1998 he spent time in Paris rephotographing 500 scenes shot previously by
Eugene Atget, who Rauschenberg considers “the greatest photographer of all time.” His
website portfolio includes photographs from travels to Europe, China, Tanzania, Thailand,
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Brazil, and Guatemala. From March 26-April 19 a selection of recent photographs from
Poland will be shown at Elizabeth Leach Gallery.

When did you start taking pictures?

When I was six years old in 1957, maybe five years old.

When you were doing that, were you thinking that you were a photographer?

No. My mom [artist Susan Weil] had a Rollei [Rolleiflex twin-lens reflex camera], and I
took pictures with it—it weighed about as much as I did—one of those things like a
shotgun, when you trip its shutter you gotta brace yourself. But she got me a little [Kodak]
Brownie, one of those Bakelite cube kind of cameras, and then she and I would go walking
around taking pictures together. When I was six and seven she taught me how to print
badly in the darkroom and I made these—I won’t say books exactly,but connected matted
prints—sort of book like in their final form, that I gave to people that I gave Christmas
presents to, my grandparents. So I was publishing books at an early age. Then I stopped
doing it ‘til I was in high school. I bought myself a camera with my saved-up money and
started doing more photography again.

So then were you thinking of yourself as being a photographer?

No. I didn’t start thinking of myself as being a photographer until my third year in college
when I transferred from Reed up to Evergreen State College. I took a class that was
photography and filmmaking. I love film and I’m very interested in film. I figured out it
was too hard to make film. It was too expensive. It was too complicated. You were a
filmmaker, but you never actually accomplished any filmmaking because it was just so
logistically hard.

You have to deal with all those people too.

Yeah. I’m going to shoot something, I need eight people there, so I have to tell three of
them I’ll do their laundry for them and one that I’ll do the grocery shopping, so they can be
there. And film was very expensive. Just using one roll of 16 mm film (three minutes or
something)—to buy the film, get it developed, get a print made so you’re not putting your
original in a projector (which is a very dangerous place for some film to be)—the equivalent
of a month’s rent. I wouldn’t be able to shoot enough film to learn how to do it.

Were there any kinds of photography or photographers who were influencing
you at that point?

My original influence of course was my mom taking me out and photographing together,
but I was interested in Minor White, his idea of making pictures of the ordinary world that
seem to be some transcendent thing organized in the sequences where it wasn’t necessarily
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so much about an individual picture, the way a poem is not necessarily about the individual
words. That was probably a pretty big influence. Obviously one creates oneself as an artist
out of the bits and pieces you take of the artists you’re interested in. It ended up that my
most important influences were Lee Friedlander and Eugene Atget.

Atget seems to have done that thing of looking at the ordinary Paris and
making it somehow extraordinary, even though you look at it and you can’t
figure out why that particular picture is extraordinary.

What I’m interested in from the very beginning: looking at ordinary things and thinking
“that’s not boring that’s interesting.” And of course that’s what my father’s [artist Robert
Rauschenberg] work is all about. I think my father’s work is very much based on a
photographer’s point of view. He did some work in photography himself, and he did work
that incorporated a lot of photography. But I think just the basic—when he says, “I think
I’m gonna put this necktie and that sock into my painting,”—I think that’s the kind of thing
that a camera teaches you, that something that would be insignificant, that you would
ignore, the camera doesn’t ignore, it sees it just the same. If you’re sitting at this table and
there’s an old dirty sock on this table, the camera sees the old dirty sock just as much it sees
your soul coming through your eyes.

When you’re out there photographing do you feel you’re finding pictures or
that you’re making pictures?

Finding.

So the world is presenting you with the picture and then you just need a lasso
it?

When somebody sees a show of my work, what I want them to think is “Oh, gee, well the
world is kind of more interesting than I thought. I need to keep my eye out for stuff like
that.” It’s very much about having a sense, for the viewer, that I’m just pointing at stuff
that’s there, and giving them a heads up, a “hey, look out for this,” because it’s cool.

