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WITH NEW WORKS
THAT TRADE EQUALLY
ON THE CELESTIAL
AND THE CINEMATIC,
JAMES ROSENQUIST'S
PRACTICE CONTINUES
TO EXPAND

BY DANIEL KUNITZ
PORTRAIT BY KRISTINE LARSEN
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Thenearly
30-foot-wide A
Pale Angel'sHalo
(left)and Slipping
Offthe Continental
Divide,afour-
panelsinglework
withatwo-part
title, from1973,
enjoyedarare
publicviewingat
RichardL.Feigen&
Companyin

New Yorklastfall.

ASJAMESROSENQUIST greets me athis door, [compliment
himon the building’s outrageous turquoise trim. “It’s
tropical,” says the artist of the five-story structure in New
York’s Tribecaneighborhood thathe acquiredin 1977 and has
lived in with his family since 2006. The color reminds him of
Florida, where for years he has produced all hiswork. And
while he continues to return to that tropical precinct, he used
togoupand down thecoast “likea yo-yo,” hesays. “Thad
abeaurifulspace right on the Gulf, witha boatandalot
ofroom.” In April 2009, however, a forest fire destroyed his
Aripeka, Florida, home, including alarge studioand his
personalartcollection. “Ididn’tcry inmy beer afterthat,”
hesays. “Ijustwentback to work and tried to forgetaboutit.”
Still, theevent,in which he lostareported $14 millionin
artwork, seems to have had an understandably traumatic
effect. He readily bringsitupin conversation—*It was
areal dentinmycareer, destroyingalotof stuff”—goaded
by the factthat, because the propertyisdeemedtobeina
new flood plain, the government won’t allow him to rebuild.
Askedifthe loss of so much of his outputinthe fire caused
himtoreevaluate his oeuvre or career, he retorts, with
some disdain, thatno, he doesn’tconcern himself with the
past, only with “whar’s ahead.” Rosenquistdoesnot
look back, doesn’t dwell on history. Indeed, he claimsthe
pastdoesn’t press on him: “Nothing weighs on me.Idon’t
feel any weight.” Butheisvery much concerned with time.

Heturned 8o this past November and corrects me when
Isuggest thathisupcoming exhibition, opening April 29
atBjorn Wetterling Gallery in Stockholm, is composed of
recentworks, No, he says, they’re “late works.” And unlike
those Pop pieces for which he is best known, Rosenquist’s
latereffortshave few recognizable images. Stars, galactic
dust,as wellasthe effects of red or blue shiftabound, usually
presented in tightly juxtaposed, sharp-edged prismatic
planes. Mostweremadein 2012, and some were first shown
atAcquavella, hisgallery in New York. The following
summer he had a boutof Rocky Mountain spotted fever, an
illnessthat puthiminthe hospital fora month, where, he
recounts, “I had hallucinations thatwere very vivid. They
were cinematic, notlike paintings.”

It's a curious remark for Rosenquist, known above all for
paintingsas wideasamoviescreen,suchashisiconic,
86-foot-wide F-111, 1964, and the nearly 30-foot-wide,
two-part A Pale Angel’s Haloand Slipping Off the
Continental Divide, 1973. Thelatter received a rare public
viewing this past falland winteratNew York’s Richard L.
Feigen & Company. Like his other piecesin thisformat, A
Pale Angel’s Haloand Slipping Offthe Continental Divide
can'tbeabsorbed in asingle glance; itsimagery must be
read horizontally over time. In other words, itiscinematic.

Aglowing semicirclestretches overa multicolored
crumpled-paper (or crushed-metal) ground that, reading left
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toright, gives way to astaircase framed by acar window,
areference toa devastatingautomobile accidentin rg7r that
nearly killed the artist. Inthe final section, an open book
hovers over three Chinese charactersinscribed atopa
confetti burst of slashing red, pink, blue, and white marks.
In Painting Below Zero: Notes ona Lifein Art, his 2009
autobiography, he wrote thatthe painting “was like saying
goodbye to my past.”

Sincethen he has proved adeptatkeeping hiseye steadily
onthe futureand producing new canvases. He isenthusi-
astic, too, about tackling new questions through his work.
Where once he wasat the forefront of Pop, stringing together
Coca-Cola borttle capsand painted fingernails, spaghetti,
and bomber nose cones, among a profusion of otherimages
of 2oth-century culture, he now seems intent on probing
the nature of the cosmos. A spate of 2012 paintings come
withtitlessuchas Quantum Universe, Parallel Worlds,
Multiverse You Are, I Am,and Sand of the Cosmic Desert
in Every Direction.

