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In this volume several distinguished members of 

the art community respond to the art of James 

Turrell. The artist’s non-object works, fashioned 

from the “material” of light into spaces that ad¬ 

dress the nature of perception, are examined. The 

works discussed range from his 1967 projected 

light pieces, through the full-space installation 

pieces, to his largest work-in-progress, the Roden 

Crater project. 

Turrell’s work exists in the realm between the 

physical limitations of vision and the learned lim¬ 

its of perception. He is an experienced pilot, 

whose vision has been influenced by his life in the 

sky. 

James Turrell graduated from Pomona College in 

1965 and received his M. A. from Claremont 

Graduate School in 1973. His work has been e.x- 

hibited throughout the world. Major exhibitions 

include the Pasadena Art Museum, 1967; Stedel- 

ijk Museum, Amsterdam, 1976; Whitney xMu- 
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N.E.A. Fellowship. 
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Introduction 

James TurrelFs open-ended approaeh to art places particular emphasis on alert¬ 

ing view ers to perceptual ambiguities in order to induce heightened levels of 

aw areness. His w ork can be interpreted in various w avs; as aestheticallv moti¬ 

vated; as a carefullv calculated demonstration of certain law s as thev applv to 

human perception and cognition; as a demvstifying process leading to a clearer 

understanding of man’s working relationship with his environment; as an insti¬ 

gator of subtly transcendental or metaphvsical states of mind. In fact, it is a 

combination of all the above. 

Whatever our interpretation, however, one thing is certain: l urrell’s art is 

tantalizing and complex, and capable of producing reactions ranging from mild 

appreciation to something approaching awe. 

But how ? And what are the implications of this extraordinary effect? lb what 

can we attribute his ability to provoke w hat some describe as moments of exhil¬ 

arating expansiveness, others as illuminating insights into the distinctions be- 

tw een looking and seeing, and others still as quiet reflections on the mvstery 

and w holeness of life? 

Pwen more important, how does he manage to cut right to the heart ot a \ iew - 

er’s perceptual proclivities and capabilities and activate his deepest and most 

fertile conceptual and creative resources? And how is he able to do this w ith an 

art form almost exclusively deflned and shaped by light? 

Technically, he accomplishes this through an application of scientiflc and aes¬ 

thetic principles Intended to lead the view er into a state of total openness and 

expectancy, stripped clean of convention, artifact, dogma, and any other lorm 

of conditioned or habitual response to the raw, stark stimuli of experience. It is a 

state in w hich the view er is permitted to confront and respond alresh to new 

and heightened perceptions of reality according to his or her nature, talents, 

aspirations, and ideals. 

No w onder the reactions to dlirrell’s art are so personal and varied, lor no two 

human beings w ill receive precisely the same “message” Irom his work. I le 

brings us dramaticallv closer to our original primal state of uncertainty and 

w onderment, and then leaves us to our ow n devices. What w e do then, w hether 

w e interpret the experience w ithin an aesthetic, philosophical, or metaphysical 

context, is up to us-although the nature and quality ol his art, its radiance. 
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harmony, and grace, suggest very clearly the direction he hopes each of us will 

take. 

He has moved in a direction that is peculiarly American in its orientation, 

vision, and scope. His work embodies, and resonates \\ ith, much of the same 

dynamic spirit that animated the Ivricallv expansive nineteenth centurv land¬ 

scapes of I homas (Jole, Albert Bierstadt, and Frederick Edwin Church- 

although in a form appropriate to a technological and increasingly urbanized 

societv. 

d'urrell differs from them and his emotionally expansive American contem¬ 

poraries in his methods. He consciously determines the precise perceptual 

framework within which his work is seen. He sets the stage, as it were, and 

eliminates all psychological and material distractions that could block or divert 

the viewer’s wholehearted attention, and he successfullv brings together forces, 

qualities, and ideas that our culture tends to separate. 

Not much has ever been made of the fact that art can induce creativitv and 

activate cognitive and developmental processes-or even that it can heal, in the 

simplest and best sense of the word. In durrell’s w ork these effects take center 

stage and are implicit from its verv inception. 

Almost inevitablv, the ultimate result of such w ork is enrichment and 

grow th. Rather than shocking or seducing his viewers into compliance in order 

to impose his ideas, Turrell presents them w ith a new means of gaining insight 

into their attitudes and perceptions and even, in some cases, helps them awaken 

intuitions pertaining to the qualitv and meaning of their lives. 

James FurreH’s work is extraordinarv not onlv because he know s exactlv w hat 

he is doing, but because his methods are remarkablv integrative and life en¬ 

hancing. Fhere is plenty of art that is primarily pleasurable, formal, idiosvn- 

cratic, or assertive; but very little that celebrates and provokes clearer and more 

holistic perceptions of ourselves, reality, and truth-especiallv in a format that 

is startlingly beautiful in and of itself. 

rheodoreF. Wo/fJ' 
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Interview with JamesTurrell 

/ have an interest in the invisible light, the light perceptible only 

in the mind. . . I want to address the light that we see in dreams. . . 

JULIA BROWN: Jim, your work is known for the relations it poses among light, 

space, and the viewer. Could you explain how much of your work is derived 

from a particular space, and how much is it independent of a particular place? 

JIM TURRELL: I work in both \\ avs. I like to find a site that has unique opportu¬ 

nities for light or the perception of space. If the site is neutral and doesn’t have 

any unique qualities or many possibilities, then I construct an independent 

piece that could be transferred elsewhere, a more hypothetical piece than one 

which comes from responding to a specific site. Spaces in general are not neu¬ 

tral to begin with, and some have more complexities than others. The more 

they have, the less possible it is to make a neutral beginning. In that case, I 

respond to the site and make a piece that is unique to it. Generally, I would say 

that the spaces in museums are not particularly neutral, and they are more 

adaptable, basically, to painting. Some are reasonably adaptable for sculpture, 

but that’s less common. And it is even less common that thev are adaptable to 

environmental w orks. By and large, architects have created museums that sup¬ 

port a limited view' of art. However, when you take a w arehouse that has been 

used for many functions and empty it of its intended use, you find a space that 

has more possibilities. For an art that’s not restricted to objects that go up an 

elevator into an eastside apartment, spaces like this are definitely more interest¬ 

ing. I have more ambition for art than to have it limited to these things. 

JB: When you say a site has a unique character, you’re nevertheless making your 

own structure w ithin it or within that architecture. You don’t seem to actually 

work w ith the particular characteristics or details of the existing architecture. 

JT: For the most part, I w ork w ithin a given architecture that is generally recti¬ 

linear. In making a piece, I like the form and construct to have a neutral quality. 

This requires a rectilinear format. If a painter makes a canvas that is elliptical, it 

is in fact a shaped canvas and not neutral. So it w hat I w ant to make pays atten¬ 

tion to the specifics of the given architectural form, the lorm ot the construction 

may become more important than the space w ithin. But it I want to get away 

from the particulars of the architecture, with its detail and attention to torm, so 



as to make an architecture of space, then I have to rid the space of those details 

and features that call attention to form. 

jb: What do you mean by an architecture of space? 

jt: I’m interested in the weights, pressures, and feeling of the light inhabiting 

space itself and in seeing this atmosphere rather than the walls. 

JB: Are you talking about volume? 

JT: Atmosphere is volume, but it is within x olume. Seeing volume as a \\ hole is 

one thing, but there are densities and structuring w ithin a space that have to do 

with a penetration of vision and a way of seeing into it. 

JB: Seeing, as opposed to being, inside it? 

JT: You can inhabit a space with consciousness without physically entering it, 

as in a dream. You can be in it physically and see it in that manner also. But 

w hether vou’re in a space and looking at it or outside and looking into it, it still 

has qualities of atmosphere, density, and grain so that your vision w ill penetrate 

differently in some areas than others. Some areas w ill be more translucent or 

more opaque, and other areas w ill be very free to the penetration of \'ision. 

JB: Is that because of the nature of w hat you ha\’e constructed, or is it because of 

the w av in w hich you control the light? 

JT: It can be either or both. How the light enters ean be controlled, and votir 

sense of the confines produced bv the structure can be altered b\’ the light. It is 

possible to see spaces w ithin spaces, not delineated bv form but bv visual pene¬ 

tration. An example would be the kind of space that is generated by blushes of 

light near von, such as at a lectern or on a stage w here you can’t see the audience 

yet the audience can see you quite clearly. You inhabit a different space than the 

audience, though you are in the same structure. Your penetration of vision is 

markedly different than theirs. \()u literally cannot sec them, although there is 

no form betw een you and them, d’he penetration of \ ision has been completely 

limited by the manner in which the light around you is different than that on 

the people who are looking at you. So, in making a piece, the hrst objective is 

not to look at the possibilities of architectural form and the possibilities of space, 

but to work w ith them so as to express a particular realm or atmosphere. That’s 

usually done by working w ith the manner in w hich the space yields to vision, 

the w ay you can plumb the space with seeing. 
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JB: You w ant to create an atmosphere? 

JT: Yes, one that can be eonsciously plumbed w ith seeing, like the w ordless 

thought that comes from looking into fire. 

JB: At times you work with natural light, using light from a window' or a sky¬ 

light; at other times you bring in electric light, or so-called artificial light. Can 

you talk about the difference, and how' those decisions get made in individual 

works? 

JT: Whether or not I w ant to w ork w ith the light that’s given depends upon its 

possibilities of empow ering a space. It must have some grace. If not, then I’ll 

use any other light available to me. But it doesn’t really matter, because either 

way the light is used to make a realm that’s of the mind. I don’t have a preference 

between existing or “artificial” light. There isn’t any real difference. In either 

case, you’re burning a material, and that material releases its characteristic 

light. Whether you burn hydrogen, a piece of w ood, or tungsten ware, the light 

reveals what that material is; it is characteristic of that material at that tempera¬ 

ture. So it doesn’t really matter to me w hether you have to light electric fires or 

use the one in the sun or a reflection of it off the moon. It is all “natural” light. 

JB: What sort of importance do you give to the structure? 

JT: The physical structure is used to accept and contain light, and to define a 

situation. But the light can determine the space, and it can be experienced more 

than the structure if the surface does not call attention to itself. Extreme atten¬ 

tion must be paid to making perfect surfaces, so you don’t notice them. 

JB: But doesn’t the structure create the w^ay in which you have that experience? 

JT: If you see some of the pieces when they’re not lit, they’re just empty. It isn’t 

the structure that’s making the presence. It creates and defines context. 

JB: Ehen the structure determines how you approach the w ork and stand in 

relation to it? 

JT: Yes, but the structure is not the predominant maker of the w ork. How the 

light enters the space, and how the structure is formed to allow' that, creates the 

work. The work is about your seeing. It is responsive to the view er. As you 

move w ithin the spaee or as you decide to see it, one way or another, its reality 

can change. The approach to it is very important. It’s possible for you to make 

the reality of your experience of the piece become the determinant of its 

existence. 
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jb: W hen you say approach, do you mean the literal distance, or are you also 

describing the nature of an entrance? 

JT: Both. One is how you first see it, and the other is how far aw ay it is and how 

your approach to it can be a type of preloading. For instance, you can come 

Irom an area that’s rather brightly lit into an area that’s dim, or you can come 

trom an area w ith a predominant color so that as you step into another space 

you re loaded with the atterimage of that hrst color, for a moment or so, you 

actually mix the afterimage of the previous space w ith the “real” color of the 

space you’re in. 

JB: 1 hat is a very complicated effect. Are you talking about memory or actual 
\ isLial phenomena? 

JT: I he senses have a short-term memory. I hcw' don’t clear immediately. W’e 

generally ignore the effects of afterimage, etc. However, it is possible to make 

situations where this is virtuallv impossible. 

JB: Are there references for the use of a color or densitv of light or the particular 

experience you’re creating? Is it something that you’\ e seen elsew here or expe¬ 
rienced before? 

JI. A lucid dream or a flight through deep, clear blue skies of w inter in northern 

Arizona-experiences like these I use as source. 

JB. \ou \ e been a pilot yourself for many vears now. I low much does your ex 

perience of flying come into vour work? 

JT: Very much. I use the plane to plumb those spaces w ithin the sky. You’re 
actually m those spaces. Some of them are created by cloud conditions or 

weather, others by \’irtue of the w av light works in the sky. 

JB: I low do you see that? I mean, is it through a difference in color? 

J r: 1 hrough the penetration of vision. Moving from tw ilight into night is a time 

when visual changes occur rapidly. Fxperiences of w eather are amazing. If 

you’re going through a fog, using Instrument Flight Rules (ifr) into the clear, 

you take off and enter the clouds, and just before Vou break out on top, there’s’a 

moment m w Inch the clouds take on the color of the sky. Or coming dow n to 

land at night, for instance, doing an ifr approach, there are realiv interesting 

things that happen just as you are about to make out the ground below. Fhe " 

experience of Hying m snow is another thing; it’s a dangerous situation but still 



very beautiful. Early on I w as struek by Antoine de Saint-Exupery’s descrip¬ 
tion of flight spaces in his books Wind, Sand and Stars and Night Flight. Ele de¬ 
scribed spaces in the skies, spaces within space, not necessarily delineated by 
cloud formations or storms or things like that, but by light qualities, by seeing, 
and by the nature of the air in certain areas. Eor me, flying really dealt with 
these spaces delineated by air conditions, by visual penetration, by sky condi¬ 
tions; some were visual, some were only felt. These are the kinds of spaces I 
wanted to work with-very large amounts of space, dealing with as few' physical 
materials as I could. 

My involvement w ith flying was very important when I began searching for a 
particular site for the piece that has become the Roden Crater project. In 1974 
and 197 5, I flew almost all the area from the western slopes of the Rockies to the 
Faciflc, and from Eake Louise and the Canadian border dow n into Chihuahua 
looking for suitable sites. Aside from the time spent in the air, every possible 

site I saw generated thoughts of a whole series of potential works, first in re¬ 
sponse to the site itself and then to how the site might suit my original idea. 
I'his w as an extremely rich period. 

Things seen w hile flying are definitely sources I use for my w ork. Another 
example is seeing contrails shadow ed on the earth, w hich make flat planes be¬ 
tween the contrails themselves and their shadows 30,000 feet below. One expe¬ 
rience in particular w as very beautiful. I was on a very early solo just prior to 
receiv ing my license, above a scattered broken cloud deck and below a solid 
overcast. I was actually flying between two cloud decks which made a verv' 
narrow band at the horizon, with clouds above me and clouds below me. I could 
see through the clouds directly below me since it was not a complete overcast. 
But as I looked further awav, I wasn’t able to see through it. As I w as looking at 
the horizon some distance awav, a jet punched through the lower cloud deck 
and into the space w here I was alone, and in less than thirty seconds punched 
through the upper overcast, leaving a beautiful contrail as a record of its action. 

JB: Do voLir sources extend also to more everyday experiences such as seeing the 
light reflected off the side of a building or the w av' particular colors change dur¬ 
ing the dav? 

JT: Yes. Eight bouncing off the w ater, or a shaft of light in the lorest coming 
dow n through the trees, hitting the ground and splashing up, undeiiighting the 
trees-situations w here you can literally feel the fluid quality of the light. 

JB: 1 he kinds of experiences you’ve been describing are almost open-ended - 
transitory and seemingly uncontainable-vet in vour work they’re formed and 

w' C* W • • • 

controlled. 
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JT: Light is a pow erful substance. W’e have a primal connection to it. But, tor 

something so pow erful, situations for its felt presence are fragile. 1 form it as 

much as the material allow s. I like to work w ith it so that you feel it physically, 

so YOU feel the presence of light inhabiting a space. 1 like the cpiality of feeling 

that is felt not onl\' w ith the e\ es. It’s alw avs a little bit suspect to look at some¬ 

thing really beautiful like an experience in nature and want to make it into art. 

.\lv desire is to set up a situation to w hieh I take voti and let you see. It becomes 

your experience. I am doing that at Roden (irater. It’s not taking from nature as 

much as placing you in contact w ith it. 

jb: \<)u sometimes use the word aperture to describe openings in Noiir struc¬ 

tures. Does the framing of experience in \'our work relate to the process of 

framing an image in photograph\ ? 

JT: An experience is not framed so much as a situation is matle in w hich experi¬ 

ence can be created. I use the word aperture because it describes an opening 

that has a purposeful relationship of inside to outside. In other words, w ith 

some of those spaces I use an aperture so that the space aehicwes a sense of \ol- 

time, with light holding yolume. People ha\ e talked about illusion in m\ work, 

but I don’t feel it is an illusion because w hat \ou see alludes to w hat in fact it 

really is-a space where the light is markedh' different. 

JB: d'hose are two \’ery different words: allude, illusion. 

JT: ^es. Illusion is something that you think you see \ et is not aetualK there, 

riie work is static in the sense that the physical situation does not change, but 

the piece changes b\' \ irtue of how it’s seen, it has to do w ith how w e interpret 

reality. But none of the so-called illtisions in the work are trompe I’oeil. In all 

cases, these situations allude to what they are. 'That is, if there is a space w hich 

seems to haye surface and yolume, that surface demarcates the difference be- 

tw een one \’olume and another and is in fact time. 

\\ hat pieces from the Pratlo Series allude to, for example, is actualh there. 

1 he light inside the space is sized for the color tone that enters it. Phis is w hat I 

call a sensing space. I his is a situation w here the space opens into another space 

from which it gets its light. 1 hat light passes through the openin<>; and is dif¬ 

fused in yoltime. Because it takes all its light from another space, the sensing 

space is in some manner an expression of that space. 

I his situation is similar to that of a camera w hieh looks out at a space throui>;h 

lenses for light energy. Something may be depicted in a photograph usint> a 

telephoto lens, a w ide-angle lens, or a normal lens, d he light can be ptit throut>h 

a yery small opening, or aperture, .so all the rays of light pass through a fine 

point, d’hen eyerything in the photograph seems to be in focus, and there is a 



very large depth of field. A narrow depth of field is achieved using a large aper¬ 

ture. The light energy passes through the aperture into the camera body and is 

focused on the plane where the film is. You choose what film to use. Film that 

represents tungsten light as white, or sunlight as white, or fluorescent light as 

white, can be used; the photograph can be made in black and white or color. But 

after you develop the photo, it is somehow proof of “reality,” when - every step 

of the way - you have chosen how you wanted to see reality. In other words, 

rather than being an expression of reality, it is an expression of how you chose to 

form reality. It’s the same thing with the sensing spaces in my work. The space 

I make looks out onto the space from which it gets light. I make the aperture, or 

opening, in relation to both. That opening dictates whether or not the light 

energy is diffused throughout the space or is imaged in a part of it. I'hen 1 form 

the space to accept the incoming light. I form it in relation to the color that 

enters it, as certain volumes will hold certain color tones. When the volume of 

space is correctly formed to receive the color that enters it, it fogs up. When it 

isn’t, the space seems empty. The color holds the space; just as in painting, 

certain colors will hold a form and others will not. The color takes on a certain 

power or presence and appears as if it is inhabiting the space rather than just 

being on the walls. This space, then, is an expression of the space looked out 

onto, though the form of that expression, its “reality,” is of my choosing. 

JB: So, in what way exactly does your involvement w ith photography relate to 

issues in your work? 

jt: My w ork w ith photography has been important first of all because it is a 

medium that is about light. One thing to remember about \Wstern art is that it’s 

an extremely rich tradition, which includes work that at times has a great deal to 

do w ith light. But the work I do is with light itself and perception. It is not 

about those issues; it deals w ith them directly in a nonvicarious manner so that 

it is about your seeing, about your perceiving. It is about light being present in 

a situation where you are, rather than a record of light or an experience of seeing 

from another situation. Because it is a record ot light and a conscious forming of 

a particular reality that comes from a space, photography has allow ed me to 

understand light. At the same time, it also helps me to understand sensing be¬ 

cause it is a medium that has so much to do w ith light-sensitive materials and is 

a way of looking at a situation or space and consciously forming it. 

JB; W hich comes first in your work: the determination of color or the detei mi- 

nation ofspace? 

