Johns RACING THOUGHTS analyses

Jasper Johns, RACING THOUGHTS (note 1), 1983,
encaustic, screenprint and wax crayon on collaged
cotton and linen,
122 x 191 cm (48 x 75”)

First and second analyses:
combining an initial viewing, interviews with Johns
and specific aspects of contemporary literature.

Artist’s name and date of painting in stencilled
lettering partly over imitation wood beam.

Title of painting in stencilled lettering returning: S
RACING TH OUGHT (ie RACING THOUGHTS)

Photograph of Leo Castelli with trompe-l’œil thumb
tacks. (note 2)

Trompe-l’œil of a nail, similar to the nail in Georges
Braque’s Violin and Palette, 1909.
A print (Untitled) dated 1961, by Barnet Newman.

Door hinge on right of horizontal wooden beam.

Print transfer from reproduction of Leonardo da
Vinci’s Mona Lisa with title printed beneath it, all
held with trompe-l’œil masking tape.

Continuation of stencilled lettering from warning sign
partly depicted on righthand side.

Poster warning of falling ice from potential
avalanche, cut off at right hand edge (continued at
left of painting).

Image of hanging overalls on hook with potential
visual rhyme with Michelangelo’s self-portrait image
on the hanging skin held by S. Bartholomew in the
Sistine fresco of The Last Judgement.

Two ceramic vases, one by George Ohr, one by
Judy Cousin produced to commemorate Queen
Elizabeth II’s Silver Jubilee. Facial profiles of
Queen and Duke of Edinburgh. (note 4)
Both vases on basket hamper or laundry basket.

Background hatching with inverted and ‘concealed’
elements from the Isenheim altarpiece by Grünewald
overlaid in places by Imitation wood beams. (note 3)

Bath mixer taps and faucet with water running.
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Jasper Johns, RACING THOUGHTS, 1984, oil on
canvas, 127 x 191 cm (50 x 75”), an oil paint copy of
the original 1983 encaustic and screenprint painting.

Third analysis:
following a review of preceding paintings and
drawings by Johns. (note 5)

Title refers to a psychological syndrome.
The overall picture recalls the trompe-l’œil paintings
of walls and doors with fixings and notices made by
John Frederick Peto and others, but also a kind of
Mnemosyne (comprised of panels of visually related
photographs) devised by the art historian Aby
Warburg.

The print by Barnet Newman recalls Johns’
contemporaries like Robert Rauschenberg (e.g.
Factum 1 and 2, 1957), making exact copies of
fortuitous marks and the results of paint facture.

Many of the depictions in the canvas are also
conceits, allusions to imitations, wood and hung
skin, in art by Georges Braque and Michelangelo.

The taps and faucet and water relate to the
bathroom, the bathroom door indicated by the wood
beams and hinge with the cloth (trousers) hanging
there.

The stencilled lettering and hatching and the use of
silk screen photographic transfers, reiterate
commercial graphic techniques and use of available
signs.

Throughout there are attentions to Johns’ own
collection of artefacts, the Newman print, the Ohr
and the Cousin vases.

Leo Castelli is the gallery owner and Johns’ dealer.
Castelli’s smile rhymes with the smiles of the Mona
Lisa and the warning skull.

