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1 	 Robert Rauschenberg’s Hiccups (1978)—a sprawling series of ninety-seven panels 
of handmade paper, embellished with fabric and an assortment of solvent transfer 
images—vividly illustrates a number of the major material investigations undertaken 
by the artist in the 1970s as he reaffirmed his commitment to marshaling vast amounts 
of photograph-based imagery into large-scale, encyclopedic formats.1 Measuring only 
nine inches tall by seven inches wide, each vertically oriented sheet is bracketed laterally 
by halves of a functional zipper, such that one may connect the panels in any desired 
sequence. Rauschenberg’s provocation, the novel use of a standardized fastener, provides 
material foundation for the highly linear organization of Hiccups: all ninety-seven panels 
must be exhibited, although they may be “zipped” in any order desired by the installer, 
effecting a swath of variegated imagery and texture that when installed in a continuous 
line spans nearly sixty-three feet in length.2

2 	 Overall, Hiccups skews toward a sense of visual saturation: gauzy washes of color 
rush the edges of nearly every sheet, interrupted by modular pieces of cloth and 
ribbon that have been stitched or glued onto the paper. The content layered upon each 
panel assumes the qualities of the handmade paper, the attached pieces of fabric, or 
sometimes both, resulting in an engrossing depth of manifold texture, patterned fabric, 
and ghostly transferred imagery. Each roughly hewn page prompts questions about 
scale, compositional balance, or facture: Why, for instance—as with a solvent transfer of a 
translucent pea pod, bathed in a hazy, amber gouache (or that of an aerial map of a city, 
or a picture of construction cranes, and so on)—did Rauschenberg render some images at 
full bleed, interrupted only by the uneven borders of the paper, while elsewhere images 
of Eiffel Towers (fig. 2) (or Joe DiMaggios, or lime wedges, or Eadweard Muybridge 
motion studies) are cropped and grounded within the larger field of the page? 

3 	 Although each panel invites scrutiny, to linger at such an intimate register would be 
to miss the sweeping breadth of content and ambitious material scale that is the 
greater point of the work. Since relatively few exhibition spaces can accommodate 
such an expansive display, the zipped sheets frequently wrap around several gallery 
walls (pausing only at corners and doorways), enveloping the viewer in a sweep 
of quintessential Rauschenbergian imagery, rhythmically interrupted by silver-
colored stripes of metallic teeth at regular intervals. The success, which is to say, the 
phenomenological impact (and dare one add, sheer beauty?) of Hiccups therefore hovers 
in the tension between these two modes of viewing: the pleasurable scopic consumption 
of a vista of colors and textures from across the gallery (fig. 3), alternated with 
immersion in a level of subtle detail discernible only through close examination of both 
the panels and the zippers that unite them, devices which—at least metaphorically—invite 
touch and manipulation.  

2. Detail of Robert Rauschenberg’s Hiccups (1978) 
showing a trio of Eiffel Towers

1. Robert Rauschenberg, Hiccups, 1978 (detail); solvent transfer and fabric with metal zippers on 
97 sheets of handmade paper, 9 x 752 in. (22.86 x 1910.08 cm); Collection SFMOMA, Gift of the artist 
in honor of Phyllis Wattis; © Robert Rauschenberg Foundation / Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY; 
photo: Ben Blackwell 



4  	 Beyond its simultaneous visual and haptic appeal, Hiccups prompts a number of 
questions about its status as an archive and its role within a broader historical context 
of artistic strategies whose processes involve collecting large amounts of information 
(cultural details, images, found materials, etc.). In associating and arranging such 
materials in new ways, the work underscores a modern cultural sensibility that is 
structured by images, commercial or otherwise. To this end, Rauschenberg’s radical 
blending of diverse source imagery finds morphological precedent in projects whose 
sprawling visual vocabularies and expansive structures both embody and radically 
subvert the modernist archive3—most notably Aby Warburg’s (1866–1929) Mnemosyne-
Atlas (fig. 4) and Walter Benjamin’s (1892–1940) Passagen-Werk (The Arcades Project). 
These two projects, both dating to the 1920s and central to our understanding of how 
the historical avant-garde appropriated and reused imagery, rightly have come to shape 
critical discussion of the ways in which archival practices have informed artistic strategies 
throughout the twentieth century. It is important to understand how Rauschenberg’s 
project resembles them, but ultimately moves beyond their logic.