JT: I work both ends of it. I'here have been certain color phenomena that I’ve 

w anted to work with, and 1 have changed the space accordingly. It is also possi- 
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ble to size the spaee elosely enough so that final adjustments ean he made with 

the color and the light. 

JB: How do you decide the nature and extent of color in a work? 

JT: Fhat has to do w ith a particular space and w hat I intend to do w ith it. In 

Jida, from the Prado Series, installed at the University of Delaw are, I created an 

atmosphere where I got the color to literallv roll out of the bottom of the space 

like a mist. 1 hat w as a w ork in w hich I used the existing building as much as 

possible and then worked with the lights in relationship to it. The results w ere 

accomplished by controlling the light outside of the space. 

If the color is in the paint on the wall, then in making a structure and allowing 

light to enter it, the color will tend to ride on the w alls. But if the color of the 

wall is w hite, w hich in one way is a noncolor, then the color is allow ed to enter 

the space riding on the light, and that color has the possibility of inhabiting the 

space and holding that volume rather than being on the wall. Phis is true in 

pieces like Laar and Avar from the Prado Series. There are specific volumes for 

particular colors, which is no more unusual than painters finding that certain 

colors will hold certain shapes and not others. In this manner and in other wavs 

in w hich the space is w orked, what I relv on is reallv more like a painter’s eve in 

three dimensions than a sculptor’s. 

My work records a vision rather than serving as a record of a vision of some¬ 

thing else. Claude Monet, in the Water Idly series (particular! v w hen view ed in a 

situation similar to that in which they w ere painted), w orks with vour w hole 

field of vision in a wav that has to do w ith vour seeing the painting rather than a 

visual record of something else. I he work responds to vour seeing of it. This is 

also true of the work of Georges Seurat. The paintings of Barnett Newman 

occupy a large portion of the visual field and flood it with intense color, to an 

extent bevond which vou are actuallv seeing color-to the point that the paint¬ 

ings become environmental work. Careful sizing of these paintings for the space 

w here they’re seen is very important. 

JB: Is it important to vou to control the approach to your work, the way in 

w hich someone comes to experience it? 

JT: My work is about space and the light that inhabits it. It is about how you 

confront that space and plumb it. It is about your seeing. I low you come to it is 

important. I he qualities of the spaee must be seen, and the architecture of the 

form must not be dominant. I am really interested in the qualities ol one space 

sensing another. It is like looking at someone looking. Objectivity is gained by 

being once removed. As vou plumb a space w ith vision, it is possible to “see 

voLirself see.” d'his seeing, this plumbing, imbues space w ith consciousness. By 
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how you decide to see it and where you are in relation to it, you create its real¬ 

ity. The piece can change as you move to it or w ithin it. It can also change as the 

light source that enters it changes. 

What will happen at Roden Oater is a good example of that. It is a volcanic 

crater located in an area of exposed geology, the Painted Desert, an area w here 

you feel geologic time. You have a strong feeling of standing on the surface of 

the planet. Within that setting, I am making spaces that w ill engage celestial 

events. Several spaces w ill be sensitive to starlight and w ill be literally empow ¬ 

ered by the light of stars millions of light years awav. Phe gathered starlight w ill 

inhabit that space, and you will be able to feel the physical presence of that 

light. 

JB: Your work creates a wide range of experience from the physical situation 

you make or use. Could you talk further about the different places and the dif¬ 

ferent ways in which you w ork? 

JT: W'ithin existing architecture, I create spaces that you look into and spaces 

that you enter and in w hich you become enveloped. Other spaces I create are 

similar to the w ork in the collection of Count Panza in Italy or to w hat 1 am 

working on at p.s. i in New York, where I actually make alterations, cuts, or 

some sort of strong gesture to an architectural space, breaking through to the 

outside, perhaps removing the roof or the side of the building. I’hen there is m\’ 

work at the Roden Crater, and there are commissions or proposals for public 

projects that are site-specihe, not built w ithin an existing architectural space 

but designed as independent structures. 

At the crater, I am working in a situation that’s outside the rectilinear format. 

In order to establish a neutral format w ithin architecture, it has to be rectilin¬ 

ear; otherwise, it becomes form, not space. At the crater, I w ant to work w ith a 

more natural vision which is absolutely curvilinear. Fhe w ork w ill have a hori¬ 

zon and will use the sky overhead. I am taking a natural form and making some¬ 

thing that is still neutral because it doesn’t in any w ay work counter to w hat is 

there. One of the reasons I chose the shape of the crater is that 1 w anted to affect 

the perception of large amounts of space and do it by moving as little material as 

possible. This, in the end, turns out to be a rather large amount of material, but 

for the amount of space affected, there is great economy. 

JB: Yet, you are still w orking with the experience of interior. 

JT: Yes. 1 he w orks I w ill make there are still interiors e\’en though they are 

mostly open. They create a sense of closure, so you feel as if you’re in some¬ 

thing, even though it’s completely open. I'hat actuall\’ allow s me to work the 

skin or the end of the volume which is curved, not Hat. 
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jB: I’m not sure I understand what you mean by the “end of the volume.” 

JT: There w ere several pieces in my exhibition at the W hitney Museum w here 

you felt as though there w as a tangible surface across an opening, or a demarca¬ 

tion of volume. But those skins or surfaces w ere generally seen as flat across the 

opening. In one w ork in Seattle, House of Wax, I achieved a bowing of the sur¬ 

face. At the crater, w orking from curvilinear shapes and volumes, I can make 

this bowing up and toward you, or I can make it go aw ay from you. d hat’s the 

skin, sense of surface, or “glassing up,” that I w ant to work with. I wanted a 

curving shape that would work with the sky. I am really using the crater as the 

format. There will be spaces there but, in general, a lot of the spaces are just the 

natural forms-changed to make happen w hat I w ant to have happen. They w ill 

not look different from natural forms w hen they’re done. But in projects like the 

design for the wanerv in (Alifornia, there is more involvement with determin¬ 

ing architectural spaces. 

jb: rhis w inery, the Domaine Clos Pegase, was different from most of your other 

w ork. Had you worked on the design of an independent structure before? 

JT: I changed or made quite a few building designs in the work I did for Count 

Panza at his villa in Varese, the proposals I made for Rivoli (kistle, for a pro¬ 

posed museum at Rollensel near Bonn, as w ell as a church I designed for him. 

I'he w inerv in northern California w as a collaboration w ith architect Robert 

Mangurian done in 1984. Robert designed the actual structures, and I designed 

situations w ithin them, such as an interior courtvard that would work w ith the 

sky. The winery design w as a good integration of art and architecture. There 

w ere places w here the structure that was the building w as also the structure 

that was the work, and then there were situations where I designed a work to be 

within the building structure. It w as reallv interesting because w e planned 

some places of continuitv and others, such as a flight of stairs that was actuallv a 

waterfall, w here the passage w as only visual. It was a good project. 

JB: When did voti begin vour work w ith architectural projects? 

JT: I'he first architectural work began in 1974 because of the need to have spaces 

that could achieve what I wanted. Generallv, I worked w ithin existing architec¬ 

ture and changed it to suit mv needs. But there were times w hen doing this 

would not give me the opportunities I w anted, and I began to make projects 

w hich were themselves buildings, w hich had their ow n structure, d'he first of 

these projects began as an offshoot of the work for Count Panza - the \ ilia 

Scheibler in northern Milan. I designed an exterior space verv much like the 

kind of work I am doing at Roden Oater, with a hemispherical bow l shape 
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which would actually shape the sky and which you enter from underneath. 

I'his w as the beginning of the projects that actually made the structure, w ork- 

ing the light into it from the beginning, rather than playing the light off existing 

structures. Fhe next w as at Cascina I'averna, and then I drew several proposals 

for the project in Bonn. 

The first series of spaees in the Bonn proposal involved the volume of the sky 

coming down to the top of the area in which you w ere. 1 hese spaees are much 

like the Greek hvpaethral spaces, although light in the interior of these spaces 

w orked the color of the skv such that its color w as changed bv virtue of the 

coloration of the light on the interior. I he densitv you perceived to be in the 

sky and its color are worked and ehanged. This leads up to a space, the outside 

of w hich is similar to the crater designed for \ ilia Scheibler. d’he space voti 

finally enter then works with curvilinear formations of the skv. Most of the skv 

spaces are vertical and rectilinear, d'here is one final skv w all in this proposal, 

w'hieh has pyramidal steps leading up to it and reversed, fifteen degree edges, as 

in the w ork in the Prado Series. There is an open wall completelv above the 

horizon. As vou step into this space vou see a pvramidal form of stairs leading 

up to total blue because the bottom of the opening is w ell above eve level. Phis 

then leads out to a spaee that w orks with the phenomenon of eelestial vaulting 

and the shaping of the skv, bv virtue of the wav near space is formed to effect 

that sense of shaping. These are rather tight spaces, usuallv about sixtv to sev¬ 

enty-five meters in diameter. The shaping for the earth form is from fifteen 

degrees above the horizon dow n to level ground. I hat is the part w hich affeets 

the sky. I he coloration is affected bv the wav white is used, particularlv at the 

entries. Entries are alw avs from below and, as vou enter, offer no view of the 

opposite side of the crater form. 

The largest of the pieces whieh work w ith the shaping of the skv w as pro¬ 

posed for the University of California, San Diego, in La Jolla. Phis w as de¬ 

signed to be an amphitheatre but made w ithin a large hemispherical volume, of 

w hich only a portion w ould be used for the amphitheatre. I he structure of the 

amphitheatre w as conceived so that the form works the shape of the skv. d'he 

entries are tunnels much like those that come into a coliseum, except thev come 

up from below' so that as you enter them vou see onlv skv, until vou take the last 

tw o steps before stepping into the space itself. At the bottom, the stage area is 

grass, w ith a checkering of marble. Ehe stage is actually a platform somew hat 

similar to the Mayan dance platforms, except that there is a w edge on the mid¬ 

dle of each of the four sides of steps, and the steps end about six feet from the 

platform and eontinue visually in a very thin line of stainless diamond plate. 

Ehe doors for access underneath the stage are behind the steps, d'he stage itself 

low ers in the eenter and is held up by four large hydraulie pistons, much like 

the pistons that raised cars in the old serviee stations. I'hev have a beautiful 

polished quality. When the stage is up and you are underneath, there’s an area 
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for dressing rooms and stage preparation. I he w hole stage drops and goes out 

of sight. From underneath, you can completely change a set and then raise the 

stage back up in its new form. When the performance is over, you can walk 

completely through this space which is also a sky space. When you are in it, the 

sensation of skv is absolutely fiat; when you step outside, it is completely 

domed. This is accomplished by virtue of the manner in which the celestial 

vaulting is w orked in the crater space formed by the seating of the 

amphitheatre. 

I also designed a church for Count Panza w hich had four arms in a cruciform 

shape. Each of those is hollow and has a sky space where the sky is worked fiat. 

1 he center is a traditional dome, except it continues in a sphere, w ith seating 

suspended out into it. Fhe space w orks in a very large Gauzfeld, using northern 

light. 

JB: What other kinds of spaces have vou worked with? 

JT: Among works that involve other functions and acti\ ities, I have planned 

pieces that are also sv\'imming pools, w hich have unusual entries. I'here is a sky 

space above the pool to work the light of the sky, and the shaping of the skv 

space is exactly the same dimensions as the pool. Fight is worked into the pool 

around the gutter or edge. I'he gutter edge is made so that the w ater takes the 

same level as the surrounding stone w alk; it is verv careftillv leveled so the water 

flows over the edge into a verv narrow slot. This edge is lit and the bottom of the 

pool is absolutely black at night. The light will have a \’erv thin, sheer qualitv 

across the top. During the day, light fills the w hole volume of the w ater in the 

pool. Fhe entrv into these spaces is made from the outside, from a smaller pool 

w hich can be in another structure. From this pool, vou bend over and kick un¬ 

der water through a tunnel, tistiallv about eight feet or so, and enter the larger 

pool and the sky space from underneath. 

JB: Does function in design interest vou as a problem? 

JT: d'he sites I like to use are ones that, in general, have no function, spaces that 

are really only inhabited by consciousness. I his inhabiting of space bv con¬ 

sciousness is the entry of self into space through the penetration of vision, 

which is not limited to just that recci\ ed by the eves but also has to do w ith the 

entry of self into that which is “seen.” A lot of spaces are interesting to me w hen 

they’re generated not by the architecture of form but bv the overlav of thought. 

I’m also interested in public places that are devoid of their function - Mavan and 

Egyptian ruins, for example, and places such as Mesa \Frde. These civiliza¬ 

tions adapted natural amphitheatres by building w ithin them to create civic 

spaces. I'he fact that they are places of ceremonv and ritual and are themselves 



2? 26 Planvievv drawing tar Church, 1977 Klevation draw ing, 1977 



28 Detail dravx ing of dome, 1977 

29 Drawing of courtyard space, 1977 

40 



physically powerful makes them meaningful. The impact of the space of the 

Gothic cathedral, for example, and the light within it is much more interesting 

to me than the rhetoric that is spoken there. 

JB: Can you talk more about what you mean by spaces generated by thought? 

JT; Daydream spaces, such as those generated by reading a good book, are often 

more commanding than physical space. While you read, you don’t even notice 

people w ho w alk through the room because you are actually in the space that’s 

generated by the author. This is also true with sound, particularly since the 

advent of high hdelity and stereophonic sound - the spaces generated by music 

can be much larger than the one in which you are physically, w hether you’re in 

a small room or outside in an open space. This sort of overlay and creation of 

space that’s generated by consciousness is very interesting to me. Another ex¬ 

ample is when you are driving down a freew ay and you find that even though 

you have been driving reasonably w ell, you may have missed an exit or in some 

w ay feel you haven’t really been driving. You’ve actually been somew here else, 

whether it’s in deep thought or in the sort of daydream that we often inhabit. 

This is, I think, the space that w e inhabit most of the time, much more than this 

conscious aw ake space that is called reality. It’s this daydream space overlaid on 

the conscious aw ake reality that I like to w ork w ith. I’m interested in doing 

works that seem to come from those places. When you confront a w ork, you can 

have know ledge of it already. That is, even though you haven’t seen light look¬ 

ing like this or space that is inhabited w ith light in this manner, it seems to be 

familiar and comes from a place that you know' about. 

I’m interested in having a w ork confront you w here you wouldn’t ordinarily 

see it. When you have an experience like that in otherwise normal surround¬ 

ings, it takes on the lucidity of a dream. The realm of the experience exists 

betw een the learned limits of our cultural perception and our physical limits. 

Because the w ork exists betw een those two limits, it has something to do with 

how' we form reality. Though the w ork is a product of my seeing, it w orks 

directly with how' you see, as w ell. 

JB: Isn’t it similar to an experience you might have in nature that is a perfect 

expression of w hat you’re thinking or feeling, or where a space is understood in 

such a w'ay that exactly fills and expresses an emotion? 

JT: I would certainly like to think that. 

JB: Your work has the quality of surrounding the viewer - both emotionally and 

physically . . . 
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JT: I'here arc basically two kinds of spaces: one that you look into or enter only 

w ith consciousness, and the other that you enter physically. In the one that you 

enter physically, it’s possible to have light come right up to your eyes, almost as 

if you w ere underw ater. In the space you enter with consciousness, the plumb¬ 

ing of the space is done yisually with only the penetration of vision. The vision 

and structuring of space is done without form so that the light and blushes of 

light around you limit the penetration of v ision. In the pieces that use this par¬ 

ticular principle or technique, there is often light at the side and in front of you. 

As you approach the work, the light begins to recede to the periphery, and your 

v ision penetrates through an area or through an opening, khis is much like 

w hat happens w hen you turn on the light on a porch. You can see things on the 

porch quite w ell at night w ith the light on, but if you turn the light off, you see 

further into the night. It’s also no different from the situation of the light gener¬ 

ated at night by cities which makes it impossible to see stars because of the 

illumination of the near atmosphere. 1 he same thing can be done in a situation 

like the crater where you are completely out in the open. If you’re standing on 

black sand in a moonless starry night, you w ill probably comprehend the deep¬ 

est amount of v isual space you can take in. But if you then w alk to an area of 

white sand, starlight coming off the white sand w ill dramatically limit the 

amount of stars you see and thereby bring the space closer. 

In the pieces you walk into, I like to hav e a feeling of the light inhabiting the 

w hole yolume, much like light does when you put it in water. If you’re in the 

w ater, it will come right up to your eyes. The light has a quality of tangible 

presence. 

JB; How did you first come to use light? 

JT: My first attempts to use light as space were in 1965 and 1966, using gasto 

create flat flames. I used hydrazene and different mildly explosive gases in a 

large-diameter burner vv ith a very small honeycomb interior, d'he flow of gas 

that was achiev ed was quite laminar, and the speeds were the same in the center 

as out toward the edges. I he Irietion w as similar across the entire flow ol gas, so 

I w as able to achiev e v cry flat flames. I hese vv ere the first pieces that I made 

with light, and actually they were quite beautiful. But I had trouble controlling 

them. ITere was much too great attention on the hardw are, although the flames 

were tremendously beautiful and exciting. I had a number of explosions vv hen 

first showing these pieces, and they were soon abandoned. 

One of the difficulties of using light is that there isn’t yet a tradition of using it 

in our culture. On the one hand, it is no more unusual to use it than to use stone, 

clay, steel, or paint, ddiere are materials that you honor, and to that degree I 

was interested in using light as material - not light in glass, scrim, or Plexiglas, 

but light in the space itself and the qualities of space - making that light w ithout 



traditional physical form. There is a rich tradition in painting of work about 

light, but it is not light - it is the record of seeing. My material is light, and it is 

responsive to your seeing - it is nonvicarious. Light isn’t something that you 

form with your hands like clay; you work with everything but what you are 

going to see. It’s almost subtractive in its nature, although the use of color is 

additive. The more light and color you add, the whiter things get; as opposed to 

mixing colors of paint, which is reflected light or subtractive color. 

By making something out of light with light filling space, I am concerned 

with issues of how we perceive. It’s not only a reaction to things physical. For 

me, working w ith light in large spaces w as more a desire to w ork in greater 

realms, a desire that art not be limited to the European structure of w orks on 

canvas. This is not too different, perhaps, than the need of composers to expand 

the possibilities for music, w hich led to the development of the symphony. Al¬ 

though the symphony required a great deal from society and rather large pa¬ 

tronage, it is a form that w e’ve allowed to grow' and one that’s verv good. Before 

the rise of the symphony, music was limited to what could be made with small 

instruments. The haiku poem has as much pow er as a symphonv. I think that 

art should not be limited but be allowed its full range and possibility in mate¬ 

rial, form, and scale. 

In w orking w ith light, w hat is really important to me is to create an experi¬ 

ence of w ordless thought, to make the quality and sensation of light itself some¬ 

thing really quite tactile. It has a quality seemingly intangible, vet it is phvsi- 

cally felt. Often people reach out to try to touch it. My w orks are about light in 

the sense that light is present and there; the w ork is made of light. It’s not about 

light or a record of it, but it is light. Light is not so much something that reveals, 

as it is itself the revelation. 

JB: How' has your use of light changed over the last twenty years? 

JT: I'he earlv pieces had a much greater reliance on the source of light and a lot 

to do with the hardware of forming the light. Thev were much more involved, 

particularly in the projector series, with the hard, crisp forming of an image. 

F2ven some of the early works, such as the projector series, had shapes and 

forms that w ere unbuildable yet existed in three-dimensional space. You could 

not realize them bv a form that existed in the real world. Later pieces had less to 

do w ith hardw are, often just using simple sixty or seventy-five watt clear 

frosted light bulbs, and w ere more involved with the subtle know ing of w here 

light went, particularly off of one or two surfaces, d hese pieces also had much 

more to do wfith ambient lighting and light inhabiting a full space. 