Throughout there are allusions to Johns’ life. Lying
in the bath contemplating friends lost in the
contemporary Aids crisis, contemplating his own
existence.
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The Mona Lisa also alludes as much to the work of
Marcel Duchamp and a debate regarding gender of
Leonardo’s sitter, as it does to popular reproduction
of the Mona Lisa as a sign.
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Note 1:
An interview carried out by Marjorie Welish with Jasper Johns was published in the Fall, 1996 issue
57 of Bomb magazine. In the interview Welish asks: ‘At what point did the words “racing thoughts”
enter the process of making that painting? Johns replied, I was in Saint Martin (a Caribbean island)
at the time, and when I would go to sleep fragments of thought would run through my head at 90
miles an hour. One thought wouldn’t connect to the next thought, it was almost like images flashing.
I was describing this to someone—a child psychiatrist I’d met in a hotel near my house—and he
said, “Oh, we have a name for that. It’s called racing thoughts.” Having a name for it threw it into a
different perspective for me. And when I made the painting, that title seemed just right.’
Note 2:
‘The portrait of Leo Castelli, which is superimposed in Racing Thoughts on the upside-down creature,
is actually a silkscreen of a photograph that was made into a jigsaw puzzle. By showing the portraitpuzzle fully assembled, Johns provides a clue to the fact that something unknown might exist
behind” and around the portrait. Indeed the “ground” of the Castelli portrait presents the
conventional picture-puzzle form turned inside out. Starting with a whole intact figure, Johns
decomposes it, makes it unrecognizable through interconnecting pieces of design—“resolved” as an
abstract picture!’ (Jill Johnston. Jasper Johns: Privileged Information, New York: Thames and Hudson,
1996: 41.)
Paul Taylor: Who took the photo of Leo?
Jasper Johns: I think he did. I can’t remember the story, but he told me that he had taken it.
Apparently someone in the gallery came across it years ago, and I don’t know whether he gave it to
all artists in the gallery, or whether the person only gave me this object. But he blew it up and had a
jigsaw puzzle made out of it. And that’s the way I used it.’ (Paul Taylor, “Jasper Johns,” Interview 20
no.7 (July 1990): 96-100, 122-123. (1997: 248-249.)
Note 3:
The Isenheim Altarpiece was sculpted by Niclaus of Haguenau and painted by Mattias Grünewald in
1512–1516 for the Monastery of St. Anthony in Isenheim, which particularly addressed the
contemporary spread of ergotism. It is now displayed at the Unterlinden Museum at Colmar,
Alsace.
Note 4:
The Judy Cousin ceramic provides profiles of Queen Elizabeth II and the Duke of Edinburgh. The
vase was produced by Kaiser Porcelain in Northern Bavaria for the Queen's Silver Jubilee, 1977, in
a limited edition of 500. The profiles are formed in the negative space of the vase, creating a type
of ‘Rubin’s figure’. Named for the Danish psychologist Edgar Rubin and his use of the visual
alternations of figure and ground.
Note 5:
Examples from the Drawings of Jasper Johns exhibition (shown in Washington D.C., Basel and the
Hayward in London in 1990) include:
Untitled, 1983. Owned by Lenore S. and Bernard A. Greenberg. Charcoal and pastel on paper. This
almost appears as fragment from the painting. The drawing shows the Cousin’s vase on the laundry
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basket and the bath taps, faucet and running water as well as the wooden beam as part of the wall.
The site is Johns’ bathroom at Stony Point, New York. (Rosenthal and Fine. catalogue, 1990: 92.)
Untitled, 1983. Owned by the artist. Charcoal and pastel on paper. The drawing shows part of Johns’
tracings from the Grünewald Isenheim altar piece and the Swiss avalanche sign ‘Gletscherabbruch/
Chute de Glace/ Beware Glacier/ Avalanches’ (mispelt in the drawing). The drawing also shows the
taps and part of the faucet. (1990: 93)
Study for Racing Thoughts, 1983. Owned by Jean-Christophe Castelli, New York. Watercolour,
gouache, ink, and graphite pencil on paper. The picture again shows a schematic hatched drawing
of the afflicted figure from the Isenheim altarpiece and a portrait of Leo Castelli. In this portraitcopy the jig-saw of the original has been accentuated using different colours. (1990: 94)
Untitled, 1983-1984. Now in a private collection. Watercolour, charcoal and crayon on two sheets of
joined paper. The drawing is in a diptych form and shows two depictions of the same afflicted figure
from Isenheim, one 180 degrees inverse to the other. (1990: 95)
Note 6:
Mnemosyne, conventionally alludes to the Greek goddess of memory, and mother of the Muses, but
the context of this analysis refers to Aby Warburg’s ‘organic conception of his library, his
iconographic archive — as seen in the extraordinary montages of his atlas Mnemosyne … PhilippeAlain Michaud. Aby Warburg and the Image in Motion, translated by Sophie Hawkes, New York: Zone
Books, 2004: 10.
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Graphical aspects of RACING THOUGHTS

The Artist’s name and date are depicted using
preformed letter stencils.

The work’s title is depicted using preformed letter
stencils.

The portrait of Leo Castelli is from a silkscreened
photograph printed as a jig-saw, this is clearly
evident in the 1983 Study.

The simulation of the Barnet Newman print provides
an example of existential and meditative
iconography using his characteristic vertical zip
within a rolled out inked surface.
The Mona Lisa poster is a simulation from a
commercial popular reproduction of the image.

The partly hidden, diseased figure has been
factured from a tracing of a photographic
reproduction of the Isenheim altarpiece.

The painting of the avalanche warning derives from
a public warning sign.

Many elements in the picture use trompe-l’œil
The use of the Cousins’ vase makes use of a
effects (thumb tacks, a nail, masking tape, edges of psychological visual graphic device from Rubin
a paper poster) all of which are flat painted
(note 3) to demonstrate figure and ground.
elements, juxtaposed with faux-bois beams, a hinge,
bath fittings and water flow..
The painting brings together the idea of Mnemosyne
(note 6) with that of the psychological syndrome of
‘Racing Thoughts’ as experienced through
simulation, reproduction of the already reproduced,
that is through the use of posters [Mona Lisa and
warning sign] and prints [Castelli silkscreened
photograph-jigsaw and Newman’s print]). The artist
puts the phenomena of his world into public context.

Elements of comprehension
Comprehension of the painting derives from the mediative experience of the iconic and trompe-l’œil
Mnemosyne display together with a contemplation of existence; an existence subject to conclusion. This
contemplation is alluded to in the menace of the smiles of Castelli, the Mona Lisa and the skull, with Johns’
allusion, here and elsewhere, to the potential for disease, through the metaphor of the diseased figure at
Isenheim, allusion to HIV/AIDS (Human immunodeficiency virus infection and acquired immune deficiency
syndrome), concealed beneath the paraphernalia of living. The biographical information in the picture
becomes for the viewer a hook for engagement and empathy.
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