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v Art

Penetrating Houston

Come ready to take a selfie at the Soto exhibit at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston .
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BY JIM J. TOMMANEY

he Museum of Fine Arts, Hous-
ton has a hit on its hands, and a
cultural accomplishment as well,
inits installation “Soto: The Hous-
ton Penetrable,” by Venezuelan
artist Jesus Rafael Soto. It is so successful that
I envision it in headlines, much like film noir
movie posters in the 1930s: “24,000 Individ-
ual Tubes!” “16,000 Hand-Painted Objects!”
“Ten Years in the Making!” “See It Now!”

The humor is appropriate because the ex-
hibition is so much fun, and so lighthearted,
even joyous, that it can handle almost any-
thing, and also because Soto began his distin-
guished art career by painting movie posters
as aboy in Ciudad Bolivar, Venezuela, where
he was born in1923.

“The Houston Penetrable” is described by
the museum as “avast, floating sea of plastic
strands suspended from the ceiling.” Twenty-
four thousand PVC (polyvinyl chloride) tubes,
individually hand-painted and tied (Four
Months in Tying the Knots!) hang 28 feet from
the ceiling to the floor and encompass 2,600
square feet, a work of kinetic art completed
only when the viewer walks throughiit.

The experience of participating is amusing
and also entrancing. As you enter “The Hous-
ton Penetrable,” it’s like going into a doorway
hung with abeaded curtain. The mind has
been trained to expect that it will find an open
room beyond the curtain, but that’s not the
case here — just more beaded curtains, and
then still more. You’ve entered an environ-
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ment that is original and unique
to your experience. As you exit,
there’s the illusion that you're
leaving the art installation much
before you really do, so that the
expectation of being about to
exitis thwarted, and then
thwarted again.

Standing outside “The
Houston Penetrable” to observe
participants is part of the fun.
As they enter, they gradually
disappear from view, with those
wearing light-colored garments
seeming to be swallowed up more quickly, as
though entering a mist, while the sight of
darker-garbed visitors lingers longer before
they, too, pass from view.

Children — who mustbe accompanied by
an adult — love it. The strands stop short
about a foot above the floor, and a group of
four children, apparently together, were hav-
ing the time of their lives as they waded
through the strands, arms in front to part
them, and at one point, all four of them even
crawled on the floor on their stomachs under
the strands, as though engaged in synchro- -
nized swimming.

Some of the strands had become tangled to-
gether, and I separated a few, but most of these
were tangled at a much higher level, above my
reach. An attendant confirmed that in the eve-
nings, a tall ladder and a comb-like tool are
used to restore the free-flowing liquidity. The
faces of the staff tend to be wreathed in smiles,
as they enjoy the children cavorting.

Check out
the plastic
spaghetti.

Seen from a distance, “The Houston Pene-
trable” has a huge yellow dirigible-like cloud
within it. The coloring stops about a foot
above an average adult’s head, so once you're
inside, the coloring has less of an impact on
the experience, though it enriches the image
enormously from the exterior view. In order
to achieve the cloud, most of the 24,000
strands had to be given their own individual
color codes and were individually spray-
painted up to just a predesignated point on
each — by a human technician, not a machine.

The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston is to be
commended for its wisdom in commissioning
the work in 2004. The very great majority of
Soto’s 30 or so “Penetrable” art works were in-
stalled outdoors and meant to be ephemeral.
This is the first permanent or semi-permanent
“Penetrable”; a few prior ones were indoors
but notintended to be permanent.

“The Houston Penetrable” is the most am-
bitious achievement in Soto’s talented and ac-
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claimed artistic life. He died on January 5,
2005, so the museum’s foresight was espe-
cially fortuitous. The Soto-designed work
was fabricated by a team of artisans and iron-
workers at the Atelier Soto in Paris and at Vi-
elle-Tursan (also in France) under the
direction of the architect Paolo Carrozzino
and the producer Walter Pellevoisin. MFAH
staff worked for more than five years with
Atelier Soto in planning the installation.

“We are pleased to bring this unparalleled
‘Penetrable’ to a Houston audience,” said mu-
seum Director Gary Tinterow. “Equal parts
geometric abstraction, architecture, sculpture,
environment and playscape, this monumental
indoor piece exemplifies the museum’s com-
mitment to Latin American art.”

“The Houston Penetrable” was designed
specifically to be installed in the museum’s Cul-
linan Hall, designed by Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe in 1958; the choice of venue could not
have been better. The exhibit is centrally lo-
cated, just past the lobby entrance to the muse-
um’s Law building, so it can be seen in the
distance as one enters. The view on entering
most museums is static, but here it
becomes active and moves as visi-
tors can see across the broad lobby
other visitors moving through the
work of art. This is especially ap-
propriate, since Soto was aleading
pioneer in kinetic art and one of its
foremost practitioners. “The Hous-
ton Penetrable” thus brings art, and
the museum itself, to vibrant life.

The museum encourages visi-
tors to bring cameras and take pho-
tos of themselves in “The Houston
Penetrable,” and to post these self-
ies on social media. Photos can be
loaded onsite at the museum, and
some of these find their way onto
the museum’s website.

Accompanying the installation
is an exhibition nearby of eight interesting
pieces from various phases of Soto’s career —
including his Plexiglas boxes, and selections
from his Agujas (Needles), Ambivalencias
(Ambivalences) and Vibraciones (Vibrations)
series. These works illustrate Soto’s contribu-
tions to kinetic art, giving museum visitors an
understanding of the ideas expressed by “The
Houston Penetrable” — and they are also ex-
citing and fascinating, though less playful.

After September 1, the majestic work will
be taken down to be dismantled, cleaned and
stored in a warehouse to be available for fu-
ture exhibitions. The purchase was funded by
the Caroline Wiess Law Accessions Endow-
ment Fund, and the current exhibition is
sponsored by Mercantil Commercebank.

Soto: The Houston Penetrable

Through September 1. Museum of Fine Arts,
Houston, Caroline Wiess Law Building,
1001 Bissonnet, 713-639-7300, mfah.org.
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