5  	 Constructed by the German art historian in the 1920s but never completed, Warburg’s 
Mnemosyne-Atlas consisted of numerous large wooden panels, each swathed in black 
fabric and layered with dozens of photographs. At the time of Warburg’s death in 1929, 
the work had expanded to include eighty-two panels, each covered in encyclopedic visual 
studies ranging from juxtaposed illustrations of antiquity and Renaissance art forms 
to twentieth-century print advertisements; from explorations of natural and geometric 
patterns (e.g., cosmological charts and chessboards) to arrays of zeppelins shot at 
oblique angles, maps of Europe, and postage stamps. Warburg, while acknowledging 
the nineteenth-century precedent of atlas-like typological displays, positioned his 
project in opposition to such systematic and overdetermined studies. Key to reading 
the significance of this assembly—and its relationship to Rauschenberg’s Hiccups—is 
knowing that while each single image was important in Warburg’s consideration, it was 
the conductive medium of the black fabric that motivated his tireless reconfiguration of 
those pictures. The material substratum of the Mnemosyne-Atlas, a darkness connecting 
diverse visual content, provided fertile ground for the association of form, gesture, 
pattern, depth, and compositional balance across conventionally understood boundaries 
of period, style, or even scale—what Warburg termed an “iconology of the interval.”4 Of 
course, the idea that disparate content could be productively reckoned by virtue of latent 
affinity was not unique to Warburg but is in fact the fundamental tenet of Benjamin’s 
Passagen-Werk, a similarly labyrinthine archive of citations, textual fragments, and 
images that was conceived in 1927 and never completed.5 

6 	 Although the expansive physical structures of the Mnemosyne-Atlas and Benjamin’s 
materialist history of the nineteenth-century Parisian commercial arcades inevitably 
suggest a panoramic sensibility, it is important to our interpretation of Hiccups—not 
as a seamless vista of images but, through the work of the zippers, as a series of 
interruptions—to note that both Warburg and Benjamin strenuously avoided such an 
association. A device of fancy granting the illusion of “naturalized” historical progression, 

4. Aby M. Warburg, Mnemosyne-Atlas (Panel no. 32), 
1929. Printed reproductions on wooden panel wrapped 
in cloth, dimensions variable. © The Warburg Institute, 
London

3. Installation view of Robert Rauschenberg’s Hiccups (1978) in SFMOMA’s 
second-floor galleries, 2000. Photo: Ben Blackwell



panoramas promoted a seamless continuity, supposed an unproblematic relationship 
between past and present, and effaced rather than exposed difference and contradiction. 
Benjamin was particularly careful to distinguish his project from panoramic display, 
which, in its commercial proliferation in the second half of the nineteenth century, 
consisted largely of manipulated photographs, artifice, and lifelike replicas.6 Notably, he 
asserted that the theory underlying the citation style of the Passagen-Werk “connects 
most closely with that of montage.”7 The Mnemosyne-Atlas, the Passagen-Werk, and 
Hiccups all represent a relational way of thinking through correspondence without 
doing violence to inherent difference, modeling an intellectual and visual construction 
that is based on constellation rather than linear narrative and that emphasizes disparity 
while revealing implicit connections. Just as Warburg and Benjamin pushed against 
the orthodox taxonomic arrangements of their time, the productive visual tension and 
rhythmic sequencing of Hiccups, made literal through the modular fasteners structuring 
its display, pushes back against the increasingly seamless continuity of the postwar 
media-saturated landscape Rauschenberg used as the basis for his imagery. Indeed, 
Hiccups can be regarded as an endlessly iterative set of what Benjamin called dialectical 
images, in which the “crystal of the total event” can be discovered “in the analysis of the 
small, particular moments.”8 It is through these ruptures that Hiccups reaffirms what 
Brian O’Doherty once described as Rauschenberg’s roving, “vernacular glance.”9 This 
montage-inspired sensibility, in some ways analogous to Benjamin’s dialectical vision, was 
intended to replace older ways of seeing. 

7 	 The diversity of images used in Hiccups may productively be read not only as a reflection 
of the artist’s long-standing engagement with photography but also as an indication of 
its centrality to his practice. For Rauschenberg, photography was not merely a consistent 
source of inspiration but also the primary medium through which he engaged with the 
wider landscape of contemporary visual culture. In joining diverse imagery in Hiccups, 
Rauschenberg alludes to his own practice of gathering a vast selection of source images 
and parsing them according to predetermined categories (e.g., sports, science, nature, 
industry). This artistic process may be understood as part of a broader archival impulse, 
one stretching back (at least) to Warburg, Benjamin, and Russian and Soviet avant-
garde photomontage; carrying on through the postwar movements of postmodern 
appropriation such as Pop; and extending into the contemporary.10 There are, of course, 
obvious differences between Hiccups and the ambitious visual displays of Warburg and 
Benjamin. To begin, both the Mnemosyne-Atlas and the Passagen-Werk posited a critical, 
even redemptive, relationship between past and present,11 whereas Rauschenberg’s 
project charts an indeterminate present-day, vaguely legible by way of sports celebrities 
or the appearance of newer technologies, such as circuit boards. Moreover, in 1961 (and 
well before either Warburg or Benjamin and their respective projects were well known in 
the United States), Rauschenberg sought to explicitly distance his work from that of the 
historical avant-garde, viewing the earlier aesthetics of montage as “the most classical 
form of juxtaposition,” which implied “the necessity to compare one thing with another.”12

