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Rosales’s farming background is playfully referenced in the clockwork horse and
plow of Wheel Horse.
Wheel Horse
Found objects, 2018
14.75 x 25.75 x 11.5 inches

Cover:
Elephant II (detail)
Found objects
2018
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osales has been
drawn to sculpture
since his childhood,
an ideal expression for his
fascination with taking things
apart and exploring how the
resulting pieces might be
reassembled. His current body of
work began in 2004-2005, with
one of his earliest creations, Hog
I, appearing in the Muskegon
Museum of Art’s annual juried
Regional exhibition in 2005.
These initial works were
inspired by a painting of a ship
from which hung suspended
mechanical parts and faces.
While he can’t recall the artist, the image, a vessel assembled from a
surrealistic blend of flesh and machine, continues to resonate.

His passion was further informed by the presence of the University
of Texas–Pan American. On his way home from Bible study, he
would cross the campus, peering in the windows of the welding
and foundry studios, and would spend hours with the outdoor
sculpture collection. His curiosity quickly turned him on to the
works of Alexander Calder and Cubist sculptor Jacques Lipchitz, and
the works of David Smith, Harry Bertoia, and Chaim Gross. Rosales
especially liked that these artists looked to him like “ordinary guys,”
not the kind of polished academic that seemed worlds removed
from a farm boy. For a young man from a family that made their
living with their hands, it gave him a sense of connection, that he
too could be an artist.
The family moved to Michigan for better opportunities, and
purchased a 40 acre farm in Hart, where Rosales spent his teens
picking asparagus. He met his wife, Maria, at a Mexican dance in
Shelby. Rosales served in Vietnam (a subject he addresses in How
We Cope: PTSD featured in this exhibition) and when he returned
to the U.S. used the GI Bill to attend the skill training center on
Laketon Avenue in Muskegon, MI, where he learned welding.
While in Muskegon, he also took a year of art courses at Muskegon
Community College, where he studied with Lee Collett. After
graduating, Rosales returned to Texas, and worked in construction
for a year before coming back to Michigan.

The more Rosales explored this avenue and practiced the aesthetics
and technical skills of bringing these disparate pieces together,
the more things “fit.” Animals, available as decorative bronze and
brass castings from scrap yards, flea markets, and thrift stores, soon
became a focus of the sculptures, existing at various times as riders,
drivers, or central components of the vehicle-like structures.

While he remained passionate about art, Rosales and his wife had
four boys to support, and with steady work often elusive, struggled
for many years just to get by. When he went to work for Packaging
Corporation of America in the paper mill in Manistee, he found a
financial stability that enabled him to return to sculpting. During the
day, he ran the heavy machines, delivered supplies within the plant,
and moved train cars, but his evening became free to pursue art, and
he was soon buying scrap and welding and assembling sculptures in
his garage and yard.

Nat Rosales’s Mexican and Catholic heritage combine with a lifelong interest in Cubist and Modern sculpture to form the foundation
of his artistic expression. Rosales was born in Edinburg, Texas in
1951 to migrant farm workers from Mexico. His family was large,
eight boys and one girl. In grade school, he took an early interest in
art, and recalls making carved chalk sculptures and an assignment
from a teacher, Mrs. Rutherford, to paint a sitting Chinese figure.
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Recently retired and now a grandfather, Rosales has been able
to devote himself to his sculpture, not only greatly refining his
assemblages, but also taking up wood carving, creating a body
of Cubist inspired pieces. In his living room, a pile of partially
assembled and disassembled parts lies on a TV tray beside the
family couch, lovingly referred to as
“Grandpa’s junk.” A Virgin Mary hangs
on the wall, rendered in a Colonial
Spanish style and haloed by a series
of tendrils terminating in stars that
call to mind Rosales’s own work. “All
of us Mexican Catholics have our
Marys,” Rosales notes, and a traditional
Mexican art influence is clear in much
of his work, a blend of bright fantasy,
hand crafting (especially of toys), and
the assemblage of various parts into a
complex and dynamic whole.
“Rat Rod” culture also factors into
his zany collection of vehicles, and
he is hard at work on his own model
version of a 1950s inspired assembleit-as-you-can hot rod. He is currently
searching for the perfect scrap-yardfind to visually replicate an iconic pan
head engine.
Formed from found objects and scrap, and inspired by Rosales’s life
and culture, these fantastical vehicles invite the viewer along on a
journey of magic and exploration.
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How We Cope: PTSD is a direct response to Nat’s experience in the Vietnam War.
Rosales was inspired by the etching plate that forms the core of the piece, a
scrap yard find depicting a distorted face further twisted by a hand dragging at
the cheek and eyelids. Above the face, on a beam stretched between two metal
busts, a worn wooden chair rests, a reference to both isolation and the torture
of POWs. The busts, miniatures of the ubiquitous decorative busts of composers
and poets used in home decorating, are here given a more sinister presence,
as they deliberately turn away from the suffering of the returning soldier. With
the addition of keys and mechanical elements, the artist implies a system or
machine, and a sense of movement, but leaves the ultimate purpose or outcome
ambiguous.

