Rothko’s UNESCO Commission
by Chris Villars

An account of the history of UNESCOO6s approa
the reasondeeventuallydeclined it and the influence the proposal may nevertheless hade h
on his late work, in particular higiBlack on Greg paintings.

In 1967 UNESCO decided to commission a single large mural painting for one wall of the

bar/rest-room then being built in its new building at 1, rue Miollis in Paris. (This was not the

famous Y-shaped buildingat 7, Pl ace de Fontenoy, but a nes
of Art Advisers met on 25/26 March 1967, and under the headiongh@éecCaf
minutes record the following:

AThe Committee recommended that a | arge mt
cover the east wall of the bar. The work should be visible from three levels, including the

large entrance hall. For improved all-round visibility, the structure of the central staircase

should be as light as possible.

The Committee felt that work of this kind ought to be entrusted to one of the American

artists who were used to handling large areas, and it recommended in order of preference;

Rothko, Noland,' I ndiana, Kelly. o

Around the same time as planning this commission, UNESCO was buying contemporary

artworks for its headquarters buildings in Paris, and decided to buy one of the limited edition
bronze castings oWalkagMan bl Hoe).tThe scdisure a8 initialpyttou r e
be sited on the patio outside the bar in the new Miollis building.

The Committee of Art Advisers met again on 20/21 March 1969, and discussed the mural
commi ssion under the Ibaadiamg @®istglreomor al f

AAfter carefully examining the future sit.
patio, where the Giacometti sculpture might be set up, the Committee confirmed that the
commission should be awarded to Rothko, as recommended at its previous meeting.

As this recommendation has already been approved by the Director-General, it was
agreed that Mr. Franz Meyer [the Rapporteur of the Committee] should be directed to
make an informal approach to the artist. [...]

If Rothko declined to take part in the decoration of the new building, the Committee
recommended that the work be entrusted to Kelly.

During the discussion the Architect pointed out that the commissioning of the artist
should be treated as a matter of urgency, for the colour scheme for the walls and
appointments of the cafeteria, bar and rest room, could be decided on only with reference
to the Iznural, in the treatment of which the artist should be given a completely free
hand. o

Shortly after this meeting, UNESCO contacted Rothko via Bernard Reis, his representative at
Marlborough Gallery, New York, with their proposal. Detailed documents, plans and photos
were subsequently sent.

" UNESCO source: GES/WS/1, 31 August 1967.
> UNESCO source: ADM/CCA.3/Report, 29 May 1969.
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On 21 April 1969, exactly a month after UNESCO decided to offer him the commission, Rothko
visited Robert Motherwell. Motherwell wrote a short summary of their conversation on that day,
which includes the following:

n At a certain moment in the conversat.

told me that the UNESCO Headquarters in Paris were in touch with him about doing a
room there which would also contain sculpture by Giacometti. When I asked him about
how big the room was, he said it was not very large, maybe 28 by 20 feet, or something
like that. Then he said that in any case, if he accepted the commission, it would be
unlikely that he would make a single picture to cover the whole wall. [...] Then he
mentioned [...] that he had startedanewse r i es of paintings,
mysel f, 0 t h anfpireivby theenotipnafrhdvihgaik paiptings in a room with
work by Giacometti, whom he obviously respects [...]. It became evident to me that if he
accepted the commission he would probably fill the walls with three or four individual
paintings, rather than one large one.o’

The next meeting of UNESCOO0s Committee

record the following:

A Mr . Franz Meyer i nf or nugodswithiRethkdCthronghith¢ t e e

intermediary of Mr. Bernard Reis.

The Committee also noted that all the necessary documentation, plans and photographs
had been forwarded to Rothko by the Architect.

As no reply had been forthcoming from Rothko, the Committee decided to make an
immediate telephone call to the artist who was at that moment in New York.

During this telephone conversation with Mr. F. Meyer, Rothko expressed regret at his
inability, for health reasons, to execute this mural decoration.

