
Prominent Denver painter and Head of Painting at 
Rocky Mountain College of Art and Design, Clark 
Richert has been at work for over four decades. 
His studio, housed in Redline Gallery (one of 
Denver’s premiere contemporary art spaces), is full 
of scientifically-oriented, yet aesthetically pleasing 
art projects. In 1965 Richert founded Drop City, an 
artists’ community formed in southern Colorado. The 
artists (Gene Bernofsky, JoAnn Bernofsky, Richard 
Kallweit, and Clark Richert) constructed geometric 
domes based on the triacontahedron and other 
zonohedra. Inspired by the architectural ideas of 

Buckminster Fuller and Steve Baer, Drop City  won 
Buckminster Fuller’s Dymaxion award for innovative 
and economic housing construction in 1967. Much 
was born out of Drop City, including the decoration 
and pattern-based artists’ group Criss-Cross in 
1974, and one of the first solar energy companies – 
Zomeworks, in Albuquerque, NM.  Originally planning 
to become a scientist, the sight of a Rothko painting 
caused Richert to change his plans.  I had the good 
fortune to sit down with Mr. Richert at the studio in 
Redline to discuss his work, past and present…

Interview: Clark Richert
Eryn Tomlinson / September 2009



What an interesting life and career you have had. 
Are you still in touch with any of the artists that 
you lived with in Drop City?

Yeah, there’s a lot of stuff coming out about Drop 
City. There’s a Drop City documentary being made. 
Gene Bernofsky, Richard Cohen…I’m in fairly good 
touch with them.

How would you describe your lifestyle/experience 
in Drop City?

To me that was one of the most exciting times of my 
life. It seems like the media wants to show Drop City 
as a hippy commune, but we always called it an artist’s 
community. It was a very synergetic and creative 
place. A lot happened there. The ideas generated at 
Drop City are still very important to me. The media 
likes to mis-interpret the Drop City. They think Drop 
City means “drop out” or “drop acid” but Drop City 
was before those words were around. It came out of 
Drop Art [a movement informed by the “happenings” 
of Allan Kaprow and performances by John Cage, 
Robert Rauschenberg, and Buckminster Fuller at Black 
Mountain College].

Do you think being around other creative people 
helps the artistic process?

Yeah, that goes all the way back to Drop City. Before 
starting Drop City I had attended several Buckminster 
Fuller lectures, and he talked about this idea of 
synergy, which means that the whole is greater than 
the sum of the parts when you have all of these hard-
working individuals. But when you have interaction 
between the people you get a result better than an 
individual could produce.

You are currently the head of the painting 
department at Rocky Mountain School of Art and 
Design. What do you enjoy about teaching?

I like to teach. I never think that “teaching” is the 
correct word. But I am there and the students are 
there and they work on their art and I’m looking at 
them working on their art, trying to nudge them. And 
I like that a lot. It definitely affects my own thinking 
and my own work, and there is a little bit of dread of 
retirement because there would no longer be that 
synergetic relationship between the students and 

myself. Although here at Redline [Gallery] there is a 
lot of the same synergy as in an art department.

Would you consider art to be another form of 
scientific exploration?

I think “art” is a very big word. There have been 
paintings done by artists that have been studied 
where the artist is operating in a scientific mode. 
But I also think that artists use a lot of mathematics 
in art. Fractals [fragmented geometric shapes that 
can be split into parts, each of which is a reduced-
size copy of the whole] were pioneered by artists. 
The geometry of the quasi-crystal was invented by a 
couple of artists, and one of them was me. As an artist 
I am free to work with scientific ideas without being 
bound by the scientific rigor.

There is a certain spiritual/philosophical presence 
in your paintings that is achieved by exploring 
the invisible structures and infinite possibilities 
of space. Are the emotive qualities in your work 
tied to these explorations, or is there also a more 
personal level of emotion involved?