One of my theories is that art helps you to see the world. You might first notice
something in artwork and then you go out into the world and say, “look, I
think I’ve had this experience before”—but it was in an artwork. Landscape
painting defines what is cool in landscape because of the ways certain artists
decided to paint this tree or that river or whatever it is.

It teaches you to see it in a certain light.

And not necessarily just the “picturesque.” Seventeenth century Dutch
landscapes are pretty mundane if you really evaluate what’s in the pictures—
the road, the house, the fence, the tree—but it’s more than that.
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Christopher Rauschenberg, Warsaw, 2016

To see the music of how things come
together. A picture, a painting, a
photograph or whatever, can consist
of entirely ordinary mundane
objects, but there may be a visual
spatial relationship, there may be
echoing forms, there may be things
that are aesthetically pleasing in the
work and also in the real world.

There are a lot of people who
walk through the world and
never “see” it. It seems that
something a photographer, or
any other artist, is saying is,
“Here’s a situation that I find
interesting. How can I make
my equivalent to a poem out of
this that communicates to
somebody else about that?”
How do you tune your poem
about this experience?

I think it’s a continuous learning
experience. I don’t think it’s one of
those things where at first you’re
visually literate and then you read
perfectly. It’s this thing where you’re
continuously learning. You are continuously in the education biz. You see something that
makes you realize that it’s not just a bunch of weird icky people on the bus and you wish
you had your own car, but then you look at a Diane Arbus book and you think, “Oh look at
these interesting people on the bus with me!” And there’s this process of “in what light can
I see something?”—I’m not going to use the word “beautiful”—but by “beautiful” I mean
fascinating, strange, I don’t just mean pretty. I mean something that I can benefit from
looking at harder.

That’s one of the things I think about with your earlier early black-and-white
pictures in the ‘70s—looking at a dishpan rack or looking at the cords coming
down the wall, little things. You see them all the time, but whether or not you
notice them is another question. Whether or not that would be “beauty” to a
philosopher, I don’t know.

I am comfortable using “beauty” that way. You think about people who say, “Oh look that’s
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a beautiful woman.” Well, you’ve learned to see that a particular person who looks like a
Barbie doll—we call that beautiful. But then, as you continue to be out in the world, you
discover that maybe even if somebody has brown skin and they don’t look like Barbie,
maybe they’re kind of heavier than Barbie (which virtually everyone in the world is)—
maybe that’s beautiful.

Rubens had a particular idea about beauty somewhat different from the
runway model.

There’s a wonderful quote from my dad: “I really feel sorry for people who think things like
soap dishes or mirrors or Coke bottles are ugly because they’re surrounded by things like
that all day long, and it must make them miserable.”

I think the main job—photography can do lots of different things—but for the kind of
photography I’m doing, what’s at the core of the medium of photography I think, is that
your job as a photographer is to get yourself to actually pay attention, and to actually see
what’s ahead of you, on either side of you, what you’re standing underneath, whatever. I
think it sounds easy to say, “Why don’t you pay attention and really see everything around
you?” but it’s not easy at all. It’s the task of a lifetime.

I remember that you used to say that when you go out to take pictures you
could only go out to take pictures. You couldn’t be on the way to the bank and
take some pictures or your brain would still be thinking about going to the
bank. Or if you ran into somebody, you knew your whole day was shot because
you couldn’t get back into that space for taking pictures. Do you still carry that
frame of mind when out photographing?

Yeah, I think that your job is to get yourself into a state where you’re really paying attention
to what’s around you, and if you’re paying attention to what’s not around you, it kind of
eliminates the possibility of really paying attention. As a photographer going out
photographing, I’d go back later and look at my contact sheets, back in the pre-digital days,
the pictures are lousy lousy lousy lousy lousy lousy. And then there’ll be like four great ones
that are in seven frames. And then maybe I remember, “I got to go to the bank. What time
is it?” And that would sort of break the spell. Then they’d be lousy again. So it’s like you
could see the evidence: OK, here’s where I really broke through and started to see what’s
going on around me in a rich way. There is a way in which the pictures before that are
necessary, but they’re are necessary in the way a piano player is playing their scales.