Fhe most recent w orks have dealt quite a bit w ith the difference between rod 

and cone vision. In these you enter a very dark space in w hich there is abso¬ 

lutely no vision. In a period of three to four minutes, you can recognize some 
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form. Upon staring at it, this form w ill seem to disappear beeause its size is very 

near to that of the area of color vision. Occasionally, colors will rain outside of 

this form, as this kind of seeing comes and goes. This particularly happens if 

you don’t look straight at it. I he first of these pieces, Pleiades, w as made at the 

.Mattress Factory in Pittsburgh. Fhe longer you stay in these pieces, the more 

the difference betw een having your eyes open and having your eyes closed is 

diminished. You see similar things w hether your eyes are open or shut, .\fter a 

while, the .seeing that takes place in the space affects the color sensation you 

have w hen you first close vour eves. 'Fhese pieces have their source in the kind 

of color vision you have when vou first close vour eyes and see a kaleidoscope of 

colors for a moment or so. In a very pure space, it’s hard to cleanse your eyes of 

these sensations. 

JB: In the beginning, w hen vou w ere making vour first pieces, how did you 

come to make vour art the space rather than something put inside a space or on a 

wall? 

JT: Artists are often accused of spending more time working on their studios 

than on the art that leaves them, do some degree that w as true of me in the sense 

that in the end I actuallv made the w hole studio a piece, and the pieces became 

studio size. I'hat’s the w ork that finallv did go out. It took a little w hile because I 

started with pieces that worked w ith more discrete portions of spaces before I 

worked w ith the entire space. 1 actuallv w anted to work with space plastiealh’, 

and I approached this with a painter’s eve in three dimensions. 

Often vou will find artists w ho are in\olved w ith w hat I call the “cargo cult,” 

that is, thev tend to collect tools and ha\'e great kn e for tools, often more lo\ e 

for the tool than for the job the tool does or the work that it makes. Fhat’s a bit 

true w ith me, too, in the sense that I’m finallv working on something w ith the 

Roden (water project w hieh begins to use all the tools that I have collected. I 

feel that the tool should be honored as w ell, for w hat it does. I am as interested 

in honoring the airplane as an instrument of flight, for example, as I am the 

flight itself. 

JB: Could you devseribe w hat you w ill be doing for the exhibition at Fhe .Mu¬ 

seum of Contemporarv Art? 

JT: At moca’s lemporary (Contemporary building, the realm of the work w ill 

range from extremely bright sunlight, working with light outside, to something 

barely visible, working with the light inside the self. I w ant it to be like the light 

that illuminates the mind, as opposed to the light that illuminates the eve. Fhe 

exhibition w ill include some of my earlier pieces, some never seen before, and 

work made specifically for this exhibition. Some of the spaces you will enter 
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only with vision, and others you will enter completely. The early pieces will 

work with discrete, small portions of a space, and the later ones are full spaces 

that you enter. Some begin with opaque darkness and then yield to vision. One 

piece, as you look along it, is very translucent, and as you move it becomes 

transparent and begins to vanish. 

I'here will be four projector pieces and five spaces. The projector pieces are 

from between 1967 and 1969. ITe spaces are from 1969 to the present. Only a 

few of these pieces have been shown before. There will also be a whole portion 

of the e.xhibition devoted to work on the crater - plans, models, photographs, 

and documentation. 

JB: How closely do vou relv on science or technical information from other 

disciplines in vour work? 

JT: I he work I do does not have to do with science or demonstrations of scien¬ 

tific principles. Mv work has to do \v ith perception - how we see and how w e 

perceive. 1 hough I use the information and need the help of people in the sci¬ 

ences to calculate positions of celestial events and to solve problems of refraction 

caused bv changes in atmospheric pressure and temperature, for example, mv 

w ork does not push the boundaries of science. I think artists have a lot more to 

do with investigating the limits of perception than science does at this time, 

d he basic difference, though, is one of intent. I am more interested in posing 

questions than in answ ering them. 1 also think artists are more practical than 

scientists in that w hen thev find something that works and is useful, thev’re 

quite walling to use it w ithout necessarilv knowing w hv or how it works. 

I have an interest in the invisible light, the light perceptible onlv in the mind. 

light w hich seems to be undimmed bv the entering of the senses. I want to 

address the light that we see in dreams and make spaces that seem to come from 

those dreams and which are familiar to those w ho inhabit those places. Light 

has a regular power for me. WTat takes place in view ing a space is wordless 

thought. It’s not as though it’s unthinking and w ithout intelligence; it’s that it 

has a different return than w ords. 
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james turrell Lucebert 

the artist made seamless spaces 

in the museum of amsterdam 

spaces turned away from all shadows 

and the commotion of all bodies 

i knew that here a smith of the light was born 

the servant of my eyes because i saw 

as for the first time myself and i saw, 

in the stillness of a waterfall in the distance, 

myself made to carry the light 

back to the sun as a river 

this light-smith came from far away 

and i never met him 

still in my mind i was flying along 

with my friends w ho w ere persuaded by jim 

to accompany him in his small airplane 

above the mortal w ounds of an old country 

over the irritated flesh and the greedy tumors 

of new settlements there in the american west 

and w ith them i saw^ the sun sink and all hope 

of even more gold and blood vanished gloriously 

i saw that the moon was growing again 

and thought: she feels like it again 

w ith that adult child down there 

chosen to give a face to nebulae 

then we dove into the mouth of jim’s volcano 

because that is his house 

while the stars leapt up simultaneously in the cockpit 

i dreamt for a moment that i was half nothing and half cat 

that just like the universe 

needs no more than to play with its own tail 

Translation by TeterNijmeijer 
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james turrell 

de kunstenaar maakte naadloze ruimten 

in het museum \ an amsterdam 

ruimten afgewend van alle schaduw 

en van het misbaar van alle lichaam 

ik wist hier werd een smid \'an het licht 

de dienaar \ an mijn ogen want ik zag 

als voor het eerst mijzelf en ik zag 

in de stilte van een waterval in de verte 

mijzelf gemaakt om het licht als rivier 

terug te dragen naar de zon 

deze lichtsmid hij kwam van \ er 

en ik heb hem nooit ontmoet 

toch ben ik in gedachte meegevlogen 

met mijn vrienden die door jim 

in zijn klein vliegtuig werden meegetroond 

boven de doodwonden van een oud land 

en over het nijdvlees en het zuchtgezwel 

\ an nieuwe wingewesten daar in het amerikaanse westcn 

en ik zag met hen de zon zinken en alle hoop 

op nog meet goud en bloed glorieus vervliegen 

zag dat de maan wecr groeide 

en dacht: zij heeft er weer zin in 

met daar beneden dat \'olwasscn kind 

uitverkoren om aan nevels een gelaat te geven 

toen w ij daalden in de krater van jim’s x ulkaan 

want dat is zijn huis 

terw ijl de sterren alien tegelijk opsprongen in de cockpit 

droomde ik even dat ik was half niets half poes 

die net als het universum 

genoeg heeft ann het spclen met de eigen staart 

editor’s note: I’his poem first appeared in 1979 

in Voor Vriclaiden Diane en (kdichtai. 
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Light Spaces F2dy de Wilde 

In 1967 I v isited Ed Kienholz in Los Angeles to discuss plans for his exhibition 

in the Stedelijk Museum (1969). It w as my first time in California. 

During my visits to artists’ studios in Venice, where many artists from Los 

Angeles have settled, I was struck by the fact that light plays such an important 

part in the art of California. Some artists, like Irwin and Wheeler, made direct 

use of it; others were indirectly involved with light, such as Bell, Valentine, and 

Cooper. The idea arose to mount an exhibition of the artists most explicitly 

concerned with light. My studio visits became more selective, and so I ended up 

meeting Jim Turrell. 

I can remember my first meeting with him very clearly. His studio was im¬ 

peccably white; walls, ceiling, even the floor. The closed space was lit bv a 

radiant matt-glass cube in one of the corners. Closer inspection revealed that 

the cube was in fact a projection of intense white light. It was a sort of minimal 

sculpture to the extent that the simple three-dimensional cube defined the 

space, but this w as contradicted by the fact that the cube w as an illusion, a two- 

dimensional projection. It created an equivocal situation. 

Towards the end of my stay, I invited three artists for an exhibition in the 

Stedelijk Museum: Irw in, Wheeler, and lurrell. Turrell w ithdrew. I he Irw in 

and Wheeler exhibition took place in 1969. A year later I went to see Turrell 

again. It w as evening. Across the walls of his studio passed a progression of 

colourful abstract forms, frequently interrupted by startling images from real¬ 

ity: a passerby, a palm tree, a traffic light sw itching from red to vellow to green. 

The moving forms and images w ere a direct projection of what was happening 

in the street. The movement was due to the headlights of passing cars. We sat 

on the floor at least an hour, without speaking. 

Since then I visited Turrell several times, but he did not show me new w ork. 

Later I understood that his thoughts were occupied by observations ot a differ¬ 

ent kind, for w hich controlled representation had not yet materialized. In 1974 

he visited me in Amsterdam. It was his first trip to Europe. He was ready lor an 

exhibition, he said, and would like to have it in the Stedelijk Museum. (Until 

then he had shown only three works-projections in the Pasadena Art Museum. 

That was in 1967.) We agreed that he should come to Amsterdam in the spring 

of 1975, to study the light in Holland. Phis was necessary because he was by 



then working with daylight. I'hc exhibition was to be held in the spring of 

1976. 

California is a young eountry, full of life and vigour. Technology is a domi¬ 

nant feature of everyday life. Art has been absorbed into the culture patterns 

even less than in Europe, so it still has a pristine forcefulness. California artists 

are not burdened by an artistic tradition. Their elan is not dampened by relativ- 

izing comparisons with the art of previous centuries. Perhaps that explains their 

faith in their own discoveries and their preparedness to take the ultimate conse¬ 

quences. As a student Ttirrell saw' very few real art works but plenty of slide 

projections on a big screen. Viewing Vermeer’s Laceniaker projected on a scale of 

six by six feet has nothing to do with the experience of seeing the original paint¬ 

ing. So Ttirrell’s relationship with painting was largelv platonic; that is, until he 

saw a painting by Rothko. The light seemed to rise out of the painting. Ehe 

painting itself was a source of light. The light affects phvsicall)' like a rav of 

sunlight streaming between the trees. It became clear to him that light and col¬ 

our are one. 

d urrell started w orking with light in his ow n personal w av, not in the picto¬ 

rial tradition of Rothko, but in the technological tradition of California. He 

concretized the illusion of light in Rothko’s painting bv working with artificial 

light. 

Seven light-works have been realized in the exhibition. Four of them could be 

called sculptures, because of their geometric qualitv: the light projections, one 

of which is described above, and the spaces which permeate each other bv 

means of geometric planes of light and shade. In one of these rooms, the light 

stands like a gleaming diagonal wall of w hite in space. In this ease the entire 

space has become a light sculpture. In tw'o other works, I'urrell created a space- 

illusion-not by means of light forms this time but bv means of light and colour 

exclusively. In front of one of the w alls in another room, he built a smaller wall, 

framed on all sides by blue light shining from behind it. Ehe radiant blue line 

makes the smaller w all fade into an immeasurablv deep space. .\ similar project 

using warm-coloured light yields a totally different spatial illusion. 

One of the things lurrell does to earn a living is air cartographv. Elving has 

made him aware of the relativity ol visual observations. It has taught him that 

the facts can only be registered by the aircraft instrument panel. He says: “I'he 

Cartesian space of three dimensions is (like all mathematical spatial concepts) a 

model w hich has evolved from the range of experimental realitv as Descartes 

knew’ it. But if you are flying a plane, his concept holds true for verv short 

distances only. If you fly from Los Angeles to Amsterdam, voii w ill realize that 

the curved space of Riemann, in w hich the triangle can have more than 180 

degrees, comes closer to reality. But e\'en in this ease von tend to think, 

w rongly, that the mathematical model covers realitv. W e superimpose the 

model on reality, and believe that the model actually is realitv. I'he space w e 
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experience subjectively through our observation is more bizarre. It is a space 

that comes close to dreams.” llirrell doesn’t fly in the confined space of a pas¬ 

senger aircraft. He glides, observes, and relates to space. In 1975 I flew with 

him in his small plane from Arizona to Los Angeles. When we left, the sun was 

already sinking low on the horizon. W ithin the short time between sundown 

and darkness, all the changes in light (i.e., in colour space) take place, because 

light-colour-space is a triad. Dusk is the most ambiguous time of day. We flew 

into a sky of red-orange-vellow -rose-violet. In the undefined space beneath us, 

we saw mountains, forests, rivers, in every variegation of w arm hues. I'hen 

durrell sw ung round 180 degrees. Suddenly we were heading towards a white, 

gleaming full moon fixed in a deep blue sky. We were confronted w ith a totally 

different realitv of the same mountains, forests, and rivers, covering the full 

range of cool shades this time. I was reminded of Cezanne: “The colours of 

things rise up from the roots of the earth.” “If vou go high enough,” savs Tur- 

rell, “you can see the light reflected in the moon change. The colour changes as 

the light glides by. You can know things without touching them, w ithout han¬ 

dling them, without even being there. You can feel things with voiir eves. Ob¬ 

servation is much closer to thoughts than words.” I'he memorv of (iezanne per¬ 

sists. He too wanted to know and comprehend things through observation 

alone. The limits of Turrell’s observation are closer to those of astronauts than 

to those of his pictorial predecessors, khe object of his observations is the space 

of the sky. That implies a scale-expansion of the same order as that which took 

place in painting w hen theplein air painters took their easels out of the confines 

of the studio and planted them in the landscape. 

For the Amsterdam exhibition, Furrell realized his space-observations in 

four rooms, which together make a single piece. Fhere is no form to be seen in 

any of the four rooms. Fhe light, davlight, is distributed in equal intensitv over 

the three walls, the ceiling, and the floor, d he spatial effect is created bv light 

and colour alone. W e find ourselves in a succession of blue-green, deep red, 

purple, and violet spaces. Kverv possibilitv of defining our position has been 

eliminated. We find ourselves in immeasurable space. Whenever a cloud passes 

before the sun, the space appears to shrink; and as soon as the sun is shining 

again, the space expands. 

In this four-part piece, I'urrell has analvsed his observations of space in that 

time betw een siindow n and darkness. 

durrell’s observations have led steadilv and quite logicalh’ to his sun and 

moon project. 1 le wanted the shifting scale of light and colour, constantl v 

changing throughout the day and night, to build its ow n space. So he started 

looking lor a site to which the sun and moon would have direct access. Fventu- 

ally he found a volcanic mountain in the Painted Desert in Arizona. 1 le plans to 

build the space- in which he will determine the penetration of sun and moon - 

inside the crater. He has meanwhile left Los Angeles. 
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editor’s NOTE: I'his essay first appeared in 1976 

as “Jim Turrell’s Light Spaces,” published in con¬ 

junction with an exhibition of the artist’s work, 

Light Projections and Light Spaces, at the Stedelijk 

Museum, Amsterdam. It is reprinted here with the 

kind permission of Edy de Wilde. 
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Artist of the Sky Count Ciiuseppe Fanza di Biumo 

My interest in art made in Los Angeles started after 1966. In this year I bought 

several works by Dan Flavin made w ith fluorescent lamps, and I had informa¬ 

tion about similar w ork under w ay in Los Angeles. Light was the material for 

making art. I began to investigate this held and to look at other artists using the 

same medium. I saw a show at The Face Callery in New York which had a disc 

by Robert Irwin. At the Sonnabend Gallery in Faris, I saw glass cubes by 

Larry Bell. In 1968 I began to collect the works of these two artists. The same 

year, a room w as devoted to Irw in at the Kassel Documenta. In 1970 I saw an 

exhibition by Irw in and Doug Wheeler at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam 

w hich impressed me verv much. 

In the early years of the 1970s, I was buying minimal and conceptual art in 

New' York. At the same time, I felt the need to have more information about 

w hat w as happening in Los Angeles w ith artists using light, space, and percep¬ 

tion. In New' York it w as impossible to see their w orks. For this reason mv wife 

and I decided to go to Los Angeles, where we hadn’t been since we started 

collecting art. There, Robert Irw in told me about the Art and Technologv pro¬ 

gram organized by Maurice Fuchman for the Los Angeles Countv xMuseum of 

Art. I w as alw avs interested in the relationship betw een art, the sciences, and 

philosophy. 

It is a basic fact that art can get closer to final knowledge; science and philoso¬ 

phy are necessary, but only as preliminary steps to reach this goal. Collecting 

conceptual art work, w hich w as able for the first time to give a visual image to 

the most abstract concepts, was a verv useful step in expanding my capacity to 

understand this new' field. In studying the work of xMarcel Duchamp, I realized 

how' important thinking is and how' powerful art becomes if the artist is able to 

fully master his intellectual capacity and his ability to learn. 

My wife and I met Jim durrell for the first time in Santa Monica in the fall of 

1972. We w ent to his studio near the ocean in the late afternoon; the light w as 

low ering because the sunset was near. I he rooms of the studio were w hite, the 

w alls and ceilings w ere even and clean, and there w ere very few things around, 

just what was necessary for living —no art or decoration, but the space did not 

look empty. So much effort w as spent to make it clean and pure. 1 he feeling 

from the rooms w as comfortable and relaxing. We drank some herbal tea from 
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the Arizona desert w here lurrell and his w ife often lived. I do not remember 

what we spoke about, but I believe it was life in the desert and antigravity stud¬ 

ies made by the previous ow ner of the studio, an eccentric' scientist. 

.After the tea w e w ent into another room, which was completelv empty. 

Some light came from below, from a slot near the floor w ith hidden neon 

inside. He asked us to sit on the floor on small cushions leaning against the wall, 

rhere was davlight coming from the st]uare opening above the front wall, 

which balanced the artificial light, llie sky that we could see w as like a surface 

which appeared as a solid blue material, but at the same time empty. The color 

was not one seen in paintings; it was material and immaterial at the same time. 

In the beginning the opening w as blue-the skv of southern California in the 

fall. 

llirrell asked us to stav, to look and not speak for about thirtv minutes. After 

aw hile the blue became darker and stronger, and the space inside the opening 

receded and gained depth, bhis feeling was not lasting; the skv became pale 

blue and lost its depth, appearing again like a surface painted with a light color, 

something solid and ready to come out of a frame. It w as just the opposite of 

w hat w e had seen before. W e no longer had the feeling of being lost in an end¬ 

less space; now something beautiful w as nearbv and real. Different colors began 

to appear in a slow but steadv succession. Fhe changes w ere fast enough to keep 

our attention on the opening. \\c w ent through the red, the orange, the bright 

gold, the dark gold, the dark red, the vellow mixed w ith the green, the violet, 

which lasted longer, and flnallv the black, w hich became permanent and w ith- 

out change. Wy realized that the night had arrived. 

Something was seen; something happened for the first time. Were not the 

colors used by painters man-made? d'hese colors in the sk\' w ere telling us 

something about the beginning of evervthing. Fhe color is not in the skv, it is 

created by our seeing. Fight is the materialization of energv: first there w as 

energy, then light, and finally matter. Our bodies are made of protons and neu¬ 

trons, which are the final condition of energv. Fight makes photosvnthesis pos¬ 

sible, w hich makes vegetation, which is eaten bv animals, and both become our 

lood. We were not reading about the big bang theorv - w e w ere looking at it. I 

had always liked to look out of windows or sit dow n in front of the house in 

summer to see the sun go dow n and the night coming. Fhis old phenomenon 

now appeared new and different and seemed to be the explanation of the theorv 

about energy becoming matter. Fhe blue sky at times looked like a painted sur- 

lace, but void and endless and w ithout anv material qualitv. 

llirrell told us that it would be possible to see more works later. After dinner 

we spoke about his first exhibition at the old Pasadena Museum in 1967, w hich 

used light projected onto walls w ith movie projectors. 

How' to make this art a\'ailable to collectors w as a question ol interest to me 

because what we w ere looking at w as almost uncollectable, and indeed almost 
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no one was buying this kind of installation. There was no object, nothing but a 

relationship to the sky. Speaking about this problem, I learned howTurrell w as 

able to have an income without selling art. He w as the pilot of his own plane and 

offered many services, such as fast delivery of replacement machinery for mines 

or highw ay builders located in remote areas, and aerial photography for archeo¬ 

logical and mineral research. This job of flying between the earth and the sky 

w as both a w ay of making a living and a coherent connection to his art. 

