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RAISING ROSENQUIST 

By William K. Stern 

fames Rosenquist: A Retrospective, The 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston (and the 
Mem] Collection), May 17-August 17 

HOW STARTLING Cu l l i nan Ha l l at the 
M u s e u m of Fine A r t s , I l ous ton , must 
have appeared when it opened in 1958. 
1 his vast m o m , w i t h 30- foot cei l ings, was 
l ike no other museum space in Amer ica . 
In designing the f lex ib le exh ib i t i on space, 
architect L u d w i g Mies van der Rone 
clearly ant ic ipated the display of huge 
pieces of modern ar t . For ty- f ive years 
later Cu l l i nan I la l l has grand ly fu l f i l led its 
potent ia l w i t h the hang ing of three g iant 
paint ings by lames Rosenquist as the cnl 
in i t ia t ion o f his retrospective e x h i b i t i o n . 
Few museum spaces in this coun t ry cou ld 
so graceful ly accommodate these outsized 
pa int ings, each measur ing 17 feet h igh by 
-4ii leet wide. I he effect is a comb ined t r i -
u m p h o f both pa in t ing and archi tecture. 

Each pa in t ing comprises .19 panels 
stacked in a runn ing -bond br ick pa t te rn , 
s ix rows h igh. The assemblage tor the 
panels is made up o f w o o d stretchers 
and canvas on quar ter - inch p l y w o o d 
back ing , bol ted together so t ight ly thai 
the div is ions between panels are barely 
visible f rom a distance. Rosenquist 
executed these paint ings al his s tud io in 
A r i peka , F lor ida, no r th of Tampa. Before 
pa in t i ng starred, the panels were fabr icat-
e d , bol ted together, and suspended f r o m 
the exposed structure of his warehouse-
l ike s tud io . H a v i n g prepared the content 
for each pa in t ing as a col lage d r a w i n g , 
Rosenquist , w o r k i n g I r o m a mechanical 
l i f t , t ranslated the d r a w i n g to ful l-scale 
pann ing . No t surpr is ingly, Rosenquist 
began his art ist ic career as a sign painter 
for b i l l board adver t is ing. 

At the Museum of Fine Ar ts , the 
paint ings are displayed chronologica l ly 
f r o m left wa l l to center w a l l to right 
w a l l , s tar t ing w i t h Through the Eye " / 
the Needle t<> the Anvil, I 9SK, fo l l owed 
by The Stowaway Peers Out *it tin- Speed 
of Light, 2 0 0 0 , and conc lud ing w i t h 
Joystick, 2002 . 

I he three pa int ings, each pro jec t ing 
IS inches f rom the w a l l , appear effort 
lessly suspended by cable, at tached to U-
hooks embedded in the wh i te plaster ce i l -
ing. Rut what appears graceful and ef for t -
less was noi easily accompl ished, and is 
reminiscent of exh ib i t ions du r ing the early 
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years al ter Cu l l i nan Hal l 's comp le t i on . 
Indeed, Mies van del Robe t u l b intended 
lor paint ings to be hung f r o m the cei l-
ing, and even prov ided a means m do so, 
Occupy ing the central po r t i on of Cu l l i nan 
I [ . i l l , a d ropped acoust ical -cei l ing layer 
devised to hide a i r - cond i t i on ing ducts 
wh i l e deadening sound reverbera t ion, 
incorporates a gr id o f l ight sockets that 
comb ine w i t h s t ructura l connect ion points 
for suspending art . Accord ing to arch i -
tect Anderson l o d d (as noted in Stephen 
['ox's h is tory o f the the M u s e u m of Fine 
Ar ts , Hous ton ) , Mies van der Robe to ld 
the trustees. " Y o u can hang one of your 
Texas Cad i l l acs . " ' In l % 2 , then recently 
appoin ted d i rector James Johnson Sweeny 
rook advantage o f M ies ' d isplay system 
w i t h his exh ib i t i on "Th ree Spaniards — 
Picasso, M i r o , C l n l l i d a , " in w h i c h paint-
ings were suspended f r o m wires connected 
to \\w s t ructura l cei l ing sockets. M a n y 
later exh ib i ts d u r i n g the Sweeny years u t i -
l ized this system o f display. 

But the s t ruc tura l sockets exist on ly 
in the central po r t i on of Cu l l i nan I [a l l ; 
there are no means to hang paint ings 
f rom the ce i l ing a long the three per iph-
eral wa l ls . Fur Jack Thy, the museum's 
current design director, and his associ-
ate Bil l Cochrane, the challenge was to 
determine a way to hang the Rosenquist 
pa in t ings, each o f w h i c h weighs 1,000 
pounds. Luck i l y the steel roo f structure 
cou ld accommodate the add i t iona l load. 
Fhe root of Cu l l i nan Flai l rests on inter-
nal steel beams, w h i c h are carr ied by 
f ive- foot-deep steel-plate girders exposed 
to the outs ide. Fo prov ide a connect ion to 
the steel beams, it was necessary to cut a 
na r row inc is ion in to the plaster, then weld 
steel struts between the beams, and final ly 
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bo l t U-hooks to the struts, three for each 
pa in t ing . Fhe plaster was patched, and a 
rope-and-pul ley hoist ing mechanism was 
st rung th rough the hooks. Tha t left the 
assembly and rais ing o f the pa in t ings. 

Fhe process began by bo l t i ng 
together the top r ow of panels, add ing a 
con t inuous a l um inum str ip a long the top 
edge ^\H.\ securing the rope to the edge 
s t r ip . That row was then raised, leaving 
enough space between the panels' b o t t o m 
edges and the Hour to assemble and secure 
the next r o w o l panels, and the nex t , un t i l 
a l l six rows were l i f ted together in place. 
Fhe bol ted assemblage was raised to its 
f inal height, and the rope and pul leys 
replaced by cable. When the paint ings are 

lowered, the process w i l l be reversed. 
The three paint ings are most d ra-

matical ly viewed h\ l ook ing across the 
space of Cu l l i nan I la l l f r om the upper 
level gal lery o f B r o w n Pav i l ion , the 1974 
add i t i on to the Museum of Fine Ar ts 
designed again by Mies Van tier Robe. 

I liese monumen ta l tableaux give the same 
sense of permanence and fit as the Ro thko 
paint ings at the nearby R o t h k o Chape l , 
a bu i l d ing designed specif ical ly to house 
those commiss ioned w o r k s . A l t hough the 
three Rosenquist paint ings w i l l move on 
when the exh ib i t i on closes, one can hope 
i l iat the curators at the Museum of Fine 
Arts w i l l not shy away f r o m exh ib i t i ng art 
ai i u l lm. in I la l l in a way that M ies van 
der Robe surely envis ioned. • 
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