One of the funny things about photography is that when you’re just taking a picture of
something that you think might not be very important or you’re thinking about the way an
artist might make a little sketch or something in a sketchbook—maybe that’s something I
should think about in the future. With photography there’s no way to tell if you’re making a
little sketch in the sketchbook or you are making your masterpiece—that it’s the greatest
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picture you’ve ever made in your life. It’s a 60th of a second either way, and that’s
something you just decide later. That’s sort of a funny unique thing about photography—
what you think of as playing scales could turn out to be your masterpiece.

At some point you switched from being a black-and-white photographer to a
color photographer.

It was right around 2000.

So what was your thought around that?

I’ve always liked both black-and-white and color. It’s easy to do black-and-white and it
used to be hard to do color.

With black-and-white just go downstairs your darkroom.

I would go down to the basement. I’d load my own film, develop my own film, make my
own prints—really easy. Color wasn’t very easy. I started the Portland Grid Project. If I
want the largest meaning of my work to be “the ordinary world is wonderful and you
should pay attention to it” but all of my portfolio is taken in exotic places—that’s a bad
mismatch. I needed to do a project in Portland.

But when I started doing that, I thought, “Well, the ways in which color is difficult is less
difficult now.” It used to be much more expensive to print in a book—well, the Portland
Grid Project is too big to be a book, it’s going to be a website. On the website it doesn’t
matter if something is black-and-white or color, so I started putting a second camera in my
pocket with color film in it, and I mostly shot black-and-white, but now and then I’d think,
“I wonder what that would look like in color” and I’d shoot it. Then I’d almost always like
the black-and-white one better. I kept doing it. Then sometimes I like the color one better.
Then I’d usually like the color one better. Then I’d always like the color one better. Then I
stopped shooting black-and-white. So that was the transition. I slowly taught myself to
actually see better in color.
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Christopher Rauschenberg, Warsaw, 2016

The show you’re having Elizabeth Leach Gallery is pictures from Poland.

If you go to the Poland page on my website it’s a series of short stories. The first one is kind
of a novella. It’s in a clothing market sort of like a Saturday Market or something. Because
the weather in Poland is not exactly like Florida, there’s a lot of covered spaces which made
these great shadows, and some of the coverings were a sort of translucent blue and green
and these funny little spot spots of light. I mostly photographed in the parts where the stalls
were closed, and it’s really about the light landing on the ground.

When you walk into a place like that do you just go “Ooh! Ah!”?

Right, I’m in heaven. It’s interesting because Warsaw was a place that was bombed to
smithereens and then rebuilt in Russian practical style. It’s a place that is not rich in
architectural beauty. Somehow your task of paying attention and finding the beauty in your
surroundings is sometimes easier and sometimes harder.

But sometimes these more boring places are more interesting because there
are things that are more surprising. If the buildings are richer, you might not
notice the light and shadows because you will be distracted by the buildings.

Yeah, there are lots of things I would typically photograph, like what’s in the store windows
and everything, and I didn’t really use that system. They don’t really have shop windows
with stuff in them. Same thing in China. You walk down a business street and what they
would have in the window is a pile of newspapers leaning up against the glass. Windows are
just to let light into the room. There wasn’t any display aspect involved in it.
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I was there for a photography festival in Lodz, and I spent some time in Warsaw, some in
Kraków. Most of the photographs are from Warsaw, some are from Lodz, a couple I think
are from Kraków.

Looking through your website, your trip to India in 1975 seems to be your first
bunch of travel pictures.