After dinner we had a comfortable seat in another room that w as much 

larger, w ithout w indows, and dark. This room and studio w ere near a crossing 

road. Again he asked us to wait and be silent, to adjust our eyes to the darkness. 

Turrell began bv opening a small hole in the upper part of the end wall of the 

room. xA soft, red light filled the opposite w all, strong in the middle, less so on 

the sides. The change in intensity w as very gradual, almost impossible to do 

w ith paint; indeed, the color looked clearly not painted, so pure w as its quality, 

so even the tone. Soon it became vellow and after a short time green, and then 

l urrell closed the hole and the room became dark. After awhile he opened an¬ 

other hole in a lower position. The incoming light w as w hite and bright, run¬ 

ning through the space like lightning. Staring at it, color w ould rain upw ard 

making opaque the vision past it. There w ere no lamps behind the wall; the 

light w as clearly coming from the outside. For aw hile the light was steadv, 

sending a strong beam reflected by the w all, and then it disappeared. Another 

opening w as used, and a quiet, bluish light came in, in a permanent w ay, simi¬ 

lar to the one coming from the full moon at night. 

This reminded me of my room at home w here I go to read at night. When I 

want to think w ith more concentration, I shut off the lamp and spend time in 

the darkness, w ith some dim light coming from distant streets and windows. 

When w e see only shadow s of objects, things lose material qualities, reality 

seems to belong to the past, and memory dissolves physical presence. Because 

present time is in some way removed, it becomes easier to think about situations 

that have been common to everybody in every time. 

The pale rectangle made by the reflection of the fluorescent lamp coming 

from the street into Turrell’s room w as so like the moon that it gave us the same 

state of mind as e.xperiencing the moonlight and the opportunity to think about 

the same things. After about one hour, w e moved outside and were able to see 

w here the different lights came from - lights irom the street and the cars passing 

through the intersection. lurrell was able to change in his art w hat is every 

night in front of us, but w hich w e don’t recognize because habit makes it difli- 

cult. If the goal of art is to make us aware that everyday life can be beautiful, this 

goal was fully reached. 

We were planning a visit to the earthworks of Michael Heizer and Walter de 

Maria in Nevada and xArizona, country that lurrell traveled often by plane. He 

was free the follow ing w eek and w as w illing to fly us to those places. Betore w e 
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left Los Angeles, we saw a beautiful work by Maria Nordman at the L .(>. Ir¬ 

vine gallery; it gave us information about another aspect of the activity ol Los 

Angeles artists dealing with light and space. 

Light was for centuries a primary problem for painters. During the Renais¬ 

sance, man became interested again in looking at nature rather than at the rela¬ 

tionship between the goal of life and man’s will. Rendering of the radiating 

light, which fills space and gives to our eyes the possibility to see and to our 

intelligence the possibilitv to learn, was made by trving to give the illusion of 

something similar, using color on a flat surface. 

In the Gothic cathedral, light filtered through colored glass. It did not come 

from the sun in its natural composition but w as altered to refiect a human condi¬ 

tion, to render visible an interior attitude, d hen, Flemish and Italian painters in 

the fifteenth centurv began to paint landscape, and interest shifted from the 

inner w orld to the outside world, from behavior to nature. Baroque architec¬ 

ture increased the illusion of depth of space inside the building, d'iepolo’s fres¬ 

cos are a tvpical e.xample, as is the town \ iew by Bellotto where a silver-grey 

light removes realitv from the present and makes still-e.xisting palaces and 

houses appear to be in an ideal, remote world. (Caspar David Friedrich, the 

great Cierman artist of the Romantic time, had a prophetic intuition of radiation 

as the origin of evervthing. 

Fhings are a shadow of the real, which is behind us. Light leads to this hid¬ 

den beginning; lights are a symbol of life, the metaphysical pow er that gi\ es 

existence to evervthing. If the eves of the mind are open, we can, w hile looking 

to Nature, read man’s fate and our individual condition. Nature speaks to us not 

in a rational w av but through the intuition of our deepest being. Fhe universe is 

not only a huge mechanical system following the mathematical laws that Gali¬ 

leo and Newton found looking at the stars; it is also the Great Mother, loving us 

Irom taraway spaces. We can know truth not bv science, which gives only ana¬ 

lytical and limited know ledge, but through loving Nature. Our soul is able to 

overcome rational limits and reach some kind of total know ledge. Loving Na¬ 

ture’s endless beauty is the way to reach the truth. Identity of love, truth, and 

beauty is the final statement of d urreH’s art. 

Fhe impressionist painters saw reality as color vibration; objects had shapes 

made by different extensions of colored surfaces. Light is made b\’ the addition 

of all the different w avelengths, w hich makes it w hite, though each w ave is a 

color. Monet gave us the feeling of becoming part of the landscape - we became 

flowers, sky, and water beeau.se color and light filled evervthing and ourselves. 

It is reality and we became part of it; there is no more opposition, because we 

are the same thing. We are inside radiations, changing w ith them. Fhis concept 

was diflerent than the prevailing one at the time, w hen people w ere belie\ ing 

science could give us final know ledge of everything; it w as onh’ a matter of time 

and re.search. Fhe realism of Bougereau, Meissonier, (iabanel, and Rosa Bon- 
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heur were the paintings of this belief that light is not important. Fo produce 

more and to become rich w ere the main goals of people: “Enriehez vous,” ad¬ 

vised Napoleon II to the French. 'Fhe progress, the future, was sure and happy. 

After impressionism, light almost disappeared from lAiropean painting, d w o 

world w ars were in the making, and a revolution would soon start shaking the 

foundations of Western soeietv. Blood w as spilled as never before. Fhe opposi¬ 

tion of strong color and broken images was more appropriate to the situation, 

k.xpressionism was the art of this time. De Chirico paintings of emptv sites had 

their own light - a shifting time of dav when the sun is no longer in the skv; the 

night is coming but it is not dark; no beautiful colors of the sunset; no moon, but 

a similar pale light. These paintings were called metaphvsieal art, but thev are 

the art of dreams, w here memorv builds suggestions that are out of time and out 

of realitv. 

Marcel Duchamp, one of the most inhuential artists of our centurv, w as more 

interested in the meaning of realitv than in perception. I le was eoneerned w ith 

the opposing situations that confront us. What looks real is not real; realitv is 

something that is behind and hidden. 1 he restless research of science, of this 

something that is behind, is endless because it does not belong to the things that 

have an extension. In one of his main works. The Large Glass, Duchamp used 

glass that is clear, that we can look through, and that is not opaque like matter, 

d'he glass is an allusion to his belief that the last reality is not material - we 

cannot see it. Picasso belitw ed the opposite; matter w as everything. Violence, 

death, and heroicism were the three real, basic forces. For this reason he was 

interested in dialectical materialism. (Aibism’s destruction of the natural har¬ 

mony of human shapes w as inescapable. I'wo world wars w ere making real the 

image in the battlefield. Fhe beautiful bodies of the Greek gods w ere lost for¬ 

ever; 2,500 vears of classical culture were at an end. 

1 he event that changed the art world after the Second World War was the 

rise of American art, which was for the first time in historv winning worldwide 

recognition. Among the emerging New York painters in the 1950s, Rothko w as 

the one most concerned with light. Ustiallv, the illusion of light’s existence on 

the fiat surface of the canvas was given with the differences between bright and 

dark colors. Rothko w as able to achieve an even stronger feeling using only very 

dark colors. In the almost black paintings of the Rothko Chapel in I louston, the 

light became a psychological condition of mind. Fost almost completely w as 

any reference to something w e can see with the eyes. 

In the early 1960s, Dan Flavin made one of the biggest changes in art history. 

Before 1964 light was onlv painted, the illusion of its presence created hy using 

different kinds of colors. With flavin it w as no longer necessary to use illusion; 

w e realized that the qualities of real light exceed the qualities of illusory light 

perceivable by the human imagination. Man-made lamps give off a heautiful 

radiation, even if it is very poor in relation to the almost endless qualities of the 
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radiance coming from our star, the sun. A meaningless object like a fluorescent 

lamp, used every day by millions, became a tool for the emission of radiance 

that gives a verv subtle, calm, but pow erfiil, suggestion to the view er. Ck)unt- 

less emotions, never seen and never thought possible, w ere felt w hen w alking 

under his colored light. For the first time in art, light filling the space was not 

used for seeing something else, but rather for its ow n qualities. It w as no longer 

confined to a flat surface but filled the room w here the w orks were. The reflec¬ 

tions on surrounding w alls and ceilings became parts of the work and played an 

important function in the work’s appreciation. For the first time, after two cen¬ 

turies of separating art and the environment, thev came back to work together 

again. 

Bv 197 3 it w as the right time to engage in something beautiful and new. We 

started to discuss with durrell the possibility of using some emptv rooms in mv 

house in Varese, which were to be restored, to create something similar to the 

works seen in his house. What w as happening in Los Angeles seemed to be a 

challenging opportunitv not to be lost. Few collectors, museum directors, or art 

critics were aware of the significance of w hat was happening. The w ork b^’ 

Turrell shared common elements with that of other artists but at the same time 

was very different. With this goal in mind, w e flew in a small five-seat plane 

from Los Angeles to Las \ egas and Overton, Nevada, near Lake .Mead and 

Mormon .Mesa. Here .Michael Heizer’s Double Negative was located; it w as our 

starting point on the wav to Walter de .Maria’s Las \'egas piece, w hich is located 

in a remote desert vallev and possible to reach onlv w ith a full dav’s journev. 

Flying in a small plane at low’ altitude w as a new’ experience for us. Fo see the 

desert from above w as very exciting, the best preparation for something un¬ 

usual. Where vegetation grow s, the past disappears because the presence of life 

is evident. Life is here now’ and acting, covering the land, (mass keeps the soil 

almost intact, preventing erosion. But in the desert w e can read the histor\’ of 

the earth. Restless w ind erosion makes bare the ground. From differences in 

colors, we can learn how strata w ere superimposed on each other - the tops of 

the mesas w ere at the bottom ot the ocean billions ol vcars ago, midw ay from 

the beginning of our planet. Lava beds from eroded craters show that a huge 

event happened, probably when dinosaurs w ere living filtv million vears aijo, 

near sand deposits made w here it rained. Iwents happened w hen human beint>;s 

were not yet in existence. Our individual historv is nothing in relation to this 

past. Fven the history of our civilization is very short. But even if our life is not 

lasting, w e can know’ things. 

When w e think about our end, in a room in the citv, w e are sometimes afraid. 

We do not know where Fate leads us. It is very diffieult to understand the mean¬ 

ing of life if everything has to disappear. W'e realize how short life is; w e feel a 

paintul w ound. But when w e look at this imposing landscape, w e realize w e are 

a part ot hate. Nature is beautitul and endless, and w e are happy to be part of it. 
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I lappiness can be found only w hen w e know w e are part of Nature, w hen w e 

lose our individual condition but keep our aw areness. 

VVe spent the first day looking at Heizer’s Double Negative, w hich w e found 

abruptly w hen w alking near the edge of Mormon Mesa; it is a deep excavation 

that could be seen only w hen we were above it. The seeond dav, we w ent to see 

the Las Vegas pieces by de Maria, which we reached after six hours of slow 

travel on trails that w ere difficult to find in the desert. It was also impossible to 

see far aw ay because it was a small excavation made in the land, one foot deep 

and four feet wide but one mile long to the west and another mile south. It w as 

not possible to w alk w ithout being forced to look dow n, to avoid hitting large 

stones and bushes. On the trail it w as possible to walk looking at the skv and the 

distant mountains and to listen to the desert sounds, w hich w ere verv clear in 

the almost total silence. 

Even living in large cities surrounded by an artificial landscape and closed 

between walls, Man’s desire for the free horizon in a silent land is something 

that cannot die. In this land in the w est, that desire can be fulfilled in the best 

w ay. Love of Nature is an innate instinct that has belonged to every human 

being since the beginning; modern man is losing it because of his interest in 

material goods and pleasures that can more easilv be found in cities. 

rhe circles of stones made by Celtic people four thousand years ago in P'.n- 

gland and Scotland w ere built in beautiful sites where people were very aware 

of their relationship to Nature. All the improperly ealled “primitive” cultures 

strongly felt the importance of this relationship. Beautiful sanctuaries w ere 

made in beautiful locations. Monte Alban in Mexico, near Oaxaca, built by the 

Ibltec people in pre-(x)lumbian time, is an example of this. It w as built on the 

top of a hill surrounded by a plain. The view w as free in all directions, and the 

sky and the horizon surround the site w here the rites were performed. 

The same kind of location was chosen for the Parthenon. When we climb the 

stairs, we see only the sky; the entire temple is seen in a single vision, emerging 

from the earth above the blue Aegean Sea. dbday we can only imagine this 

beauty, as it is now' surrounded by an ugly, polluted, modern city. Once in one’s 

life it is a necessary visit, to think about w hat we are losing. The k'.gyptian 

pyramids had a similar function. 1 heir minimal geometric forms have many 

complex symbolic relationships. The grave ol the Pharaoh, the head of the peo¬ 

ple, w as the visual representation ol the capacity of man to think; the top ot the 

shape points high to the sky. Even today the pyramids are the largest volumes 

made by man. 

ITe towers of the Chartres cathedral rising from the surrounding fiat land in 

summer, w hen the fields are a golden yellow from the w heat crop, are another 

impressive sight. 'Phe tow ers are narrow' and very high, two vertical lines 

against the line of the horizon, with only the sky as background. W hen ap¬ 

proaching them, the strength of the vertical volume rising ahead becomes \'er\’ 
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evident. They seem to show a desire to reach the sky, to be near the origin of 

everything, but at the same time to show' the skill of man to win over gravity 

pressing evervthing on the ground, to w in freedom from natural limits. 

I'he gardens made in the seventeenth century by Lenotre for Louis XI\' are 

an attempt to show' how' nature and human reason can join in a common \'ision. 

d’he perspective view' running across the country, guided by the parallel walls 

of vegetation tow ard an end w ithout visible shape, is an example of how reason 

could lead to an indefinite entity. I'he Roman consul Liicio Cornclio Silla, 

deeplv concerned about Fate, built a temple on top of a hill overlooking Rome. 

As a valiant general, he w as aw are of chance in battle and politics. The temple 

was devoted to Fortuna Primigcnia, a goddess w ho held that evervthing comes 

from a pow er that w e do not know' but that has command of the w hole. Fhe top 

of the temple is open to an endless view' across the plain w here the citv lavs out 

to the sea. 

Fortune is a cosmic force involving matter and lit ing being. In the past the 

biggest constructions w ere alw avs related to the identification of the original 

pow er of Nature, an entity so great that it w as above the possibilitv of dehni- 

tion, an entity that substantially affected man’s destinv from the earliest culture 

to the most recent. But w ith the invention of the machine, w e had a change. In 

the nineteenth centurv, railw av stations w ere the biggest buildings made; in our 

eenturv, skvserapers. 

d hese considerations help us to understand the meanings of the works made 

bv artists in the desert of the American West. For us seeing the works, it w as a 

unique experience, giving form to a belief that w as latent in our minds, for 

many years aw aiting the opportunitv to hnd a w av to become something real, 

d'he works seen in I'urreirs house w ere a link to this great experience in the 

w estern desert. It w as the w ay to have something similar at home. A\ e cannot 

spend life in this beautiful land, but looking at the skv is a w av to escape banal¬ 

ity and the meaninglessness of life. Furrell’s work w as the best means to reach 

this goal. It w as necessarv to trv to repeat the same experience - not in memorv, 

imagination, or illusion, but in realitv. 

Fhe same year, Ttirrell came to \drese to see the space and make plans for the 

installations. Five rooms were available: a large and high corridor, topped w ith 

a barrel-vault, in the center and tw'o rooms on each side. In the corridor, it w as 

easy to make a work similar to the one seen in Santa Monica. Fhe far end of the 

barrel-vault w as opened, w ith a w indow' going up and dow n to avoid rain. 

When open, there is a clear cut betw een inside and outside. Neon is hidden 

behind a cornice running around the top of the w alls, w here the barrel-vault 

starts. Fhe axis of the corridor looks northeast. In summer w e see w ell the 

colors of the sunset. 

I he second w all on the left, hfteen feet square, has a small doorw a\’, no w in- 

dow', but an opening on the ceiling that is alxn e tw ent\'-two feet. Fhe skv open- 
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ing takes all the ceiling; only a part is reduced by a metal plate, painted w hite, 

that makes a linear edge against the sky abox e. I he neon light is below, near the 

w hite floor w hich reflects the artihcial light, in order to balance the bright light 

coming from above, lb prevent incoming rain - as there is a lot in Varese, being 

near the Alps — a mobile steel roof closes the opening w hen people are away and 

totally disappears w hen it’s open. 

I'he hrst room on the left side of the corridor has light coming from a skylight 

on the roof, light that does not come directly into the room but is reflected from 

two small openings on the ceiling of the opposite side. Fhe day light is mixed 

w ith colored fluorescent light, but during the day we see only the hrst; at night 

it is completelv different because we see only colors. On the right side of the 

corridor, there are two rooms with projectors that make shapes of light on the 

walls. These are the early works made by lurrell for the Pasadena Museum in 

1967. These hve rooms give examples of different combinations of natural and 

artihcial light or of artihcial light controlled in a special w av. 

Nearby rooms, devoted to the w ork of Robert Irw in, deal w ith the relation¬ 

ship of outside to inside in a completely different way than dlirreU’s. Phev deal 

mainly w ith perception and illusion. On the same hoor, many rooms are used 

for works with colored huorescent lights by Dan Flavin. It is a cluster of rooms 

devoted to the same basic element, light, k^ach room w as developed bv each 

artist in a different wav, depending on their personalities and intellectual inter¬ 

ests. Each time it is a new experience; they do not ever cease to attract. 

When coming from the city, tired and depressed, the hrst thing I do is go up 

to the second Boor and press the button to open the Ibrrell window. Immedi¬ 

ately, mv mind changes. I spend time regarding the sky from the opening, al- 

w ays so different and so beautiful. It is interesting to realize how so immense a 

thing as the sky looks even bigger if seen from a small opening. W hen we w alk 

in a street or in the country w here the view is open, w e cannot perceive this fact, 

habit leaves this notion unnoticed. I leave these rooms because I have to go back 

home or I have something pressing to do, but always w ith a shadow of sadness 

for leaving. When driving back to Milan, I feel different -1 see life as something 

that could be joyful. The idea that this vision generates stays w ith me for the 

remaining part of the day. 

In all the rooms, the perception of what happens changes radically w ith the 

season, the hours of the day and night, and the sky condition. If it is a w indy 

day in spring, in summer after a storm, or when the air is clear and there is no 

humidity, shadow s are sharp, light is brilliant and joyful. In fall and w inter, 

wTen fog reduces visibility, the space looks peaceful but a little sad, silence is 

deep. It is hne to stay and feel comfortable in a dreamlike condition. Walls and 

ceilings are painted white, with a very even surface reflecting all small color 

changes coming from the sky. Usually, it is very difficult to see these subtle 

changes, but when reflected by such a large surface they become visible. Eight 
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comes from the north sky and on a clear day gives a bluish coloration. F’rom the 

rooms on the side of the garden comes a greenish light. When the sunlight is 

reflected by a tile roof below the Turrell opening the ceiling becomes reddish. 

In the long summer sunset, the light changes completely. All the spaces are 

filled with yellow, red, orange, gold, and violet, colors slow ly changing and 

mixing, starting with the bright gold and ending w ith the dark violet. Each 

moment gives a different feeling and emotion, strongly joyful at the beginning, 

deeply calm at the end. 

At night, there are only lamps, neon and fluorescent, which are bluish at first 

and then change to all colors. A different situation, no less surprising, is the 

qualities of interior light that change our perception of the color of the sky. The 

Turrell opening looking to the sky becomes a black hole. Although it is com¬ 

pletely open to the sky and the stars, it is blacker than any surface because of the 

light in the room. The light is like that of a city, making few er stars visible; 

except here the sky is completelv black. The opening is deeply dark and end¬ 

less, stronglv attracting attention to the statement it makes: deep darkness as 

perpetual end. It could be frightening but is not. I he darkness looks solid; we 

cannot see stars, but w e know they are there. 