Generally laconic, even terse, speakingin the clipped
tones of his North Dakota childhood, Rosenquist becomes
expansiveon the subject of the universe. “Italk to people
veryinvolvedin[cosmology],and italways blows me away.
They getintoesoteric conversations that [ don’tunder-
stand withwordsIhaven'tevenseeninadictionary. Scientists
saythereisnosuchthingastime, gravityisa dust from

BLOUINARTINFO.COM | FEBRUARY 2014 ART+AUCTION

—— LA T
T
N

another universe, and outside our own universe are many,
many universesin all directions. They speculate that
attached to these universes are probably 6,000 planets
identical to Earth. So are there things living out there?
Animals, people, anything? It’s too bad we can’t visit them
because we can’tgo faster than the speed of light. Aaahhh!
Wecan’teven gofastenough toget out of our own universe.”
Yet,as heacknowledges, these ultimate questionsare
spurred by the brute fact of our ultimate end. Ushering me
over toa work propped against the floor-to-ceiling bookcase
intheliving room on the top floor of his house, he says, “My

friend BobRauschenberg—Iwas with him [when he was]
on his deathbed—he said to me, ‘I don’t mind death. Ijust
don’tlike theinfinity part.’” His response to Rauschenberg’s
death wasa print, made with Universal Limited Art Editions,
called My Timeless Travel to Infinity. He shows me a related
painting, from 2007, called The Infinite Sweep of the
Minute Hand, one of anumber of Rosenquists that explore
the conceptof time. A vertical canvas 84 inches high,
itdepictsa fractured clock face, doubled below in a liquid
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reflectionand sproutinga candy-colored riot of gizmos,
squiggles, and integers from its broken upper half. Insetinto
the piece near the topisa black, penlike laser clock that
emitsa beam, which, theartistexplains, “Moves very slowly
overthe course of aminute if you putitina small room.
Butifyou putthissuckerina huge auditorium, it goes super
fast. The farther away the wallis, the quicker the minute
hand moves, butitalwaystakes only aminute tocomplete
itssweep—it'sthe difference between time and space.”
Ican’thelpdwelling onthe factthatanenormous clock,
albeitbrightly hued, looms over his living quarters.
Thereisnothing ostentatious about the place. A skylight
bathes the comfortable, modern furnitureand wood floorsin
light. Toward the back of the building, past theelevator, isa
spaciousstudy cluttered with stacks of books, papers, and
magazines. Onthe farside of the living room, large enoughto
holdamural-length painting,isan open eat-in kitchen with-
outstate-of-the-artappliances. Indeed, one doesn’timagine
that Rosenquistand his wife,artwriter Mimi Thompson
Rosenquist, spend manyeveningsin. “I'mallover the damned
place.Itravelalot,” he says. And when he’sin Manhartan,
he hitsthe town. “I've been to so goddamn many parties. It’s
probably my own fault, but I'm wearing myself out.”
Although his building is certainly lazge enoughtohousea
studio, Rosenquistsays he hasn’tworked in the ity since
1985. Today he continues to paintin Florida, inaguesthouse
converted into smallstudio. “There’salot more o think
about, that’s what'm working at,” hesays. “Idon’t know if

Lateworkleaves
terrafirmainthe dust:
Sandof the Cosmic
DesertinEvery
Direction,left,a
T7-by-6-footpiece,
and Quantum
Universe, 57 by 5012
inches,areoils

oncanvasfrom2012.

anybody will getitorunderstanditor likeitoranything—
it'sjust what 'm going to do.” Musing on the cosmos has
taken him far from the everyday images he used to cull from
magazinesand other printed matterinorder tocreatethe
collages he employs as studies for the paintings. For pieces
suchas Fractal, 2013—inwhichasortof chrome car wheel
seems tospinatthe center, throwing offsharp-edged planes
thatareeach likea window onanothergalaxy or world—
he collages bits of drawing and watercolor withimagined
motifs. “Istick the collages on the walland, if Istill like them
afteramonth ortwo, I makea painting.”

Thathe continues togo atitwithsuch vigorisa testament
to his forward-lookingenergy. Toexplain his motivation,
hereachesintothe pastto makea point. He tellsthestory of a
friend, a well-known photographer who earned abundantly
throughout hiscareer untila thieving accountant stole
millions from him, and then IR problems and asick wife left
himnearly destiture. “Thethingis,” Rosenquistconcludes,
“you'vegotto keep working tostay in the game some way.
You'vegot to keepworking.”

Inlightof hisown history, itis entirely understandable
why the photographer’s fate might alsostrikesa chord
with Rosenquist. Yet further discussion makes clear thatthe
pointof thestory isthe game, pitting himselfagainst the
big questionsin the manner thisartistknows best: “It’s still
achallenge todo something ona two-dimensional picture
plane, where you have no music, nosound, nomovement,” he
says. “IUsstill interesting, very interesting.” &
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