I think it was. That was funny because I was really working every day. I didn’t have much
time to make photographs. I was helping my dad make these prints that were made out of
handmade paper and sort of a paper-based clay that they build buildings out of. When we
would run out of, say camel whips, I’d say, “Oh I’ll go get them.” Then somebody would
drive me into town to the camel whip store and I would photograph out the window of the
car. It was like trying to take pictures when you’re on one of these bus tours.

It was very different different from your previous photography, looking at the
nooks and crannies of things, and showing us things in a different light. In
India you’re looking at a strangely different culture. Did you think about how
you were going to deal with this cultural aspect?

Yeah. One of the most important things about travel is that before you travel, however
you’re used to things being done, you think that’s the only way to do them. You have a
menu like you might have at a hotdog stand. What’s on the menu? Hotdogs! What would
you like? I’ll have a…hotdog. But then you travel and see other people do things other
ways. It makes you think: look there there’s croque monsieur, pad thai all these other
things I could be eating! But you also sort of look back and say, what’s up with this hotdog?
You look at your own culture differently, our own baseline assumption of how everything
gets done. So it’s partly about going to someplace, seeing how they do things, how it’s
different. When I was in India one of the most fascinating things was: what does a bucket
look like in India? Looks different than a bucket in America. It’s about seeing/seeing.
Seeing the Indian bucket differently and also about seeing the American bucket differently
—and our assumptions, what we think. Certainly in this country the people who haven’t
traveled, haven’t seen other ways to do things, are at a disadvantage in terms of how they
can understand what’s happening in the world, but also how they understand what’s
happening in their own hometown.

When you go to what we think of as exotic places you seem to be looking for
the local ordinary, not the exotic.

Yeah, I photograph the bucket not the Taj Mahal
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Arts

New Art Exhibit on Display at the Griffin 
Museum
Photographers Christopher Rauschenberg and Fred Sway have speak to local residents about their work.

By Jonathan Pickering
September 23, 2010

For an artist, inspiration can come from anywhere. For Fred Sway, it was moving into a new house. 
Having previously lived in an apartment, Sway now got to enjoy a large backyard as well as a porch.

For Christopher Rauschenberg, his inspiration was Paris.

The two artists are currently having their work displayed at the Arthur Griffin Museum of Photography until  
Nov. 7. And on Wednesday, Sep. 15, local residents and art enthusiasts got a chance to meet with and 
have a discussion with the two men.  

Sway's collection, entitled Porch Light, centered around the often over-looked aesthetically inspirations 
centering around the exterior of his home. Sway gave a talk to those at the Griffin, discussing his artistic 
inspirations and his move from film to digital photography.

"Digital photography has more subtly in it than film does," commented Sway. "Artistically, I started 
shooting grand mansions right before the housing collapse. I was drawn to the idea of the 'perfect 
mansion.' I never found it; it became more of a sociological and economic endeavor.



"Focusing on walls of color [in architecture], it was easier to communicate the idea of why people 
decorate their homes the way they do."

Sway's sociological/economic lens gives his work a voyeur aspect to it, as if one relates not only the 
artist's musing of the photograph, but also something about the people who inhabit the dwelling.

Christopher Rauschenberg's gallery, Marche' aux Puces, named after the flea market in Saint-Ouen, 
France, just outside the Paris city limits, was a display centered in the main hall of the Griffin.

According to Rauschenberg, his photos have a surreal, yet centered quality to them, as it takes a moment 
to realize what exactly you're looking at. The images are all a collection from the Marche' aux Puces, 
highlighting its many wonders that the bazaar holds.

"Having seen other art, you follow your own train of thought," Rauschenberg said. "My train of thought 
basically always came back to this station. It's funny that people talk about the art business, as if that 
makes any sense. It's really an oxymoron, the art business. You do this because you love art, it's what 
you want to do, it's that simple."

For more information on these photographers or the Griffin, head over to their website at 
www.griffinmuseum.org.



A flea market fever dream at the Griffin in Winchester
By Chris Bergeron/DAILY NEWS STAFF
Posted Sep 19, 2010 @ 04:00 PM

WINCHESTER —
Instead of bargains, photographer Christopher Rauschenberg wandered through the world's greatest flea 
market hunting the improbable beauty of secondhand goods.