The following spring, Turrell came back to \"arese w ith the last works to be 

installed - the projectors w hich make shapes of light on the walls. He also spoke 

to me about a project he had in mind: to look for a very large space shaped like a 

bowd, perfectlv elliptical and concave. From the center of a space of this kind, it 

would be possible to have a sky view that would be unique if the air was clear. 

He had already explored several locations in Arizona, Nevada, and New Mex¬ 

ico, but the rims of the bowls were not perfect, and this w as verv important in 

order to have a linear separation between earth and skv. A clear cut was the best 

w ay to join the tw o entities of sky and earth, making the tw o together look like a 

huge sphere, w ith the view er contemplating the whole at the center - a wonder¬ 

ful idea! It would be too costlv to make so big an excavation on a high plateau in 

the w est w here the air is clear; it is verv costly to move earth around. ITe best 

solution w as to find a dead volcano with a well-shaped crater. From preliminarv 

investigations made w hile flying in Arizona and New Mexico, Turrell saw some 

craters that could be right. 

1 he project sounded crazy but beautiful. Onlv an American artist could have 

so strange an idea. In Europe, artists live in the studio, make paintings, and 

have discussions with colleagues, but nobodv w ould have the idea to use a 

mountain to make art. The only other artist I knew w ho flew w as an Italian, 

Roberto Crippa; he liked acrobatic flight but had a verv bad accident. I hen he 

flew' again and died in the second flight. But he never looked for a volcano. 

I'urrell was confident he would find the right crater. He spent most of his 

Cluggenheim grant flying the w estern states, from the Pacific to the Rockies and 

from the Canadian border to the Mexican border, looking for the most suitable 
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volcano. When I came back to visit him the next October, he showed me the 

volcano he had found. 

To give more time to this project, Turrell had moved with his family from 

Santa Monica to Sedona, Arizona, where Max Ernst had lived during the war, 

painting the landscape of huge, red natural towers sculpted by erosion. 

After spending some days in Los Angeles, we flew to Arizona, landing in 

Phoenix, where Turrell was waiting for us with his plane. After another flight 

lasting about an hour, we reached Flagstaff; the airport was close to the area to 

be seen. This town is near a large volcano surrounded by many small volcanos, 

about one hundred kilometers from the Grand Canyon, on a plateau about two 

thousand meters high (as is most of northern Arizona). Nearby lies the Painted 

Desert. It is one of the most beautiful areas of the West. The weather is dry and 

the plateau, being high in the air, is very clear. There is little vegetation, the 

ground is bare, and many colors are visible because of the millions of years of 

erosion which have exposed the different compositions of the soil. The volcanic 

activity in this area has made materials of a great variety of colors: white, black, 

red, violet, brown, and ochre, pure or mixed, of changing intensity. 

ITe following morning we flew in the Turrell plane to the Grand Canyon, 

seeing from a different altitude the gigantic landscape and the surrounding area 

of Alonument Valley, with its red tower often seen in western films. Coming 

back to Flagstaff, we flew' around the site selected by Turrell for making his 

w ork, near the end of the Painted Desert where all the colors of the ground are 

displayed. In the afternoon w'e left Flagstaff by car and, after a fortv-seven-mile 

drive, stopped to view' the volcano, w'hich was some distance aw ay. The road 

ended at a nearby ranch, so it w as necessary to w alk to the beginning of the 

crater, w hich w as very imposing w hen seen from flat land and not as small as it 

seemed w hile flying over. The nearby ranch w as the only man-made thing w e 

found w hile traveling several miles on a small road. 

Turrell w as looking for an almost perfect cone w ith a truncated top, a very 

geometric shape. Coming to the side of the crater w'e saw' several other volca¬ 

nos, either smaller or larger, but not one w ith an almost ideal shape. The space 

around the crater w as empty. Behind it the land sloped down, leaving its mass 

alone on the horizon. Walking on the hillside was difficult because of the soft 

cinder and the altitude, w hich was nine hundred feet above the surrounding 

land. After about two hours, we reached the center of the crater. When coming 

up along the slope, w e saw', far aw ay, the Painted Desert. Now', at the center of 

the bow'l, surrounded by the inner walls of the crater, there was no horizon to 

be seen. The rim of the bow l w as regular; only one part w as a little low er. 

The sunset w'as coming, the light w as changing, and the crater w as becoming 

darker. Around us there w ere w alls of earth, and in order to see the sky, it was 

necessary to look up. To look up w as the great change - from a closed and finite 

space to one open to infinity, tw o totally opposite entities. y\ common condition 
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became clear: the limit of the real and the endless possibility of what is beyond 

the real, freedom and constriction opposing each other. The color of the sky 

began to change, as in Turrell’s house in Santa Monica, though this time it w as 

not the view from a small room with a ceiling above but the entire top of a very 

large space. We were below the full dome of the sky that is visible from north to 

south, from east to w est. I'he change began with a deep, endless blue that be¬ 

came a soft, pale blue, looking like a painted surface made w ith a never-seen 

material; then came the gold, the red, the yellow, and the violet. Colors were 

not confined to the west side, where the sun was going down, but were filling all 

the space above and around. 

When we are inside a room between walls, w e have a psychological pressure 

from the matter surrounding us. But in the center of the crater, we had the 

feeling that our bodies were expanding, like our minds, to reach a level of unex¬ 

pected know ledge because the universe w as visible. 1 he first star appeared w ith 

a strong light, and after a short time there w ere many others. (Colors disap¬ 

peared. d’he night was coming, but it w as not dark; it was filled w ith a huge 

number of stars, manv more than we can usuallv see from land with a normal 

humidity level. The night was giving light, not darkness, because of the stars. 

In town the walls of the rooms, of the buildings, of the streets, cannot make 

us happy. Our home is familiar, comfortable, and w arm, but it cannot be the 

best place to live because a better one could alw avs be found. If our final desire 

can be fulfilled onlv bv some kind of total knowledge, we have to look for some¬ 

thing else. Surely it cannot be reached with monev, fame, pow er, or success in 

life; the love of somebody who lives with us is more important than all these 

things. To be, for a moment, in a site w here the entire universe can be seen is 

the onlv time we are closer to the goal - though unfortunatelv for onlv a short 

time because w e do not have the strength to withstand so great a challenge; w e 

are too w eak. Fa en if for only an instant, it is worth it to go where such an 

experience is possible. 

d'here are sites that are different from all others. Sometimes it’s the qualitv of 

the building and the historv-centuries of life where each generation added 

something good. Other sites are beautiful because thev are connected to situa¬ 

tions in w hich it is possible to have a communication w ith an entitv that is invis¬ 

ible and endless - not only in terms of art and historv - sites w here people meet 

for a relationship w ith the power that is above evervthing. Nature is still better 

than any man-made object, which is too w eak to w ithstand so great a vision. In 

nature there are so manv stars all around, distant worlds that w e cannot reach, 

which were born at the beginning of everything. But if we are able to hold on to 

the discomfort, a time of great pleasure will come. We believe ourselves to be 

sucked up from the ground tow ard the stars, not alone in a space w ithout 

boundaries but surrounded by the peacehil presence ol somebody w ho lo\ es us 

in a pow erful w ay. Fhe crater looks to be the highest point on earth and the 



nearest to the stars and galaxies. It’s not like a spaceship traveling in an alien 

emptiness, but rather it causes us to be alive in the most beautiful place, so near 

the sky and the very beginnings of life. 

Night was coming on and could begin to be felt, and the time to go back was 

coming. Following another pathway, we went down from the volcano, leaving 

behind something that after many years cannot leave our memory. Roden Cra¬ 

ter is a place to which we must return. If it were possible to have a beautiful, not 

painful, end, it is the site to visit before disappearing, with the hope to lie again 

among the stars, the possibility to be happy without limit and without end. It is 

a journey necessary to make. 

We can see not only nature, as when we walk in an open land, but something 

even larger: all the sky above us during the day and at night countless worlds 

that fill the deep space. In order to have a strong emotion with this view, our 

minds must be open to realizing that our being came from the universe. If this 

concept becomes clear, life becomes different. A hope that cannot die will lead 

us toward a goal that lasts forever. We are coming from something beautiful and 

we belong to something great, our expectation cannot be lost. We do not know 

that our desire for total happiness can be fulfilled, but it can be. In the middle of 

Roden Crater, this belief seems possible. If everyone were able to have this kind 

of experience, the use of drugs would disappear, no one would commit suicide, 

and violence would stop. Unfortunately, few people will make this journey - if 

they did, the world would change. W’e spend huge amounts of money for re¬ 

education centers and for many other institutions devoted to the solution of 

social problems, but this one place would provide the best education, giving 

real hope in front of the greatest reality. 

Everything at the same time is the beginning of every other thing and of our¬ 

selves. We are allied because a long link joins us to the beginning, but our minds 

are able to establish some kind of communication with something that is always 

here and does not change, even if we change. Perhaps it is possible to overcome 

our own individual deaths. If this endless and boundless existence is forever, 

something of us must live on. It is not a reality that we can prove through a 

scientific experiment, but in some way it is more scientific than the experiment 

itself, which can tell us about only a small part of the whole - but we can have an 

intuition of the whole, which generates and includes the parts. 

Back in Flagstaff, at late evening, Furrell explained in what w ay the project will 

be realized. I he first thing wall be to make the edge of the crater even on all 

sides. About 100,000 cubic meters of volcanic cinder will have to be moved to 

make a perfect shape. The topsoil w ill be removed and then reinstalled to avoid 

any alteration of the natural condition. But the main work will be to build a 

tunnel from the base of the volcano to the center of the crater, about three hun¬ 

dred meters long. In this w ay, after a w alk underground, the viewer will have a 
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total view of the sky, avoiding the boring ascent of the hilltop. The tunnel will 

be oriented to allow sunlight inside at the equino.x tw ice a year and moonlight 

every eighteen-and-a-half vears. Near the entrance, underground rooms will be 

made for seeing stars and astronomical events in a special way. 

Many years have gone since our first visit. In the summer of 1986, lurrell 

hopes to finish the remodeling of the edge of the crater and complete the first 

phase of the program, but the main job, the tunnel, wall still have to be made. 

Anybody else w ould have given up such a huge undertaking, consuming so 

much monev and time, but Turrell w ill never stop w orking. In the beginning 

the Dia Art Foundation helped him to buy the volcano and the land around, 

after long negotiations with the previous owner. For several years Turrell has 

poured all the monev he can save into carrving the project ahead, imposing a 

hard life on himself and his family. All the grants he has received from other 

foundations were spent on the crater. For most people it is a crazy project that 

will be a failure, but not for Turrell, or for any one who believes in good things. 

Few people have the w ill and the endurance to carry ahead so huge and difficult 

a project, but he has this w ill, and for eleven vears he has used all the monev 

available to bring it, step bv step, to completion. In eleven vears there is a lot of 

time to get discouraged and give up the task, but we are sure this will never 

happen as long as he is still alive. 

V\F have gone two more times to see the crater since 1974. .\lwavs we had the 

same great emotion; alw ays w e thought that his w ork could not be stopped. It is 

a task involving the reason to be, involving everything that is good. If we are not 

able to help complete a w ork like this, it will be difficult to give people the hope 

of something better, or to give those w ho want to destroy the present society 

because it’s uglv something beautiful to look to. We make huge buildings, new 

towns, big factories, millions of consumer goods, machines that are marvels of 

technical ingenuity, but w e haven’t vet made a site in w hich w e realize that 

everything we have, our life and our intelligence, is our heritage from Nature, 

d'here are some good museums, though very few that can give us some exam¬ 

ples of something ideal existing in reality. 

We are alive to work for beauty that is beyond our imagination but w hich we 

have to try to reach. 1 he Roden Oater project is one of the few things that must 

be made, to prove that the light in the human mind is not gone. 
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Projected Light Images John Coplans 

llirrell’s images are projected from a slightly modified, but standard, high-in¬ 

tensity projector positioned on the gallery ceiling. No attempt is made to con¬ 

ceal the projectors, and as a consequence of the intensity of the projected light 

image, it is not necessary for the gallery to be in absolute darkness. His mono¬ 

chromatic images consist of simple geometric configurations - a square or a rec¬ 

tangle, for example. In some instances, the overall geometric shape is modified 

by the removal of a smaller, either similar or dissimilar geometric shape from 

one corner. In any event, each image is unique. 1 he borders are crisply defined, 

and the internal field of the image is usually flat and without divisive incident.' 

I he overall size varies from configuration to configuration, but the majoritv 

approximate eight feet at the largest dimension. The white images have a 

slightly discernible bluish cast, and the colored images are tinged a definite blue 

or pink. The position of the whitish images on the gallery wall is indeterminate. 

Fhe colored images, on the other hand, assume a more definite position; the 

projected color-plane is read as a tangible surface effect and thus appears to be 

more objectified. 

Turrell’s images are not only static, nonrepetitive, and absolute, but they are 

also highly subjective. His art corresponds to the notion discussed by the sculp¬ 

tor Robert Morris; “The better new work takes relationships out of the w ork 

and makes them a function of space, light and the view er’s field ol vision.” Tur- 

rell’s means, however, are purely pictorial. In other words, he uses luminosity 

not as a sculptor uses material to create three-dimensional form, but illusionisti- 

cally, in a similar manner to an artist w ho uses paint on canvas. 

Each image is focused upon the w all surface of the gallery by projection. 

Some images are positioned equidistantly across one of the internal angles ot 

the wall, and others are projected directly onto the plane ol the w all, d hose 

images focused upon one plane of the wall usually rest on, or slightly above, 

floor level or crisply butt up to the angle of the adjoining wall or are placed in 

both positions. F2ach image is a self-contained entity and activates an arc of the 

gallery in its own particular manner. Thus it is possible to place several images 

in a gallery and have them apprehended as specific works w ith an individual 

character. 

rhe intensity of the projected light dematerializes the wall surlaces enclosed 
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within the boundaries of the image and the unlighted wall surface abutting the 

image. However, walking close to the wall dissolves the physical-object quali¬ 

ties of the image, and the observer becomes aw are of the actual disposition of 

the w all surface and that the image is merelv reflected light. An awareness of 

the transient qualities of the images does not detract from the effectiveness of 

the w ork. In fact, it serves to intensify the idea that the image, although an 

illusion, can nevertheless be experienced as something tangible, llie manner in 

w^hich light is made physical and objectified in these images demonstrates that 

volumes can be engendered w ithout references to structure and, further, that 

the transparency can be engendered w ithout conventional employment of 

material. 

The tangibility of the images is increased by the manner in w hich it modifies 

the lighted w all as w ell as the surrounding space of the gallery and, more than 

that, the ambient space-that is, the space beyond or outside the gallery. In the 

first instance, the definition and the brilliance of the image make it difficult to 

determine the position of the w all; the w all appears to lie somewhere behind the 

plane of the image. If the observer looks into the image, it appears to penetrate 

the w all. On the other hand, w hen the wall is focused upon, the position of the 

image then becomes less determinate. One is called upon to make simultaneous 

decisions as to wTere the image lies and w here the w all lies. This is due to the 

fact that the view^er is involved in a space in w hich the “painting supports” have 

been enlarged to become congruent w ith the wall surfaces. 

In the second instance, it is first necessary to differentiate betw een the view ¬ 

er’s awareness of space, or the space a viewer can perceive or imagine, and the 

actual space of the gallery. In other w ords, the view er, w hen looking at one of 

these images, is not only forced to modify his awareness of the fixed position of 

the w all and image, but he also becomes aw are that the image refers to an ex¬ 

ploded space. This sensation is enhanced and increased by the very intangibil¬ 

ity of the light. When a light image is projected under the circumstances given, 

the constant modification and fluctuation of the observer’s spatial sense tends to 

expand the aw^areness of the physical limits of the gallery. 

It must be added that in addition to the pow erful modification of the observ¬ 

er’s space created by these images, they also have considerable iconic power. 

T his may not be clearly demonstrable, but the compelling sensuousness of the 

light and its inexhaustible brilliance are almost hypnotic. Furthermore, an ap¬ 

prehension of the means used does not rationalize the total effect but adds to its 

vividness and mysteriousness. 

editor’s NOTE; This essay first appeared in the 

catalogyhw Turrell, Pasadena Art iVluseuni, Sep¬ 

tember 1967 (illustrated). ©John Coplans. 

I. Except ioT Afrum, an image projected across 

the corner of the gallery. .Xlthough the projected 

field for this image is fiat, the corner line ot the gal 

lert’ is highlighted as a consequence ot reflected 

light. 
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Oaig Hodgetts ^eas 

. e used up all the ideas either one of us w ill 

have. 

1 have to hud another architeet and artist. 

ibert xVlangurian and James Turrell, architect and artist, playing 

clearly enjoying the moment, completed work on the Domaine 

npetition project. 

an exemplary effort from the beginning, w hen vintner jan 

lis wife were drawn to the singular geometrv of a tiny knoll in 

md decided to establish w ithin its precinct the winery they had 

w as to produce a modest quantity of good wine, drawn partlv 

n vineyards and bottled on the estate. The label w ould be derived 

tie painting by Redon depicting a flying horse. I'hus Domaine. 

ase, the red blood of Pegasus. 

to be more than that. dTe knoll spoke to Mitzko Schrem of its 

ns. Its w orn shape suggested eons of rain and heat. dTev would 

lie structure as w ell as a factory - a residence, some fusion of ftine- 

lat w ould sustain life as well as industrv. 

,. v^^rator Helene Fried suggested that a collaboration of artist and ar¬ 

chitect might produce a feasible design, it was against the lackluster historv of 

such liaisons, w hich never seemed to match the brilliance of that achieved bv 

Rauschenburg and Cunningham, or Stravinsky and Cocteau. 

But the time was right. Crossover artists had migrated far from the con¬ 

straints of their media to invade companion arts. Architects had already begun 

to plunder the vision of artists engaged in environmental work. Fhe opportu¬ 

nity was ripe to provide a venue capable of spanning the void.' 

In the proposal offered by Mangurian and Turrell, tw o main buildings, one a 

vast hollow' factory surrounding a square at the base of the knoll, the other con¬ 

taining a smaller, but still square, residential courtvard surmounting the hill, 

are united by a jangle of platforms and grottos strew n along their common axis, 

lo the North and South are two other, more conceptual axes, which cross the 

first at right angles. One, marked by huge portals fronting Fast and West in the 

factory square, w ill accommodate trucks laden w ith the harvest, d'he other, a 

tunnel piercing the hill beneath the residence, is designed to mark the x ernal 

and autumnal equinoxes. 
d'here are echoes of Ttirrell’s earlier installations, especially those dealing 

with architectural space, and flashes of the cryptic geometry typical ot Mangu- 
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rian. But the studies suggest more than the application of geometry and illu¬ 

sion: Domaine Clos Pegase sets the stage for collaborating artists to search beyond 

compatible motifs and decorative flourishes. Had it been built, it would have 

substantiated an even higher form of collaboration: the quest for shared 

meaning. 

A mutual understanding of the uses of phenomena and gesture informs their 

work, providing a rare link between conte.xt and audience. W ithin a simple vo¬ 

cabulary of formal alignment and apertures, these devices can focus attention 

on, in i-xcXgive meaning to, the surroundings chosen by Mangurian and llirrell. 

d'hus they are able to communicate by understatement, preferring passive, 

static markers to the formal invention favored by their more bombastic 

contemporaries-the drama of perception, as in the controlled oscillation of so¬ 

lar ravs in the warehouse, to that of architectural gesture. 

At the winerv, this strategv of invisible instructions is manifest throughout 

the design, affecting the alignment of the entrv road, the orientation of the pav¬ 

ing, even the arrangement of ponds for settling out \\ aste. Each element is, 

moreover, housed in a building of such ordinary (one is tempted to primitive) 

description that one cannot doubt the functional rigor of the whole. Yet the 

buildings and their surroundings defv easy definition, seeming to cloak ever 

more intriguing mysteries within an apparently undistinguished Mediterra¬ 

nean form. 