8 	 If Hiccups carries something of the archival impulse so prominently on display in 
Warburg’s and Benjamin’s work, it may be found less in the comparison of things than 
in the act of sequencing one thing after another. Significantly, the work’s repetitive, 
accretive, and ultimately generative aesthetic strategy, while clearly resulting in linearity, 
does not evoke seamless continuity; repeatedly interrupted by the zippers, it reflects a 
mechanics that ultimately dictates both the physical and perceptual parameters of the 
artwork.13 In implicitly suggesting that to fully engage with Hiccups is to acknowledge the 
zippers as devices that enable rearrangement and thereby define the viewing experience, 
Rauschenberg departs yet more decisively from the examples of Warburg and Benjamin, 
aligning squarely with the neo-avant-garde.14 Indeed, although the composition of 
Hiccups was carefully controlled, the chance-based juxtapositions of images that 
result each time the work is assembled and installed readily prompt a connection with 
the improvisational sensibility shared by Rauschenberg’s frequent collaborators and 
interlocutors John Cage (1912–1992) and Merce Cunningham (1919–2009), who were also 
renowned for incorporating everyday objects and actions into their compositions.15  



9 	 Within this specific genealogy, Hiccups further speaks to the potential for enmeshing or 
“jamming” images against one another in a fashion that nods to other kinds of media 
beyond “works on paper,” introducing interruption or feedback within an extendable 
modular system composed of smaller repeating units. Crucial to this interpretation 
is the idea that apprehending Hiccups is less, as one might imagine, like browsing a 
modernist archive or a linearized book of sketches or studies and more like quickly 
scanning, as Cage once famously pronounced of Rauschenberg’s work, “many television 
sets working simultaneously all tuned differently.”16 If we liken the logic of Hiccups 
to jumbled sequences of film leader or, maybe best, to switching television channels 
(here, the horizontal and vertical play of striped or patterned fabric provocatively 
doubles as representing feedback, disrupted broadcast, or signal loss), the work 
shifts decisively beyond the logic of Warburg’s ambiguously defined “iconology of the 
interval,” foregrounding the ways in which Rauschenberg’s choice of framing structure 
for his imagery (the continuous zippered sheets of handmade paper) could perhaps be 
considered in terms of the televisual—and in turn, the obligation actively to apprehend 
such media despite, and even through, its breaks and shifts. 

10 	 Finally, what of the sly and provocative connections implied by Rauschenberg’s use of 
the zipper, a mechanical symbol of convenience and desire, to connect each panel of 
Hiccups? From Aldous Huxley’s discussion of sexual liberation and repression in his 1932 
Brave New World to Rita Hayworth’s dress in the 1946 film Gilda to Andy Warhol’s cover 
for the 1971 Rolling Stones album Sticky Fingers, the device has, since its standardization 
in 1917, invariably prompted connections between its role as an object to be manipulated 
and a host of libidinal connotations that accompany its opening or closure. And although 
these points of reference may help account for the zipper’s cultural legibility, it is 
Rauschenberg’s use of the fastener as frame, or rather, as a device implying suture 
or edits, that ultimately structures the viewing experience of Hiccups as much as its 
sensuous pictorial content. For if its wide-ranging imagery and its potential for endless 
reorderings and connections signal the artist’s interest in archival strategies and 
photographic visuality, then the zippers connecting each panel, laid suggestively bare, 
implicate the junctures between the sheets of handmade paper as sites of articulation 
and possibility. These devices evoke a touch made visible and—through their infinite 
potential for rearrangement and their articulation of a set orientation for connection—put 
forth a kind of gap to which we, as viewers, must attend. 
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also be understood through the critical examinations of archival practices outlined in two other texts, both of which variously 

address modernist, postmodernist, and contemporary artistic interventions into (and representations of) archive structures. 
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emphasize that neither was merely fetishizing a bygone era: the Passagen-Werk, in particular, was as much about looking at 
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well as those of the Russian and Soviet avant-garde and of contemporaneous photomontage experiments in Germany (John 

Heartfield) and the French Surrealist movement. See Buchloh, “Gerhard Richter’s Atlas,” 117–45.

    

15. 	 Cage was particularly influential. References to Cage’s use of silence or sounds as structural elements, to be understood not 
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