After a wide exchange of views on the choice of another artist, the Committee finally
decided to recommend that the Director-General entrust the mural to the American artist,
El sworth Kelly, as had already been

At the second session of this meeting, on 3 July, the committee was informed that Kelly had
accepted the commission. The work Kelly produced was Blue Green1969). It was installed in

~

na

of
Again under the heading ASingle mural for

on,

di

Ar

t

t he

0]

propo

May 1970, and i s st iWakingtManewasepurdhagedia P69, andwaa ¢ 0 me t

installed on the patio outside the bar in December 1970. In later years, the sculpture was moved
to UNESCOG6s main headquarters building
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Robert Mot herwel |l 6s recor d nlf969Bhows that, @tthar er s at i

time, Rothko knew that the commission was for a single large painting to go on one wall of the
room, though he thought he would be able to vary that. He also had an idea of the bar as a
rectangular room of a certain size, and believed it would contain sculpture by Giacometti. These
impressions suggest that he had not yet seen the detailed documents sent from Paris. He may
have been operating with a general outline of the project transmitted to him verbally via Bernard
Reis. If this is correct, it is possible that when he subsequently got the plans and photos, and saw
that the bar had a complex, open structure on three levels, and that the Giacometti sculpture T
which would just be the single work, Walking Man i would not actually be in the room, but
visible on the patio outside through a glass wall, he may have realised that his initial idea of an
environment of his paintings enclosing sculpture by Giacometti was not viable. This realisation

Robert Mot her we ITHe Colldct@hWrihgstohRolmerd Mothierwalited by Stephanie Terenzio
(Oxford University Press, 1992) pp 196-197.
* UNESCO source: ADM/CCA .4/Report, 29 September 1969.
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may have been another reason 1 in addition to the health problems he was suffering following
his serious aneurysm the year before I why he eventually declined the commission.

Ellsworth Kelly’s mural in 1970, soon after installation in the Bar des Délégations, UNESCO Miollis
Building, Paris. Patio visible to the left. (Photo by UNESCO/Dominique Roger. Used by permission.)

Though Rothko declined the UNESCO commission, he continued to work on the paintings that

had been partially inspired by the idea it suggested. By the end of 1969, he had produced

eighteen | ar ge 0 B Thaughkultimately dévelead 8s anpindependeni serigs S

with new associations and meanings, the colours used and form of these paintings seem to retain

the influence of his initial understanding ¢t
sculptures. Robert Motherwell was the first to suggest a possible allusion to Giacometti in the

colours used in the paintings:

il was struck that they were grayish and I
extraordinarily personal hues that he usually used, indeed not unlike the colors that
Gi acometti hi mself uses in his own figure

> Robert Motherwell, op. cit., p197. Giacometti also used similar brown and grey colours to paint many of his
sculptures.
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In 1998, Jeffrey Weiss pointedoutan ot her f eat ur e of Gthaamapaiset t i 6 s
have influenced Rothko at this time®. In his figure paintings, Giacometti places the figure in a

frame, or border, loosely outlinedorpai nt ed onto the canvas itself
on Greyo paintings al/l have narrow, white bor
just be coincidental, but it is also possible that, here too, Rothko intended a deliberate allusion to

Gi acometti 6s practice.

To many, t he phliBidgescggestampty laadscepys.Robert Goldwater remarks

on Atheir strange summoning of ’'tHhseystiator gott en

Rot hko fAiaccepted the mention of such associ at
part of HfAMestpuofpoRet Mkods paintingsiabetve t he

generally an abstract one, composed perhaps of just two or three rectangles of colour T on a

ground. Unusually, in the ABl ack on Greyo pai
|l andscape. Perhaps this was because, 1in Rothlil
already present in the roominthefor m of Gi ac o met thesdggestisnoful pt ur es
landscapes in the paintings may also have been influenced by the idea of sharing a space with

sculpture by Giacometti.

I n 2006, the Fondation Beyel er i rRotlkaisae | ex hil

space that also contained sculptures by Giacometti. The photos below, taken by visitors to the
exhibit, give a tantalising glimpse of what Rothko may have envisaged when first told of the
UNESCO commission.

Rothko “Black on Grey” paintings and Giacometti sculptures together at the Fondation Beyeler, Basel, 2006.

Acknowledgement: Thanks to Jens Boel, Chief Archivist, UNESCO, for providing extracts
from the minutes of relevant meetings of UNES CO6s Commi ttee of Art Ad

Jeffrey WesUskaown SpaReod t MakkdR6thk edited by Jeffrey Weiss (Yale University Press, 1998)
p327.

'Robert Gol dwater, A RainAmkedod(¥ol B No2MarchRpril 197)ip 62g S , 0

* Ibid.
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