1 he perfectly square courtyards of the residence and w inerv have numerous 

precedents in farms throughout France and Italy. Robust construction and reg¬ 

ular lines are evident in both. But Mangurian and Eurrell \\ ant to unite the skv 

and the building, and so pare off the cornice to a pure, optically invisible edge 

rather than duplicating the embellishment normally employed to return our 

gaze to the building surface. Because of the precise calibration of sight lines 

betu een the courtyards, it is then possible to superimpose the cinnabar red wall 

of the residence on the blue sky plane seemingly stretched betw een those edges. 

Such entertainments, couched in a language simultaneously architectural 

and sculptural, defy questions of authorship. Where the proposal is most in¬ 

tensely architectural (for instance, in the arcades surrounding the nearly twin 

courtyards), it is also most subtly artful (as in the choice of a color to enhance 

the effect of the Ganzfeld).^ Or conversely, where it is most persuasive as a work 

ot art (as in the placement of a horizontal tunnel beneath the house), it is also 

most memorable as an architectural device, summoning up images of blast tun¬ 

nels, Jeffersonian bunkers, and the strange, inclined tunnels of pyramids. 

Mangurian and Eurrell give no practical explanation of its purpose, leaving it 

to the visitor to discover what is going on. But it does have a purpose, w hich 

becomes more evident each day, as the earth keeps ticking on its orbit like the 

hand on a clock until, incredibly, light from the rising sun rushes up the in¬ 

clined floor of the tunnel, contacts a prism stationed at the crossing, deflects 
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skyward, then scatters through exotic metal halide filters to project a fleeting 

corona on the floor of a small, intensely geometric space positioned directly 

above, within the house. This room is known, without a trace of ironv, as the 

Sun Room-which it immediately ceases to be until the earth comes around 

once more, and the instrument again registers an impulse. 

Heron of Alexandria conjured up similar spectacles for the temple-goers of 

his own time, devising trumpets that sounded at the opening of a ceremonial 

door and a mechanism which opened the temple doors in “spiritual” response to 

a sacrificial fire on the altar. ’ His motive power, described in Pneiimatica, was 

that of air, the “earth’s breath,” and like Mangurian and dlirrell, his aim w as less 

the productive use of his various inventions than their remarkable effect upon 

his audience. 

Resonance, not regulation, is the ticket. Mangurian and rurrell have per¬ 

fected the aesthetics of the tw eak, funnelling the forces of cosmic order through 

minimal devices to maximum effect. Gravity, light, space, and time have been 

assembled as though they w ere themselves architectural elements, and it is their 

composition, not that of stone and glass and steel, which w e perceive as art. 

The various axes w hich terminate in a sister volcano across the vallev, the 

equatorial position of the sun, and xhc hJehula Pegase - q,{c\\ primeval fix indicates 

that Mangurian and Turrell w ere trying to fine-tune the buildings, the vine¬ 

yards, and the harvest to the spiritual and mechanical resonance of the seasons; 

trying to use that congruence to leap into the metaphvsics of viticulture and 

create a w inery dedicated not to the cliche-ridden “Good Life” to be imagined 

every time w e pull a cork, but to the poetic realities of time, nature, and enter¬ 

prise exemplified by the process itself. So, the image w ill not, indeed cannot, 

decorate a label or be captured in the most intricate t. v. spot. 

It must be experienced. 

However, wine-making is a business. It is a good business, w ith a lengthy 

pedigree and near-institutional status. It is even possible, given a good year or 

superb craftsmanship, to bottle a w ine of exceptional quality. But the mythos of 

the w ine-maker neither requires nor deserves the pious tone implicit in much ot 

Mangurian and IlirreH’s design. One can understand their need to invest the 

complex with enduring values, and they have; but aren’t there other values, 

equally persuasive, in the American imagery of farms and w arehouses? Alter 

all. Northern California is a long w ay from k'urope; and stainless steel, refriger¬ 

ation, and spectral analysis have transformed beyond recognition the processes 

housed in traditional buildings. 

So what motivated Mangurian and dlirrell’s choice ol imagery? I he answ er 

is in their w ork, in the obsession with abstract qualities ol light and space w hich 

formed the basis for their collaboration. 

Like Malevich, who sought to transcend the bonds ol reterential imagery, 

Mangurian and Lurrell have attempted to create an architecture ot pure geo- 
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metric simplification. By banishing symbolic elements and concentrating on 

technical means to achieve geometric purity, they have divested their buildings 

of associative imagery and achieved a vocabulary of self-contained, harmonic 

experiences. 

“An ineffable sensation,” says Melinda W'ortz, “much like that sought in tran¬ 

scendental philosophy ... the dissolution of opposites like figure and ground 

can be seen as a precise correlate for mystical states.”^ This weaving in, elimi¬ 

nating the edge between wall and universe, function and art, has much to do 

with Islamic tradition, wherein the space demands to be seen as a whole. Ex¬ 

plicit devices like cornices, moldings, or capitals are replaced by contextual, 

visually ambiguous motifs which function to eradicate, rather than elaborate, 

the syntax of construction. 

As architectural substance is remox ed, to be replaced by invisible sutures, 

the alchemical translations of enclosure, from stone to water to air, form spatial 

vessels unlike any we’ve experienced. Its totality delivers the message (rather 

than an emblem which denotes it) so that, like the music of berry Riley and 

Philip Glass, melodv is abandoned, leaving the undefined rhvthmic chant: the 

rhythm of the arcade or, as Louis Kahn has said, the rhvthm of “Light, no light, 

light, no light. . 

In the svstem of architecture currentlv in vogue, the message is represented 

in the work. If the architect \\ ishes to express elegance, let him show something 

reminiscent of aristocraev; if vulgaritv, let him displav a billboard. But these 

messages can onlv be deciphered bv the conscious, analytical part of ourselves, 

rather than the unconscious. Historicism insists that \\ c isolate a corner of the 

whole, react to its message, proceed to the next, and so on, until w e have di¬ 

gested its entiretv. Moreover, in its insistence on the literal embodiment of cul¬ 

tural precedent, it presupposes a world of finite dimensions, excluding the 

realm of the spirit and limiting access to those w ho share the code. 

rhankfully, for Mangurian and dlirrell there are no codes, no hidden mes¬ 

sages. Yet, far from the foreign abstraction we might expect to encounter, their 

design provokes a surprisingly visceral response, accessible onlv bv participa¬ 

tion. I'hose stairs, that tangle of platforms and grottos, placed to lead visitors 

through what might otherw ise be a labvrinth ol close encounters, have much in 

common w ith Lrench landscape architecture, particularlv that at Vaux-le-\'i- 

comte and Pontchartrain. d'here, the unparalleled elegance of (iartesian geome¬ 

try, organized by Andre Le Nostre and his architect-collaborators Louis Le Mm 

and Jules Hardouin-Mansart, knits a familv ol lences, statuarv, fountains, and 

moats into a compositional unitv much as lurrell and Mangurian unity their 

assortment of illuminated rain birds, black-pool settling basins, and obsidian 

stairs. 

Both embrace the spaces betw een objects and people, peppering the terrain 

w ith a w itty interplay of near and far objects. Both animate realitv w ith vir- 
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tuoso illusions. Both create harmony betw een various individual components 

in order to ensure the perception of the w hole. 

This could not succeed if Mangurian and lurrell had not interw (wen percep¬ 

tion on so many levels, w ith such ol)\ious authority, so as to create a panoply of 

art experiences w ithin the working principles of the w hole. Art is infused 

throughout the site to create a place w here the skv and the stars and the seasons 

will suffice. 

editor’s note: This essay refers to the project 

proposed by Mangurian and d urrell. I'heirs was 

part of an open, international, two-phased compe¬ 

tition. The team was one of five teams of hnalists 

that were asked to develop conceptual designs for a 

w inerv, private residence, and sculpture garden lo¬ 

cated in the Napa X'allev, California. The jurv, by 

unanimous acclamation, found two design con¬ 

cepts to be of the highest excellence, of which theirs 

was one. 

1. Thus, in principle at least, the collaborati\ e 

project bv Mangurian and lurrell, show n for the 

first time at San Francisco’s .Museum of .Modern 

.\rt, is a significant prototvpc. Other projects in¬ 

vited for the competition, b\’ Solomon/lfofill/Dil- 

lon/Stauffacher, Solomon/Carpenter, Saitowitz/ 

0’Brian/Levev/Zimmerman,Bate\7.\lack/Saari, 

and the winning scheme b\' (ira\ es/Schmidt ent ¬ 

ered the spectrum of professional collaboration 

without the exhilaration of a true duet, while that 

of .Mangurian and l urrell offered a tantalizing 

glimpse of trulv harmonic sensibilities. 

2. The Ganzfeldis a space in which there is no 

perception of form due to a homogeneous color 

field. 

3. I leron describes his inventions in remarkable 

detail, as the following text w ill reveal; 

“Let the temple stand on a pedestal, on w hich lies a 

small altar. Fhrough the altar insert a tube w ith its 

mouth inside the altar and the mouth contained in a 

globe below, reaching nearb' to its center. 1 he tube 

must be soldered into the globe, in w hich a bent 

siphon is placed. Let the door-hinges be extended 

downwards and turn freeb' on pi\'ot.s: and from the 

hinges let tw o chains, running into one, be at¬ 

tached bv means of a pulley to a hollow \ esscl, 

which is suspended - while other chains. . . arc at¬ 

tached b\- means of a pulley to a leaden weight, on 

the descent of v\ hich the door will be shut.” 

From jack Lindsav, Blast-poiver uudBallistics {'New 

\'ork: Harper & Row , i974):332. 

4. Wortz, .Melinda. “.Xrchitectsof Fmptincss.” 

\n Architectural Sculpture, 30. Los .Xngcics: Los ,\n- 

geles Institute of Contemporary .\rt, igMo. 

5. Kahn, Louis 1. “Spaceand the Inspirations. ’ 

.1 rchitecture d'aujourd'hui (k ebru a ry-.\ 1 a rc h 

1969): 15. 
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Light, Space, Time: 
The Visual Parameters of Roden Crater 

Craig Adcock 

The Concept 

James Turrell’s Roden Crater project is concerned with light and space, w ith 

how' they develop and change through time. The w ork is about their subtle 

interaction. ’ ITe extinct cinder cone is one of the more than four hundred cra¬ 

ters that make up the San Franeisco volcanic held King to the north of Flagstaff, 

Arizona.^ Roden Crater has been dormant since the mid- to late Pleistocene,^ 

but there has been relatively recent volcanic activitv in its immediate vicinity: 

Sunset Crater, about hfteen miles to the w est, last erupted in 1064-65. 

Roden Crater is on the eastern edge of the held, off to itself, but manv other 

cinder cones are visible from its hanks. Among the most prominent are Mer- 

riam Crater to the south and Blaek Bottom Crater to the w est. Sunset Crater 

can be seen to the far w est, nestled at the foot of the San Francisco Peaks. 1 iiese 

peaks are the remnants of a mueh older stratovolcano that mav have originallv 

risen to over hfteen thousand feet. When the central magma chamber of the 

volcano collapsed some hve hundred thousand years ago, it left the present ring 

of mountains.'Mount Humphreys, the tallest of the group, rises to 12,633 

the highest point in Arizona. 

To the north and northeast of Roden Crater, a plain stretches toward a series 

of mesa formations. This sequence of cuestas runs along the northern side of 

the Little Colorado River Valiev. Ward Terrace and the Moenkopi Plateau can 

be seen in the distance. From the north-northeast to the south-southeast, the 

Painted Desert extends across the Navajo Indian Reservation. I he tar eastern 

horizon is punctuated by the prominent volcanic necks that make up the Hopi 

Buttes volcanic held hftv miles aw ay.'^ 1 he earth here is layered and ancient. An 

enormous amount of time lies exposed in the desert that surrounds Roden 

(water. 

When complete, the Roden Crater project w ill disclose the manifold ot time- 

a manifold ranging from the geologic and astronomic to the immediate and 

transient - by revealing the interconnections betw een light and space. 1 urrell 

says he is interested “in the perception ot space and how light inhabits space”: 
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Fm also interested in the reflexive act of coming to see your oven perceiving. My work is 

more about your seeing than it is about my seeing, although it is a product op'my seeing. 

Fm also interested in the sense of presence of space; that is, spaces where you feel a presence, 

almost an entity - that physical feeling and power that space can give. 

Roden Oater is already a place with presence. Simply as a volcano, it has a 

powerful sense of “entity.”*^ But through a series of subtle alterations, the cra¬ 

ter’s natural presence will be conjoined with art.'^Turrell will transform the 

crater into a stage for a wide range of light and space experiences. l ime and 

again, the crater will alter space with light and change the quality of light with 

space. It will empower both light and space by using time, by using sequence 

and order. 

The Approach 
d'he Roden Crater project w ill allow us to confront our ow n perceptions in ways 

that are personal, often liminal. An important part of this process will involve 

our arrival at the site, ddierc are a number of wavs to approach Roden Crater, 

but the one that dlirrell finds particularly effective is the drive north from 

Flagstaff to the Sunset Crater National Monument and, from there, east to the 

site. Along this approach, we can see many of the cinder cones in the San Fran¬ 

cisco volcanic held as we make our wav to Sunset Crater through the voting lava 

beds associated w ith the 1064-65 eruption.From the Cinder Hills Overlook 

at the base of Sunset (water, w e hrst see Roden Crater in the distance, out on 

the slope that gradually descends tow ard the Painted Desert. But as we drop 

dow n from the higher elevations near the mountains, the crater momentarily 

disappears. After roads are established, w e w ill be able to continue on from the 

eastern edge of the national monument and cross the uneven plateau developed 

on the overlapping basalt flow s that over the millennia have again and again 

spilled out from the volcanic held and run dow n toward the Little Colorado 

River Valley. W hen we arrive at a point about four miles west of Roden Crater, 

the top of the volcano w ill reappear. 

Continuing along this approach, we w ill drop dow n from an elevation of 

around 5,500 feet, about tw o hundred feet onto the surface of a low er lava flow, 

entering this second terrace through a notch in the upper lava bed. As we de¬ 

scend into this box-shaped depression, the \'olcano w ill again disappear. Frans- 

portation w ill be left here, w here it cannot be seen from the crater. 1 his area is 

surrounded by high lava cliffs on three sides. As w e walk out from this enclo¬ 

sure, the crater will again become visible, and from this low er vantage, we will 

no longer have a sense of looking dow n toward Roden (water but rather at it, 

full-face. I his kind of presentation and re-presentation is an important part of 

the work. It gives the crater a visual history and places it in time, in memory. 

By w alking to the north, w e will come to the cliff face running along the 

margin of the upper lava flow. A series of architectural spaces are planned for 
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this area and will be constructed inside the cliffs. I'hese rock-cut spaces w ill 

include a hangar, a planetarium, a museum to house d urreirs other w orks, and 

a visitors’ center w ith a library containing information about the crater. An air¬ 

field is planned for the triangular-shaped expanse in front of the escarpment. 

Flying, Turrell’s avocation, is a source for the imagerv of Roden (water; w hen 

the project is completed, it w ill be an important alternate wav of arrix ing at the 

site. 

From the port area, w e will walk to the crater; this slow' approach w ill estab¬ 

lish a proper cadence. Making our w ay along the southern limb of the landing 

field, we will come to the eastern edge of the terrace, w here there is another 

steep drop-off. Climbing dow n a sloping embankment, w e w ill arrive at the 

floor of a wash near Roden Spring, somewhat to the south of our arrival point 

on the upper plateau and about a mile and a half to the east. Fhe crater w ill now 

be to the northeast, displaving its classical conical profile. From here w e w ill 

w alk the two miles or so to the crater, across an open flat at an elevation of nearl v 

five thousand feet; the volcano rises to a height of 5,415 feet. Our approach w ill 

reveal the mass of Roden Crater. As we get closer and closer, it will loom larger 

and larger, and, increasingly, w e will have a sense of looking up at it. 

By circling around the main bodv of Roden (water on its northern side, w e 

will become aware of its complex shape: the ridge that cups its w estern side, the 

prominent fumarole, or secondarv vent, on its northeastern flank and, finallv, 

the circular lava scarp along its eastern edge w ill become visible. After circling 

the crater and arriving at its eastern side, w e w ill enter an arrovo that leads up to 

an esplanade fanning out around the fumarole. 

d'he tightening spiral of our approach w ill present and re-present the crater 

and the desert environment it inhabits. Our route across the open plain w ill 

establish the space of the crater. Out on the floor of the desert, we will be 

dw arfed by the openness. As we proceed up into the entrance ravine, this huge 

space will narrow and contract. When w e come out at the level ol the esplanade, 

our sense of vista w ill again expand outw ard toward the horizon, but it will 

expand even further. Our awareness of the immense plain surrounding the cra¬ 

ter will be emphasized and extended by the two hundred loot increase in 

elevation." 

'Fhroughout our approach to Roden (water, our relationship w ith the enx i- 

ronment w ill constantly shift- yet this particular approach is but one way, one 

path, to the mountain. It alone offers almost infinite x ariety. It is one path in the 

morning, another in the evening; one path in the summer, another in the 

w inter. 

I low we perceive the crater is contingent upon how w e make our journey to 

it. In one of his discussions of “pow erlul places,” lurrell emphasizes the impor¬ 

tance of arrival, of approach: 



The Grand Canyon is one of those places. It's possible to come up to the canyon in such a 

way that you don't even know you're arriving, and then suddenly hurst out into it. I like 

to fly up the Colorado River to a canyon that you have to climb into through a tiny valley. 

I fly through the bottom of that valley, in a slow climb, to a small opening; as you fy 

through the opening, boom, suddenly you're in it, and the groundfalls away for fve 

thousandfeet. I'hus, the approach can order your experience. \ bii can come in through the 

side door. . . and have a different experience than if you enter through the front door; you 

can reorder it as you get in, but entry is important. 

The Four Cardinal Spaces 
When we arrive at the esplanade, our options for reordering our visual experi¬ 

ences will become complex. At this level of the crater, four interior architec¬ 

tural spaces \\ ill be constructed, positioned in relation to the four cardinal di¬ 

rections: North, South, East, and West. Built inside the mountain, each of 

these rock-cut chambers w ill open onto a portion of the external environment, 

d urrell compares the spaces to bunkers: thev w ill dominate segments of the 

landscape in front of them and will be fundamentally tied to specific direc¬ 

tions. The pow erful austeritv of bunker architecture appeals to Ttirrell, and 

the crater’s interior chambers w ill share its characteristics. Ele points out, how¬ 

ever, that the architectural forms of the spaces w ill be less important than the 

forces thev contain. As in his earlier pieces, the work will consist of, as Ttirrell 

puts it, “shaping the things that are not it.”'"^ Ehe interior spaces at Roden Cra¬ 

ter will be “open, vet protective, bhev w ill have a positive kind of clearness, but 

they will not be emptv.”'^ 

rhe spaces w ill be far from emptv; thev w ill be filled w ith light. I he minimal 

forms of the architecture w ill receive light from the surrounding environment 

and give it shape and texture, d'he interiors will, in a sense, make the light. In 

turn, the light will energize the spaces; it w ill give them a sense of presence, and 

then make us aware of that presence. In rurrell’s terms, the neutralitv of the 

structures w ill focus our attention on the light, the space, and their mutual 

interaction. 

7 he Northern Space W hen we arrive at the top of the arrovo, we w ill enter a 

wedge-shaped structure bridging the saddle formed bv the juncture of the es¬ 

planade and the ridge that runs along its northern side. From this entrv portal, 

we w ill make our way into a large, circular chamber, about fortv feet across, 

inside the northern ridge. A stairway will lead up out of the space, at a fortv- 

five degree angle, to a w alkway running along the northern side of the ridge. 