How We Cope: PTSD
Found objects, 2018
16.25 x 9.25 x 12 inches
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Untitled (Reclining Figure) returns the artist to the carving that marked his
first interest in art. This piece, a Cubist inspired figurative work, is made from
carved bronze. The scale of the work gives it an immediate intimacy.

Untitled (Reclining Figure)
Carved bronze, 2018
2 x 7.75 x 1.5 inches
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Strange Buddha Deer
Found objects, 2018
29.5 x 29 x 29 inches
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If I Could Fly: Elephant
Found objects, 2018
20.5 x 50 x 17 inches
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In Keyhold Honey Bear, Rosales has also deconstructed the animal
element. The lower half of an emu serves as the base of the piece,
from which the tendrils of lamp or sconce arms extend to support
the clockwork in the crescent above. As his work has matured, he has
become much more confident in manipulating the found objects and
manufacturing his own parts as the work requires. The crescent is crafted
by the artist and establishes both a curved arrow and an implied moon,
a celestial reference reinforced by the gears and rods of an orrery. A child
dressed in Indian or Middle Eastern garb sits at the head of the piece,
seated beside a tipped urn from which water flows. The bird, the arrow,
the water, and the compass point of the base reference Zodiac imagery
from various cultures, establishing this strange machine as a voyager of
the cosmos.

Keyhold Honey Bear
Found objects, 2018
33 x 28.5x 11 inches
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The elephant in Elephant II further demonstrates
the new maturity in Rosales’s work. Here, the tusks
and ears of the elephant have been manufactured
and attached by the artist, increasing the dramatic
expression of the original object. The winding tusks
and upturned trunk echo the decorative tendrils in
the base below.

Elephant II
Found objects, 2018
19.5 x 15.5 x 10 inches

10

Containers like these in Untitled and small vignettes
such as those surrounding the box and camera
in Camel II emulate shrines or reliquaries. This
religious reference, tied to the notion of a vehicle
or beast, implies the idea of a pilgrimage or quest,
that, in assembling these various elements, the
artist is sending himself and the viewer on a
spiritual journey.

Untitled
Found objects, 2018
18.5 x 30 x 31.5 inches
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Camel II
Found objects, 2018
24.25 x 16.25 x 9 inches
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Princess Martha
Found objects, 2018
13 x 9.5 x 6.5 inches

Don’t Close Your Eyes Abe
Found objects, 2018
16 x 8 x 8.75 inches
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Exhibition List
Princess Martha
Found objects, 2018
13 x 9.5 x 6.5 inches

Wheel Horse
Found objects, 2018
14.75 x 25.75 x 11.5
inches

Camel II
Found objects, 2018

24.25 x 16.25 x 9 inches

Don’t Close Your Eyes
Abe
Found objects, 2018
16 x 8 x 8.75 inches

Keyhold Honey Bear
Found objects, 2018
33 x 28.5 x 11 inches

How We Cope: PTSD
Found objects, 2018

16.25 x 9.25 x 12 inches
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The 8-Ball Deer
Found objects, 2018
15.5 x 18 x 12 inches

(Pictured, left)

If I Could Fly: Elephant
Found objects, 2018
20.5 x 50 x 17 inches

Elephant II
Found objects, 2018

19.5 x 15.5 x 10 inches

Strange Buddha Deer
Found objects, 2018
29.5 x 29 x 29 inches

Untitled (Reclining Figure)
Carved bronze, 2018
2 x 7.75 x 1.5 inches

Untitled
Found objects, 2018

18.5 x 30 x 31.5 inches

Hansel and Gretel Lost is assembled entirely from
the various parts of animals, creating a strange
hybrid creature. Here, the mechanics of industry
have been replaced with those of nature.

Hansel and Gretel Lost
Found objects, 2011
15 x 20 x 8 inches
Collection of the Muskegon Museum of Art, Purchase,
through the gifts of Joseph C. Robbins
2011.2
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Stop Whispering in My Ear
Found objects, 2011
3.75 x 38.5 x 13 inches
Gift of the artist in honor of the 100th Anniversary of the Muskegon
Museum of Art
2011.15
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