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i ^ a m e s H a m p t o n ' s " T h e T h r o n e o f t h e T h i r d H e a v e n o f t h e N a t i o n s
M i l l e n i u m G e n e r a l A s s e m b l y " — p a r t o f t h e p e r m a n e n t c o l l e c t i o n a t
t h e N a t i o n a l M u s e u m o f A m e r i c a n A r t — i s a n i m p r e s s i v e w o r k w i t h i t s
1 7 7 g l i t t e r i n g o b j e c t s s h e a t h e d i n a l u m i n u m a n d g o l d f o i l . I t w a s
e x h i b i t e d h e r e i n 1 9 7 1 a n d a g a i n i n 1 9 7 4 a n d t h e n t r a v e l e d t o t h e
W a l k e r A r t C e n t e r i n M i n n e a p o l i s , t h e M u s e u m o f F i n e A r t s i n B o s t o n
a n d t h e M o n t g o m e r y M u s e u m o f P i n e A r t s i n A l a b a m a . W h e n i t w a s s h o w n
a t t he Wh i tney Museum in New Yo rk i n 1976 , Robe r t Hughes o f Time
m a g a z i n e w r o t e t h a t i t " m a y w e l l b e t h e fi n e s t w o r k o f v i s i o n a r y
r e l i g i q u s a r t p r o d u c e d b y a n A m e r i c a n . " I t w a s p e r m a n e n t a l y i n s t a l l e d
a t t h e N M A A i n 1 9 7 7 .

L i t t l e i s k n o w n a b o u t H a m p t o n , a q u i e t m a n w h o h a d f e w, i f a n y, c l o s e
f r i e n d s . B o r n i n r u r a l S o u t h C a r o l i n a i n 1 9 0 9 , h e w a s o n e o f f o u r
c h i l d r e n o f a b l a c k g o s p e l s i n g e r a n d i t i n e r a n t p r e a c h e r a n d , a r o u n d
1 9 2 8 , m o v e d t o Wa s h i n g t o n . H e w a s a s h o r t o r d e r c o o k , s e r v e d i n t h e
A r m y a n d , r e t u r n i n g t o W a s h i n g t o n , w a s a j a n i t o r f o r t h e G e n e r a l S e r v i c e s
A d m i n i s t r a t i o n f r o m 1 9 4 6 u n t i l h e d i e d o f c a n c e r i n 1 9 6 4 . A t s o m e p o i n t
i n h i s y o u t h , h e b e l i e v e d G o d h a d c o m e t o h i m i n a v i s i o n a n d , u n t i l h i s
d e a t h , h e c o n t i n u e d t o r e c e i v e v i s i o n s . H i s m a s s i v e T h r o n e i s a m o v i n g
t e s t a m e n t t o h i s s p i r i t u a l d e d i c a t i o n a n d f a i t h .

N I n 1 9 5 0 , H a m p t o n r e n t e d a m u n h e a t e d , p o o r l y l i t g a r a g e a n d t h e r e h e
b u i l t t h e T h r o n e — w h i c h h e m a y h a v e b e g u n e a r l i e r . A t m i d n i g h t ,
a f t e r fi n i s h i n g h i s j a n i t o r i a l d u t i e s , h e w e n t t o t h e g a r a g e f o r fi v e
o r s i x h o u r s a n d b e l i e v e d G o d v i s i t e d h i m t h e r e t o g u i d e h i m a s h e w o r k e d .
W i t h d i s c a r d e d m a t e r i a l s — o l d f u r n i t u r e , c a r d b o a r d , b o t t l e s , k r a f t p a p e r ,
d e s k b l o t t e r s , s h e e t s o f t r a n s p a r e n t p l a s t i c , b u r n t o u t l i g h t b u l b s ,
a l u m i n u m a n d g o l d f o i l h e f a s h i o n e d h i s i n t r i c a t e o b j e c t s . S o m e s u g g e s t
t r a d i t i o n a l c h u r c h a p p o i n t m e n t s a t h r o n e c h a i r , p u l p i t s a n d o f f e r t o r y
t a b l e s ; e a c h u n i t i s o n e o f a p a i r a n d e a c h h a s i t s a s s i g n e d p l a c e o n
e i t h e r s i d e o f t h e c e n t e r t h r o n e c h a i r .

P r e s u m a b l y , t h e w o r k i s u n fi n i s h e d b u t , f r o m H a m p t o n ' s e x p l a n a t o r y l a b e l s ,
t h e b a s i c s c h e m e i s d i s c e r n i b l e : t o t h e l e f t , t h e o b j e c t s r e f e r t o t h e
N e w Te s t a m e n t , J e s u s a n d G r a c e a n d , t o t h e r i g h t , t h e O l d Te s t a m e n t ,
M o s e s a n d L a w. C r o w n i n g t h e t h r o n e c h a i r a r e t h e w o r d s " F e a r N o t "
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and tacked to Hampton 's bu l le t in board is the inscr ip t ion, "Where
T h e r e I s N o V i s i o n t h e P e o p l e P e r i s h , "

Hampton of ten used layers of insulat ion board to construct the armature
of each piece. The framework of several units consists of hollow card
board cylinders removed frcoa rolls of carpeting. In other cases, the
or iginal furni ture is easi ly ident ified. The throne chair, for example,
is essentially an old armchair with a faded red cloth cushion, while two
semic i rcu la r p ieces are a la rge round tab le sawed in ha l f . Smal l s tands
are formed by drawers turned upsides-down and mounted on inexpensive glass
vases. Jelly glasses and light bulbs covered with foil often complete
tops and corners of objects, while kr^ft paper and cardboard are the
foundations for stars and wings. The edges of tables are sometimes trimmed
wi th s lender tubes o f e lec t r i ca l cab le camouflaged w i th go ld fo i l , and rows
of small knobs are made of crumpled foil or newspaper covered with foil.

Of the Throne, Lynda Rpscoe Hartigan, NMAA Assistant Curator of Painting
and Sculpture, wr i tes; "As one concentrates on the radiance, symmetry,
decorative patterns and eccentric improvisation of the Throne, Hampton's
primary intention — to create a vehicle for religious renewal and teaching

may be overlooked, preserved and admired as a work of art, however,
it enjoys exposure more far reaching than Hampton could ever have hoped
for. The Throne s tands as remarkab le tes t imony to h is devot ion , pa t ience,
f a i t h a n d i m a g i n a t i o n . ' *
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