On a recent trip, he photographed "a museum of antiques" all jumbled together at Marche aux Puces, or 
"market with fleas," at Saint-Ouen just "an inch or two outside" of Paris city limits.

Displayed at the Griffin Museum of Photography, Rauschenberg's 2-by-3-foot color photographs provide 
jolting, gorgeous and sometimes weirdly funny glimpses of his fever dream of castaway art and artifacts.

Titled "Marche aux Puces: Christopher Rauschenberg," these photos celebrate, he said, a "stream-of-
consciousness dream world in search of commerce but in search of poetry too."

What a photographer's dream!

A hairy buffalo hoof sits atop a bland chest of drawers. A statue of a brazen nude shares a tabletop with a 
blue demon with a gaping mouth.

Left in a vacant corner, a mushroom-shaped table, an astronaut's spacesuit and something like a lava 
lamp wait for buyers. A marble chorus of cherubs sing on a desk top while nearby a bronze monkey hugs 
an armload of cocoanuts.

The exhibit in the Winchester museum's Main Gallery will run through Nov. 7.

Griffin Executive Director Paula Tognarelli said she first saw Rauschenberg's photos in Photolucida, a 
photography festival Rauschenberg organized in Portland, Ore.

"I thought these photos would appeal to viewers in Massachusetts because they're lush and light-spirited. 
And I think people will enjoy a vicarious trip through this world-famous flea market in France," she said.

Compared to items found in a typical U.S. flea market, Tognarelli said the opulence of the objects in 
Marche aux Puces suggested interesting differences in French and American attitudes toward decorative 
arts. She said Rauschenberg did not label his photos in this show so he wouldn't predispose viewers to 
see or interpret them in any particular way.

A New York native, the 59-year-old Rauschenberg wrote in a statement for the show that he began 
practicing "photographic art" at age 6. Over the next half-century, he earned a degree in photography 
from Evergreen State College, taught art and photography at Maryhurst College for 14 years and has co-
organized 650 solo and 45 group shows.

The son of abstract and Pop Art painter Robert Rauschenberg, he has made curiously beautiful 
photographs from coincidental combinations of genuine antiques, probable junk and lots of things in 
between.

A viewer's initial reaction might be, "These photographs are beautiful."



They are. Like many images of art, Rauschenberg's photos capture the object's craftsmanship and beauty 
and then add a new dimension by showing these artworks sharing space with interesting looking trinkets.

It's not so different as a photo of Angelina Jolie, Stephen Hawking and Osama bin Laden sharing a taxi. 
It's intriguing. But does it mean anything?

Chris Rauschenberg photographs of a flea market outside Paris are on display at the 
Griffin Museum of Photography in Winchester.

Since viewers want to make sense of things, they are likely to superimpose onto these groupings, as 
Rauschenberg likely expects, narratives based on the memories they stimulate.

Oh, here's a chart of the human circulatory system next to a painting of an exotic flower.

Maybe he's making a profound comment on different kinds of organic life.

More likely, the photo catches our eye because it juxtaposes a pair of unlikely things. If he'd merely 
shown two flowers or two circulatory charts, it wouldn't be interesting at all.

Rauschenberg's father once said, "An empty canvas is full." Through these photos, his son might be 
making just the opposite point.

THE ESSENTIALS:

The Griffin Museum of Photography, 67 Shore Road, Winchester.

HOURS: 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. Tuesday through Thursday, 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. Friday, and noon to 4 p.m. 
Saturday and Sunday. Closed Monday.

ADMISSION: $7 for adults; $3 for seniors. Members and children under 12 are admitted free. Admission 
is free on Thursday.

INFO: Call 781-729-1158 or visit www.griffinmuseum.org. To learn about Christopher Rauschenberg, visit 
www.christopherrauschenberg.com.