I his north-lacing stairwell will allow the interior to receive a variety of subtle 

lights, including the silver-gray luminance long sought bv painters. In the day¬ 

time, only a small amount ot light will come into the chamber; at nighttime, it 

w ill be virtually black, just above criterion. 
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From the side of the chamber opposite the stairw ell, the opening will subtend 

about one-half degree of arc; that is, it will frame an area of sky about the size of 

the sun or the moon as they appear to us. From this position, we will be able to 

look up through the opening, at an angle of approximately twenty-six degrees, 

in the direction of the polestar. At a conceptual level, the stairwell w ill be a 

small skyspace framing the slow precession of the earth’s axis and the conse¬ 

quent succession of polestars. A complete “precession of the equinoxes,” as this 

slow cycle is known, requires some 25,800 years. Among the brighter stars that 

periodically mark the position of the pole are \ ega, d'huban, and Polaris. I'he 

immense period of the precession is essentially incomprehensible. Neverthe¬ 

less, light from the current North Star, and from subsequent north stars, w ill 

enter the interior space on the north side of Roden Crater. During those periods 

w hen there is a north star, it will be framed by the stairw ell’s aperture. Our 

perception of its light will be conditioned by our knowledge of what it implies; 

it may allow us to look, how ever dimly, beyond our ow n specific moment. 

I'he stairw ell in the Northern Space will not only allow light to enter, it w ill 

also allow us to exit. We will come up out of the lower chamber into the huge 

outer space of the northern desert. I he effect will vary throughout the day and 

night. At night, the ridge will provide an important station for looking at the 

stars in the northern part of the sky and for observing such ephemeral e\ ents as 

the aurora borealis. At the latitude of Roden ( Aater, these northern lights are 

infrequent, but they can be remarkable, even so far south. I hey are most often 

seen as reddish glows of light in the northern sky and are visible only during the 

intense atmospheric substorms that occur shortly after very large solar flares. 

By going back inside the inner chamber, w e will be able to experience the subtle 

auroral light as it comes through the skyspace opening of the stairw ell. At those 

times, the inner space w ill have just a blush of rosy color. 

During the day, the northern w alkway w ill be a good place to look at the mesa 

formations in the distance. Ward lerrace, the Moenkopi Plateau, New berry 

Mesa, Padilla Mesa, the First, Second, and Fhird Hopi .Mesas, and many oth¬ 

ers are conspicuous at different times of the day. 1 hey are all particularly inter¬ 

esting during the early morning and late evening. Fhe low -angle illumination 

ol sunrise and sunset strikes the cliffs full-face, lighting them into virtual incan¬ 

descence. For a few moments, they ignite into prontinenee- pink, golden, 

brilliant-and then slow ly tade back into the general intricacy of the landscape. 

/he V^'esteni Space k rom the Northern Space, we will make our way back out 

through the entrance structure up onto a w alkw ay circling around the espla¬ 

nade. Fo the w est, this path w ill lead to a kind of hummock located near the 

point w here the esplanade comes back into the side ol the crater. .\n cn al cham¬ 

ber, approximately thirty leet w ide at its minor axis and forty feet w ide at its 

major axis, will be carved out inside this lormation, echoing its natural shape. 



From the eastern side of this space, w e will look through a large, rectangular 

opening in the w estern wall tow ard the horizon in the distance. I he floor of the 

interior chamber w ill slant dow nward toward the w est; w hen w e are at the 

w estern side, the large window w ill be well above our heads. During much of 

the day, ambient light will All the chamber, and w hen w e stand beneath the 

window and look back toward the curved wall at the opposite end of the space, 

the light will create a Gauzfeld, a homogeneous visual held. 1 he light w ill take 

on a grain and seem to hang suspended inside the space. During the dav, as the 

sun moves from east to w est, the quality of this fog, or mist of light, will change 

constantly until. Anally, at sunset, direct light w ill burst through the opening, 

causing the suspended light to disappear. 

The Western Space w ill perhaps be most spectacular during this twilight pe¬ 

riod. Clouds accumulate along the San Francisco Peaks and make the evening 

sunsets especiallv impressive. Outside, from the top of the hummock, we will 

be able to see the full displav of the skv; inside the chamber, our visual held w ill 

narrow', and onlv a portion of the w estern horizon will be visible through the 

opening. 1 his embrasure will focus our attention on the astonishing range of 

colors visible during a sunset. 

ITe horizon that will be seen from the Western Space has a ragged, une\ en 

aspect, and the ever-changing cloud formations that pile up along the line of 

peaks are impressive. Fhe visual possibilities of interacting clouds and sk\’, 

while apparent in everv direction around Roden Crater, seem especialh' ewident 

in the w est. 1 he surfaces and openings of moving clouds allow the light to take 

on rapidlv shifting patterns. Often, the w estern mountains gather in the thun¬ 

derstorms that move across the desert. These storms are prevalent around the 

crater, especiallv during summer. Fhunderheads, and the sheet lightning thev 

produce, will be framed bv the space’s opening. W hen the lightning discharges 

through the cloud banks, the interior of the chamber will be flashed w ith bril¬ 

liant, momentarv light. 

Far more rarclv, but equally dramatically, the sun itself mav sometimes pro¬ 

duce a flash of light. If conditions are right, the sun can generate -a green fi ash. 

Because it so seldom occurs, the green flash is a holv grail lor obserx ers of atmo¬ 

spheric phenomena, and Roden Crater is a place w here we can expect to see it 

happen. 

d'he green flash results from the dispersion, scattering, and absorption ot the 

sun’s light by the atmosphere just after sunset and just before sunrise.-" When it 

happens, a band of intense green light appears at the upper margin of the sun’s 

disc. During its transition across the horizons at tw ilight, the sun’s light has to 

shine through a large amount of atmosphere because of its low angle. I he accu¬ 

mulated air acts like a prism, separating the sunlight into its spectral colors. 

Fhe longer the w avelength of the light, the less it is bent. I bus, the long w ave- 

lengths of the sun’s red light are dispersed less than its violet w avelengths. Un- 
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der ideal refractive conditions, the setting and rising sun would be red and or¬ 

ange at its bottom and green, blue, and violet at its top. But atmospheric gases, 

water vapor, and suspended dust particles absorb red and orange light and scat¬ 

ter blue and violet light, leaving green as the color most likely to be seen.^‘ 

CJreen flashes are among the most unusual visual phenomena. They are rare 

partly because the atmosphere normally filters out the green light, just as it does 

the other spectral colors of the setting and rising sun. But clear desert air im¬ 

proves our chances of seeing the event. That green flashes are sometimes seen 

from Roden Crater gives some indication of the range of its observational poten¬ 

tial. Furrell, w ho has spent more time at the crater than anvone, has seen the 

green flash there tw ice at sunset. But the topography of the area around the 

crater-mountains to the west and flat plains to the east-may make the green 

flash more likely in the east at sunrise than in the w est at sunset. A low, flat 

horizon is another parameter that increases the likelihood of the green flash and 

explains w hy the phenomenon is most often seen at the ocean or other large 

bodies of w ater. When the setting sun produces a green flash at the crater, its 

light will enter a space filled v\’ith a complementary light. In metaphorical 

terms, the space, like us, will await its occurrence. 

'The Eastern Space On the opposite side of the esplanade, carved into the edge of 

the scarp, a space w ill face tow ard the east, its opening framing the almost 

straight horizon line at the far edge of the Painted Desert. The shape of the 

Pastern Space w ill be somewhat complex: its eastern half will be rectangular; its 

w estern half w ill flare out along its sides like a wedge, and end in a long, curved 

wall. 

We w ill enter the Eastern Space through stairw avs leading underneath the 

circular walkway. As w e come back up into the main chamber, we will arrive at 

a kind ot first-viewing platform that will allow us to look through the rectangu¬ 

lar opening ol the space, across a reflecting pool placed at eye level. One of the 

engineering problems presented by the site is the surprisingly large amount of 

water that annually drains through the volcano, d iirrell has decided to incorpo¬ 

rate into some of the spaces the control system necessarv for handling this ex¬ 

cess water, and part of the flow w ill be diverted through the Eastern Space. 

Erom the platform, the mirror-like pool will seem to be just at the horizon line. 

At sunrise, we w ill look out across the water and watch the morning sunglow 

gradually become more intense, until the sun itself finally comes up over the 

surface of the pool, reflects across the w ater, and fills the space with brilliant 
light. 

I he light of the morning sun is, by itself, intrinsically interesting, but it w ill 

also illuminate a number of physical features in the surrounding environment 

that w ill engage our attention when we are inside the Eastern Space. It w ill 

bring alive such things as the mist that is sometimes thrown high into the air by 



Grand Falls, an unusual formation on the Little Colorado River about four 

miles east of the crater.” I'he falls are so far aw ay that they are very difficult to 

see during the day, but at daw n the light glints across the surface of the river, 

and in the morning coolness, plumes of condensed moisture shoot up into the 

air, making the falls the most prominent feature on the landscape. Sometimes 

the mist mixes with the fog banks that follow the river along the floor of the 

valley. 

The w aterfall is only one of a number of objects visible to the east of Roden 

Crater. There are buttes, mesas, and complex patterns cut into the easily 

eroded Chinle f ormation, on which the badlands of the desert have devel¬ 

oped.All of these features change depending on the angle of incident sunlight 

that strikes them. At sunrise they seem particularly conspicuous - the long 

shadow s make them stand out. The rising sun also illuminates the spectacular 

colors of the Painted Desert and its seasonally changing vegetation. Desert 

plants come into bloom very quickly and then disappear just as rapidly.-"* Dur¬ 

ing times of efflorescence, they cover the rocks with bright color; during times 

of quiescence, they leave them virtually bare, unmasking the more subtle earth 

tones that give the famous desert its name. 

The primary orientation of the Eastern Space will be toward the section of 

the horizon w here sunrises occur. The chamber’s opening w ill delimit the 

yearly oscillation of the rising sun back and forth along the horizon, from one 

solstitial extreme to the other. Both the window and the back part of the Eastern 

Space w ill measure the movement of the sun. When the sun comes over the 

horizon, its light w ill shine through the main opening, across the pool and, 

finally, through a narrow passage into the back part of the chamber. 

The light effects engendered bv this architectural arrangement w ill recall 

Eurrell’s early Wedgew ork Series, first realized in 1969.-' Throughout the year, 

this sun-generated wedgework, a subtly colored, translucent partition of light, 

will scissor back and forth in response to the sun’s movement from w inter to 

summer solstice. The w edgework will go through a daily sequence ot changes. 

Ehe sun traverses one degree of arc every four minutes, and w ill thus cross the 

eastern opening of the chamber fairly quickly. I'hroughout the day, the w edge- 

w ork partition of light will evolve. At daybreak, brilliant light w ill cut through 

the back part of the chamber, and then, as the dav progresses and the sun passes 

out of and above the opening, the light will become more and more subdued. 

Like most of the spaces at the crater, the Eastern Space w ill present a variety 

of light qualities. What w e see will depend as much on our orientation as the 

space’s. W hen inside the chamber, w e w ill, as lurrell puts it, be “w atching the 

space look at something.”-** WE can look outward w ith it or w e can turn around 

and look into the light the space perceives. Metaphorically, w e w ill be able to 

look at the space’s vision. In this regard, the orientation of the art w ill present a 

model for our perceiving our ow n perceiving. 



'I'he Southern Space After w e have left the Eastern Space and made our way 

back up to the esplanade, we will be able to continue around the circular w alk- 

w ay until w e come to a fourth architectural area, d'he Southern Space, like its 

northern counterpart, will be round, but will be much larger, seventy to eighty 

feet in diameter, with a thirty-foot opening in its ceiling, (instructed partially 

above ground and surrounded by black malpais rock, the Southern Space w ill 

be located inside a kind of small secondary crater, an upwelling of basalt lava, 

on the southeast side of the esplanade. Like many of the other spaces at the 

crater, the shape of the Southern Space w ill reflect the natural formation of its 

specific location. 

rhe upper opening in the central, kiva-like chamber will be a large skyspace 

w ith enough width to frame both the summer and the w inter zeniths of the 

sun."' As the sun passes over the meridian, very bright sunlight will come into 

the space, fhe effect of this intense light will often be similar to Etirreirs early 

projection pieces.-” In the heat of the summer, it w ill slam into edges. When 

there are no clouds overhead, the area of skv visible through the opening will be 

intenselv blue. Throughout the vear, the desert skv w ill give the Southern 

Space a sense of claritv and precision. Its character w ill be brilliant, sunshot, in 

contrast to the subtle obscuritv of the Northern Space. 

rhe Southern Space wall also be impressi\'e during twilight transitions, 

(doiids at varving altitudes directlv overhead come sequentiallv into \ iew : first 

the low cumulonimbus clouds; then the higher cirrus clouds; sometimes the 

nacreous clouds, verv high up in the stratosphere; and, on rare occasions, the 

noctilueent clouds at the mesopause are, in turn, illuminated bv the reddened 

light from the sun.-'^ Looking up at these changes from inside the Southern 

Space w ill afford some of the most interesting \ iew ing available at the crater. 

d'he cloud formations will also make us aware of distant spaces in the skv 

above the crater. ITey w ill provide us with \ isual clues to shapes in the skv- 

spaees that might otherw ise be undetectable. Lhe large lenticular clouds that 

form around the San Lrancisco Peaks reflect w aves in the jetstream, giving indi¬ 

cations of patterns in the wind currents, d he clouds are particularh' appealing 

to d'urrell, w ho sees them as metaphors for the visual experiences available 

while flying, particular!v w hile soaring. 

1 he unusual perceptual aspects and the sheer visual magnitude of flight are 

important sources for lurrell. Much of w hat he w ill do at the crater w ill involve 

pulling the visual qualities of the skv dow n to the surface. Making things that 

are usually perceptible only w hen fl\'ing part of the earthbound visual phenom¬ 

ena of the spaces will serve to indicate something about the limits of our percep¬ 

tual capacities. In the air, w e are out of our element. I hc visual anomalies con¬ 

comitant w ith flying —sometimes dangerous, sometimes supremeb' beautiful - 

tell us about seeing. W hen completed, the spaces at the crater w ill do the same 

thing. 
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One of the crater’s revelations will seem particularly apropos in the Southern 

Space. As the day gets darker and darker, our visual systems switch from pho- 

topic to scotopic vision. When the rods in the eye activate, the retina seems to 

produce its own illumination.'*’ d'he PurkinjeEffect, as this self-contained, mo¬ 

mentary increase in brightness is called, will take on a kind of metaphorical 

significance in the brightest space at the crater. It will demonstrate one of llir- 

rell’s primary concerns and one of the crater’s central themes: the perception of 

light involves not only the physical state of the external environment, but also 

the internal physiological and psychological states of the perceiver. 

The Seven Major Spaees 
1 he spaces at the level of the esplanade will deal predominantly w ith the light 

from the sun, although there are important exceptions to this rule, such as the 

Northern Space, which deals w ith the precession of the polestar. At the next 

higher level, however, located at the fumarole, the light from the moon and 

other astronomical objects w ill become much more central to dlirrell’s project 

and to the crater’s interactive netw ork of light and space. From the esplanade, at 

a point across from the Eastern Space, a w alkwav will lead up to a series of 

spaces located beneath the apex of the fumarole. 1 he upw ard path will begin as 

a ramp and then, as the inclination gradually increases, become a shallow stair¬ 

way. The architectural character of this structure w ill recall the naked-eve ob¬ 

servatories built byjai Singh in central India in the eighteenth centurv. ^’ As the 

stairw av approaches the top of the fumarole, it w ill w edge itself into the side of 

the mountain. The perspective w ill be arranged so that as w e approach, the 

entrance to the spaces w ill seem to fall aw av- Visually, our arrival w ill be de- 

laved by the organization of the architecture. 

I'he top of the fumarole is 18o feet higher than the level of the esplanade, and 

our ascent up the side of the mountain will make us aw are ol this difierence. 

The climb w ill first increase our sense of openness and then, as we walk into the 

notched entry way, again decrease it. 'Fhere w ill be five chambers inside the 

fumarole: the four low er rooms will be aligned w ith the axis of the northern¬ 

most sunrise and the southernmost moonset; the fifth, above them, will be open 

to the sky. 

The Tirst Fumarole Space I'he wedge-shaped opening of the First Fumarole 

Space will measure the extreme positions of both sunrise and moonrise. At the 

latitude of Roden Oater, the position of the sunrise moves through approxi¬ 

mately sixty degrees of azimuth. At summer solstice, the sun is at its northern¬ 

most position, which is sixty degrees, thirty-six minutes; at winter solstice, it is 

at its southernmost position, 119 degrees, tw enty-four minutes. Fhis yearly 

swing of the sun back and forth along the horizon is mimicked by the monthl \’ 

oscillation of the moon Irom standstill to standstill. 1 he orbit ol the moon. 
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how ever, is inelined some hve degrees, nine minutes relative to the eeliptie. 

1^'urthermore, the nodes of its orbit slow ly precess or, more accurately, regress. 

This wobble complicates the moon’s sw ing back and forth along the horizon. Its 

major and minor standstills vary according to an 18.61-year cycle. ’'* .\t its ma¬ 

jor standstill, the moon rises about 6.5 degrees outside the solstitial extreme of 

the sun; at its minor standstill, which occurs 9.3 years later, it rises 6.5 degrees 

inside the solar extreme. Then, after another 9.3 years, it again returns to its 

major excursion outside the soLstitial position of the sun. I'he entrance space at 

the fumarolc will be aligned with these extreme positions of the sunrises and 

moonrises. 

The SecondFumarole Space I'he second space inside the fumarole will not re¬ 

ceive as much direct light as the hrst space; it will be designed for more subtle 

light effects. One of the most beautiful natural light phenomena occurs at sun¬ 

set or, perhaps more accuratelv, at “nightrise.”’’’ Even after the sun has set in 

the west, the eastern skv continues to present remarkable prospects. If we look 

east during sunset, rather than at the more brilliant displays of red and orange 

in the west, we can see the shadow between the dav and night sides of the earth 

advancing toward us. As the terminator passes, the sun drops below the west¬ 

ern horizon, but light ravs continue to illuminate the eastern skv for more than 

an hour after the sun has gone dow n. 

Just after sunset, the earth casts a shadow up into the skv. ” W e can see the 

bluish-grav shadow' rise up into the atmosphere, an effect that is enhanced 

w hen the air is hazv, because the haze pro\ ides something in the skv for the 

shadow to fall upon. \\ hen the tw ilight arch is visible, the bottom of the eastern 

sky is filled with the silver-blue shadow of the earth itself and the top w ith the 

pinkish tones of the attenuated sunlight, which for a while continues to rake 

through the sky. From inside the second space, the eastern opening w ill look 

directly into the shadow, but the light from the upper, sunlit part of the skv w ill 

also enter the space. During the first few minutes after sunset, the second space 

at the fumarole w ill be filled w ith an ethereal blue and pink light. 

7 he Solar Space Onee a year, the northern extreme sunrise w ill illuminate the 

first three spaces at the tumarole. Ehe spaces are linked together in such a w ay 

that during the w inter solstice the sun’s light w ill shine through all three cham¬ 

bers. d'his arrangement w ill allow the sun’s image to be projected onto the back 

wall of the third space aecording to the principles ol the pinhole camera. 