Well, I do think that the emotional side of paintings 
is very important.  A lot of people don’t think of my 
work as very emotional or spiritual.  I feel like my 
work in tessellations and patterning often compares 
to the work done in Islamic Mosques. These 
artists in 1200 AD Persia were really just as much 
mathematicians; there was no line between making 
their artwork and mathematics. When I walk into an 
Islamic Mosque—and I’m not Muslim—I feel that it is 
so beautiful that it’s a spiritual experience.

Would you say that the process of making art is 
both spiritual and mathematical for you, then?

Yeah, I would, especially this working of tiling patterns 
and tessellations. My decision to switch over from 
science to art came when I was in high school. I was 
enrolled in all science classes and then I saw this book 
that had Rothko in it. Rothko just astounded me and 
I had no idea that there was something like that that 
could be called art. This was back in 1958 and I got 
so interested in Abstract Expressionism that I started 
subscribing to this Abstract Expressionist magazine 
called IT IS. Right around when I graduated from high 
school I went to New York. I went to the Guggenheim 



Museum and saw four large Rothko paintings. I was 
stunned by these paintings, and this was the only time 
that I had been moved to tears by art…So, that was 
an emotional experience for me…

How would you say Rothko influences your 
process?

I always considered Rothko to be such an incredible 
genius when it comes to proportioning and color. I 
don’t see myself as a colorist. I sometimes call my 
process ‘color-coding’. I want it to look as good as 
possible, but I am not a color genius like Rothko. My 
major interest is in Buckminster Fuller. Fuller said 
that space is stretched in tension, and I compare that 
to a canvas which is stretched in tension. I think that 
Rothko used this tension of the canvas. I say I am 
influenced by Rothko, but a lot of people look at my 
paintings and they don’t see it. I see it because I am 
thinking of this surface stretched in tension, and I try 
to feel the same way that I think Rothko painted, and I 
don’t know many other artists that are into that.

How would you describe the personal aspect of 
your artwork?

A lot of people look at my paintings and they say 
that I should paint with a computer. But I don’t want 
to paint with a computer. My feeling is that there is 
something about the hand-made brushstrokes that is 
really important, and a computer does not make these 
kinds of brush strokes.

So the process of using your own hands is 
personal to you?

Yes, it is all very important to me, I really get into 
the symmetry between my hand, the brush, and the 
canvas...although I don’t think many people see that 
in my paintings... I’m into facture.  Facture in France 
means the ‘artist’s touch’ and the way a paint surface 
is constructed. My meaning of facture fuses those two 
definitions.

Is your exploration of space also an exploration of 
time?

Well, lately it has been because what I have been 
working on in the last month has been video work. 
I use some camera work but mostly I work on the 
computer using computer animation. It is mostly 
structures moving in time. I have been working on the 
relationship between “nothingness” and “something-
ness.” More empty space is “nothingness,” so I have 
been working on animating this transition between 
“nothingness” and “something-ness.”

Do you believe that all reality is interconnected 
through seen and unseen structures?

Yeah, that sounds about right. I think that most 
reality is unseen, that we see a very small part of the 
spectrum.

It seems like sciences and spirituality sometimes 
go hand in hand.

Well I like the title of the book the Tao of Physics. 
That book talks about fusing physics/spirituality.

The use of chance coin tosses to determine the 
direction of the serpentine lines in your mural 
at MCD [Metropolitan State College of Denver] 
creates a very dynamic quality of motion and life. 
Do you still use any elements of chance in your 
work?

Yes, but kind of secretively. I still do droppings and I 
am interested in randomness. I recently put pennies 
out in the environment to see how long they would 
stay put, about 20 dollars worth of pennies, I would 
just lay them out on the pavement, sometimes in 
arrangements, and it was amazing how long they 
would stay there and people wouldn’t pick them up.  
Also, this was a funny one. I went to a bus stop and 
I put a little envelope and pasted it in the bus stop, 
and wrote on it ”Please do not take Charlene’s bus 
money.” I put some dollars in and then  watched all 
day long and all these people that you’d think would 
take it didn’t, until the end of the day some kid took 
the money. But it lasted a lot longer than I though it 
would.