Copyright 2010 The MetroWest Daily News. Some rights reserved



PHOTOGRAPHY REVIEWS

Focusing on the ins and outs

Flea markets and porches provide setting

“Oak Bluffs, MA’’ is one of Fred Sway’s photos of porches.

By Mark Feeney
September 18, 2010

WINCHESTER — The world’s largest assembly of antiques sellers is Paris’s Marché aux Puces, the Flea 
Market. Of course, there are fleas — and then there are fleas. It must be said that the rooms and displays 
seen in Christopher Rauschenberg’s 21 large color photographs (they’re 2 feet by 3 feet) are pretty tony 
looking. There’s nothing dark or musty or junky about the mirrors, frames, furniture, statuary, and various 
bric-a-brac lovingly rendered by Rauschenberg. Clearly, he’s the one you want to do the catalog when 
you have your estate sale.

“Marché aux Puces: Photographs by Christopher Rauschenberg’’ runs at the Griffin Museum of 
Photography through Nov. 7. In a charming fillip, the show includes several items from Winchester’s 
Lion’s Head Antiques & Collectibles.
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The Surrealists loved flea markets for the opportunities they offered for incongruous juxtaposition. There’s 
almost nothing surreal about Rauschenberg’s images. Is it his sensibility? The nature of the displays? The 
luck of the draw? Who can say. The displays here have a sense of rightness to them rather than an air of 
oddity. Everything belongs. The sole exception — admittedly, it’s a whopper — is a room with what looks 
like an Apollo astronaut’s spacesuit, complete with helmet and visor. There’s a white, plastic biomorphic 
chair, too. Who knew Alphaville had antiques shops.

The collections and rooms Rauschenberg has photographed, like the photographs themselves, have an 
inviting quality. These are not objects you might necessarily want to own (even if you had the space). 
Certainly, though, they are ones to appreciate and savor. Underscoring that sense of an invitation is the 
fact that the only people we see are two-dimensional, on canvas or ceramic, like the woman in a painting 
who peeks out over a set of light sconces (they go for 160 euros — kind of pricey). There’s no one to 
intrude on the viewer’s sense of privacy.

Strangely, neither are there any people visible in Fred Sway’s “Porch Light.’’ The strangeness comes from 
the fact that porches, besides being about ventilation and shade and architectural variety, are also about 
society. The first home theater, they were like a box at the opera house, with the viewers’ attention 
directed to sidewalk and street as substitute for stage. The one complaint to register about Sway’s 20 
color photographs is that they include no views looking out from a porch. That was a role the porch very 
much played in the pre-television era, back when people looked through screens rather than at them.

Where Rauschenberg presents a world of interiors, Sway takes us outside — but not too far. Part of the 
appeal of porches is that they’re a kind of borderland, not quite indoors, not quite out. They are the 
outdoors domesticated, and indoors opened up. Nicely timed, this is definitely an end-of-summer show. 
There are no icy or leaf-strewn steps to be seen.

Sway, a former director of the New England School of Photography, retired two years ago as head of 
photo services at Boston University. In high school, Sway moved with his family from an apartment to a 
house with a screened-in porch and lush garden. Begun last year, his “Porch Light’’ series owes 
something to “those memories of another time and place,’’ as Sway puts it.

“Porch light’’ usually means an electric light fixed to a porch ceiling or wall. “It’s getting dark out here. Turn 
on the porch light.’’ Here it refers to natural light illuminating porches — and not just them. We get a bit of 
terrace here, a nicely planted corner of yard there, a deck.

No stickler, Sway is as interested in furnishings as setting. He presents accoutrements both artificial 
(planters, chairs, garden hoses) and natural (the plants in the planters, vines, and other plantings). The 
finest sight is a magnificent beech, from Santa Rosa, Calif. The most peculiar is a life-size color cutout of 
Judy Garland in “The Wizard of Oz.’’ Toto, we’re not in Kansas, anymore? Austin, Texas, actually.














