I he spaces at the tumarole w ill be charged and then recharged w ith different 

kinds of light. Most of the time thev w ill seem to be light-filled. A great deal of 

ettort will be expended making the interior surfaces disappear. Ehe w alls in 

eaeh spaee will be constructed out ot plaster combined w ith a specific type of 

desert sand chosen for that space’s light qualities. Ehe space w ill then be sand- 
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blasted with the same sand; the residue will be left as a covering for the floor, 

d'his treatment, when combined with carefully controlled inclination of the 

walls, will cancel out reflectance. As a result, our visual experiences inside the 

spaces at the crater will be like those in one of the sensing spaces of l urrell’s 

earlier “Space-Division” pieces: the light will be unfocusable. In the low -level 

illumination, our visual systems w ill not be able to accommodate to the space, 

and w e w ill perceive a kind of textured light hanging in midair and extending 

indefinite! v into the distance. 
j 

As we proceed through the spaces at the fumarole, we will experience a spe¬ 

cial kind of light that, as Turrell points out, somehow looks just like we expect 

pure light to look.^^ Each of the chambers will receive ambient light from differ¬ 

ent portions of the external environment, and each will thus be filled with dif¬ 

ferent colored light. These colors will change subtly and slowly throughout the 

day and will be especially sensitive to changing cloud cover. The qualities of the 

light inside the different spaces w ill diverge as the day progresses - a process 

that will accelerate during twilights. These daily rhythms will be punctuated 

by periodic image events. I'he light in the spaces will be unstructured; it w ill 

constitute a Ganzfeld. When an image of an astronomical phenomenon is pro¬ 

jected into one of the spaces, it will emptv it of suspended light. I he structured 

light of the image - like the projection of the sun into the third fumarole space - 

w ill act as a catalyst, causing the delicate lattice of the Ganzfeld to collapse. 

The Lunar Space The fumarole spaces will be connected to the main bow l of the 

crater by a i ,035-foot-long tunnel; w hen w e enter the fourth fumarole space, 

we wall be in the antechamber of this tunnel. We will be able to look up the 

length of the tunnel toward an opening that, from this distance, w ill be approxi¬ 

mately the size of the moon. Every 18.61 vears, when the moon is at its south¬ 

ernmost declination, it will pass in front of this opening. And at that moment, 

the moon’s image wall be projected down the tunnel onto the wall of the fourth 

fumarole space, echoing the sun’s projection into the adjacent space on the op¬ 

posite side of the wall.’® 

As we proceed deeper into the spaces inside the fumarole, the light will be¬ 

come increasingly obscure. Most of the time, the Eunar Space will be one of the 

darkest rooms at the crater. Its w alls wall be covered w ith a w hitish, moon- 

colored sand found in the Painted Desert not too far from Roden (Tater. Fhis 

light-colored sand wall pull in the very small amount of light that penetrates the 

sequence of chambers to the east or comes in through the long tunnel from the 

west. Nevertheless, the thickened light will remain almost subthreshold. The 

lunar projection will affect this space much as the sun projection w ill the adja¬ 

cent solar room; it will clean the chamber of its darkened mist, but the Eunar 

Space’s light and the moon’s imaging will be far less intense. I'he moon’s projec¬ 

tion will fall onto a surface covered w ith sand almost its ow n color. 
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'fhe rhythm of the Lunar Space will also be much slower; it will remain fairly 

inactive for over eighteen and a half years, and then experience a relatively brief 

period of recurring, dramatic change. Lhe long period of the moon’s regression 

means that it will remain near its southernmost excursion for several months. 

I'he image events at the tunnel w ill thus take place on sex eral consecutive days 

each month, for several consecutive months that year. 'Lhen the moon will 

again move out of the alignment, not to return for another 18.61 years. 

d'he syncopation of the solar and lunar events in the adjacent third and fourth 

fumarole chambers will be tied to a much longer cadence involving a sequence 

of eclipses. Lhe Saras, as this cvcle is called, has an interval of approximatelv 

eighteen vears, eleven davs and recurs over the centuries. Lhe cvcle involves 

some seventv lunar eclipses during a period of 870 vears and some hftv solar 

eclipses during a period of tw eh e hundred vears. W hile the paths of total 

eclipses w ill pass over the Roden Cd'ater onlv a few times during the cvcle, the 

pattern of the Saros w ill be measured bv the crater, and serve to establish a 

remarkable aspect of our space, albeit a somewhat complicated one. Lhe light 

w ill disclose something of the geometrv of our astronomical position.’^" 

d'he eclipses that occur at the crater will be projected into the fumarole 

spaces. Special w indow s in the chambers will be opened onlv during such pe¬ 

riods. d'hus, over the verv long reach of time, the image of an eclipse will pe- 

riodicallv enter a fumarole space and act to clear it of suspended light. In this 

regard, eclipses w ill be analogous to the far more frequent sun and moon projec¬ 

tions. W indows in the tumarole spaces w ill also be opened to mark other un¬ 

usual conjunctions, such as planetarv appulses. In addition, thev w ill frame the 

apparentlv retrogressi\’e motion, relative to our obser\ ational position on the 

earth, of the outer planets, bhese various image events will affect the light qual¬ 

ity in the inner chambers in different w avs-some of the effects will be subtle, 

others more dramatic. 

The Upper Fumarole Spaee Lhe Upper Fumarole Space w ill be open to the skv 

and will receive light and sound from the environment around Roden Oater. 

Some ol the sources for this light and sound are relati\ elv close and some verv 

distant. Loeallv, the space w ill pick up sound from (irand Falls. Fhe falls have 

the ir own rhythms: sometimes the river is virtuallv drv, but during spring 

thaws and alter summer rains, a large amount of w ater rushes along its route. 

Fhe drop of the falls is higher than Niagara, and the water can sometimes be 

quite spectacular. II the w ind is right, the sound can be heard verv w ell from 

any point on the crater, d he space at the fumarole, how ever, will amplifv this 

varying sound. Shaped architectural forms will locus the roar of the w ater into 

the upper chamber. 

In its more distant aspects, the Upper Fumarole Space w ill pick up radio 

noise and light from astronomical sources. Fhe chamber w ill be sensitive to a 



wide range of the electromagnetie speetrum. One area of the upper ehamber 

w ill, like the Eastern Spaee, have water flow ing through it. A large bath will be 

built at the center of the space. Turrell’s interest in this bath is sensory; floating 

w ill remove us, to some degree, from the external world and allow us to focus on 

our own perceptions. Eurrell cites the ancient w aterworks and cisterns at Ma¬ 

sada and Qtimran as sources for the architectural quality he w ants the space to 

have. 

Beyond the apperceptive conditions it w ill establish, Eurreirs bath w ill re¬ 

ceive signals. The entire space will act like a small radio telescope. As celestial 

objects like quasars and Seyfert galaxies pass overhead, their emissions w ill be 

picked up inside the chamber. While the sound w aves from Grand Falls come 

into the space above the w ater, radio w aves w ill be amplifled through the w ater. 

Inside the space, we will be able to hear the sound of Grand Falls four miles 

aw ay, and then, bv low ering our heads underneath the w ater’s surface, be able 

to hear the sound of astronomical sources many light years away. 

I he upper space will also receive light from celestial objects. Furrell w ill 

place a quartz ring at the top of the water and then pump light into it. Because 

the quartz w ill transmit light to its edges, the surface of the water w ill appear to 

be a layer of light. Only bv leaning out over the w ater and looking straight dow n 

w ill w e be able to detect its transparency. During the day, the light coming into 

the upper layer of the w ater will vary from the subdued tones of the earl v- 

morning sun to the intense brightness of the noonday sun. At night it w ill 

sometimes approach the limit of perceptibility, consisting of the combined 

colors of just a few' stars. 

The Tunnel and Upper Tunnel Spaces From the fourth fumarolc space, we will 

walk up the long tunnel joining it w ith a space at its upper end. I'he Tunnel w ill 

be about fourteen feet in diameter and inclined at an angle of about nine de¬ 

grees. Its opening w ill encircle a small area of sky. As we proceed upw ard, this 

patch of blue w ill increase in size, but at no point during our ascent w ill the 

opposite side of the crater bowl become visible. From the ftimarole’s Lunar 

Space, the Tunnel w ill point to the position of the southernmost moonset w hich 

is just outside the band of sky forming the ecliptic, d'hus, from the Lunar 

Space, w e w ill not be able to see events involving the sun, the planets, or even 

the moon at times other than its major southern standstill. As we proceed up- 

w ard, how ever, the increased size of the opening will take in the entire area ol 

the ecliptic. A w ay station w ill be located midw ay up the lunnel so that celes¬ 

tial events occurring in the ecliptic can be observed from inside the 1 unnel. 

;\t the upper end ot the l unnel, an ox al-shaped skyspace w ill be set into the 

slope ot the bow l. Like most ot the spaces at the crater, this chamber w ill alter 

our perception of light and space. 1 he inside ot this space w ill be co\ ered w ith 

white sand and, therefore, w ill be particularly receptive to the colors ot the 
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ambient light reflected from the crater bowl around it. This color will go 

through several important changes, depending on the time of year. 

During the w inter, the rust-colored cinder, which is a predominant compo¬ 

nent of the soil on the crater, will have little vegetation growing on it, causing 

the light that reflects into the chamber to be red. It will thus complement and 

intensifv our perception of the blue of the sky from inside the space, d'he inte¬ 

rior of the crater bow l will sometimes be covered w ith snow. This white blanket 

will make the interior space very bright, and will also affect the intensity of the 

sky seen through the opening. At night the w hite of the space will gather 

enough light to make seeing the stars difficult and to give the area of sk}' 

stretched across the opening a gunmetal inpenetrability.'*" 

In spring, grass covers the bowl of the crater. It is green for about two w eeks 

before turning a deep amber, although it goes through several subsequent pe¬ 

riods of verdancy after summer rains. During most of the spring and summer, 

the color is verv nearlv the exact complement of the skv. Ihtis, the grass, de¬ 

pending on its color, w ill also affect the ambient light coming into the chamber, 

modifving the blue of the skv seen through the skvspace. 

The Crater Bowl 
Along with manipulating light, Roden Oater will manipulate space. One of the 

most important instances ol its pow er to alter the qualitv of spatial perception 

will occur in the bowl of the crater. When we come up into the skvspace cham¬ 

ber at the end of the d'tinnel, the skv w ill seem to be stretched across its open¬ 

ing. It will look like a surface, but it w ill have a ponderance, a kind of three- 

dimensionality, as if the skv had come right dow n to the edge of the space. As 

w e make our wav up out of the chamber bv means of a staircase, the upper 

margin ol the crater will suddenlv appear. When this happens, our sense of a 

blue “stirlace” immcdiatel v above our heads w ill chant^e radieallv. The skv w ill 

expand outward and upward, changing from a small ceiling into a huge \ ault of 

space seeming to rest on the rim of the crater. 

I he CTater Bow l, Turrell’s initial impetus for seeking out a volcano, w ill be 

the first space constructed. Bv reshaping the bow l of the crater, he w ill be able 

to focus our attention on the phenomenon of celestial vaulting.'^- From his experi¬ 

ence as a pilot, d'urrell has learned that w e alter the shape of the skv w ith our 

point ol view'. 1 he importance (tl our point ol view \’is-;Tvis perception w ill 

become dramatically apparent w hen w e enter the (>ratcr Bow l. The phenome¬ 

non ot celestial \ aulting can be observed Irom almost anv position on the earth’s 

surlace, but it is especially noticeable from open plains or the open sea. As w e 

approach the crater, across the desert, our aw areness ol celestial vaulting may 

only be subliminal. But the (Crater Bowl will bring it to the center of our atten¬ 

tion. By changing the shape of the crater, Furrell w ill change the shape of the 

sky. Dirt on one upper portion on the north side ol the rim w ill be mcn ed into 
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t\v o low areas on the east and west side of the bowl to give the crater an upper 

boundary all of one height. When the construction process is completed, 

tw enty or more inches of topsoil w ill be put back in place, and the crater will be 

replanted with the grasses that were originally there. 

From inside the Crater Bow l, the sky w ill seem to be attached to the upper 

margin of the crater. As we proceed up the inner slope of the bowl, our sense 

that there is a vault of space above our heads will change again. I'he flattened 

dome of sky w ill peel awav from the circumscribed rim of the crater and then 

expand outward to the far horizon. Perhaps during this climb we will become 

most aware of just how much we do, in fact, perceptually modify the shape of 

theskv.^"* 

When w e arrive at the rim of the crater, about five hundred feet above the 

surrounding plain, w e will notice that from this elevation the earth seems to be 

concave rather than convex. It appears to curve the wrong w ay. Especially from 

positions along the southwestern section of the rim, the ground below us will 

seem to be hollowed out and to curve up and aw ay from the crater, even though 

that part of the desert floor is actuallv quite flat. W hen this concave-earth illu¬ 

sion is linked with the celestial vaulting above us, it w ill seem as though w e are 

inside a gigantic lens of space. 

I'he bow l of Roden Crater will also affect our perception of the color of the 

sky. Blue wavelengths of light are scattered bv atmospheric gases and sus¬ 

pended dust particles and are absorbed bv water vapor. In areas w ith a great 

deal of moisture in the air, more of the blue is absorbed, and the skv looks more 

gray.'^'' But in the drv, limpid air of the high-altitude desert around Roden Cra¬ 

ter, the sky alreadv looks very blue. Yet, even here the skv tends to grav along 

its lower margins. From a position near the bottom of the bow l, the rim of the 

crater will cut off the low er twelve degrees of skv. Bv removing the gra\' portion 

of the sky, the crater w ill intensify its blue color and focus our attention upon it. 

.\t night, too, the bow l w ill eliminate what little light pollution exists in the 

area around the crater. It w ill make the skv seem verv black. Fhere w ill also be a 

doming effect at night; larger and more hemispherical than the davtime version, 

it w ill appear to come down somewhere bevond the rim of the crater. Fhe night 

sky seen from inside the Crater Bow l w ill have its own drama. During the dav, 

the sky is opaque because the light from the sun is dispersed. Because we stand 

in a pool of light at the bottom of the atmosphere, w e cannot visuallv plumb the 

depth of the space above us. But the night skv is not lit bv the light from the sun. 

It becomes transparent, allowing us to see objects that are thousands, even mil¬ 

lions, of light years awav. 

At night, inside the reshaped (Yater Bow l, this immensitv w ill be a velvet 

black vault of space populated with thousands of stars. From the upper rim, on 

a starry, moonless night, we w ill be able to look into w hat is probablv the maxi¬ 

mum amount ol space visuallv comprehensible. On such nights, the seeing w ill 
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be very good. We w ill be able to observe the maximum number of stars visible 

to the naked eye. Within this multitude, careful observers w ill be able to distin¬ 

guish a wide range of star colors.This kind of observation will also be affected 

by our position on the crater. From the black basaltic cinder that covers manv 

areas, we will be better able to perceive delicate detail. If we move onto surfaces 

with higher albedos, we will be less able to see detail. Standing on the bright 

areas of the crater is analogous to being at the bottom of the light-well of the 

atmosphere during daytime, although the effect w ill be far more subtle. Fhe 

small increase in the amount of ambient light surrounding us will be sufficient 

to w ash out such details as the fine structure of the Milkv Way. 

The Experience 
Roden Crater w ill not be regimentallv organized, and we will not have to enter 

its spaces in any given order. We w ill be able to choose - but how we choose w ill 

influence the w ay w e perceive both the interior and exterior light. We mav w ant 

to follow' several different routes at several different times. At the esplanade 

level alone, there will be twentv-four wavs of going through the four spaces. 

Each path w ill represent a variation, sometimes a dramatic variation, on the 

visual possibilities. As we move from place to place, as we enter one space after 

another, each will establish a specific visual receptivitv that w ill change the w a\' 

w e see the next. 

The storv that Turrell uses to emphasize the importance of how w e come to 

an experience is a good one and worth repeating here: 

It has to do with how you load a situation with information before entry to an experience. 

Here's an example that might he called a peiformance piece: you take a plane to Albuquer¬ 

que or Phoenix and then go by car up to an area in Canyon de Chelly on the night of the 

year when the Night-blooming Cereus blooms. You go down in a jeep and then go by 

horseback or mule into the canyon at sunset. Finally, you come to an area where the (]er- 

eus can be found, and you spend several hours looking for one that hasn't quite begun to 

open. You go through the experience of watching this flower bloom, and then it withers and 

is gone. Now, by the same token, there might he someone who raises this plant in a wonder¬ 

ful hothouse. You go there, have a few drinks, stand around watching the power bloom, 

and then it's over. The object is the same, yet it's a totally different experience. A ml if you 

work with the limits of experience, you pay attention to how the experience is brought 

about, and you don't worry as much about the object. In fact, the same experience might be 

bad without the flower. 

In addition to the interactive aspects of the various spaces at the crater, their 

entryw ays w ill often modify our perceptual tendencies. For example, it ma\ 

sometimes be necessarv to remain at an entryw ay long enough to allow our eyes 

to dark-adapt. Some ol the color effects w ill be just at the border ol perceptibil- 
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ity and, thus, essentially invisible to unadapted eyes. This process will be fur¬ 

ther complicated by changes in the external environment. The Ganzfelds inside 

the spaces will be generated by the natural setting. I'hey will be tied to the 

colors of the surfaces outside - red cinder, black malpais, and the vegetation, all 

of which will constantly change through time."^” 

d'he light effects in the architectural spaces and their entrances, along with 

the various adjacent chambers themselves, will involve simultaneous contrasts. 

Our route through the rooms will again and again pre-load our visual systems. 

Each step in our journev through the mountain will involve both a disclosure 

and a preparation. When w e arrive at the celestial vault shaped by the bowl of 

the crater, we will have already seen manv other skvspaces at the esplanade and 

the fumarole. 1 hese earlier experiences will sharpen the final experience, 

d'hen, after we have seen the huge vault of space at the top of the crater, the 

skyspaces in the chambers below us will look different. As w e make our wav 

back down to the lower levels, w e will notice that our abilities to perceive the 

shape and color of the skv have been altered vet again. Such processes will be as 

much psychological as physiological. On any of its possible pathw ays, Roden 

(Tater w ill do more than pre-load our visual apparatus; it w ill alter our percep¬ 

tual sets by making us w illing to attend to the things that we might otherwise 

ignore. I'he crater will make us ready to look at the visual possibilities that are 

normally encrypted in the perceptual noise of the day-to-day and our own 

disregard. 

When all of the levels of the crater are taken into consideration, the permuta¬ 

tions of order and sequence become almost infinite. \ ariations on most of the 

experiences in given spaces will be available in other spaces as well. For exam¬ 

ple, dramatic thunderstorms and the lightning they produce will be visible 

from almost all the spaces at Roden Crater. Fhus, other spaces, in addition to 

the Western Space, w ill be Hashed w ith intense light. The storms sometimes 

pass directly over the crater. Indeed, the magma core of the volcano acts some¬ 

thing like a giant lightning rod, drawing the electrical discharges down to the 

mountain. Fhese displays w ill be aw esome from inside the spaces that open 

directly up into the sky-especially the Southern Space and the Upper Funnel 

Space. 

Such variations can be expanded almost indefinitely. I he green Hash may 

occur on the eastern horizon and be visible from the Eastern Space. From that 

direction, it will appear before the sun does and thus illuminate a space filled 

with a different colored light than that in the Western Space. The twilight arch 

w ill be visible from the Eastern Space as w ell as from the fumarole space above 

and, from the lower vantage, look different. And so, on and on. 

Light and its perception at Roden Crater w ill involve sequence. Our relation¬ 

ship with the light w ill be aflected by our position on the crater and by the wav 

and the order in which we move from one area to another. As w e proceed from 
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location to location across the exterior open spaces of the mountain, w e w ill 

precondition ourselves for the perception of the interior spaces we are about to 

enter. Within the inner spaces, as w e move from chamber to chamber, the light 

that comes into these rooms will be affected not only by its direction but also by 

ours. I'he light w ill sometimes hang suspended inside the spaces; it w ill some¬ 

times divide them. As the day changes, the light will soften; as the seasons 

change, it w ill shift. How’ it looks will depend on w here we are: the light in the 

spaces facing north and south w ill have different rhythms from those facing east 

and w est. All these mvriad lights w ill be altered by a hundred factors, including 

the variables that w e ourselves bring to their perception. 

I'he visual parameters of Roden Crater will involve light and space, and how 

thev change through time. In dlirreirs words: 

. . . Roden Crater has knowledge in it, and it does something with that knowledge. Envi¬ 

ronmental events occur; a space lights up. Something happens in there, for a moment, or 

for a time. It is an eye, something that is itself perceiving. It is a piece that does not end. It 

is changed by the action of the sun, the moon, the cloud cover, by the day and the season that 

you're there . . . and it keeps changing. When you're there, it has visions, ciualities, and a 

universe ofpossibilities.'^'’ 

d'he universe of possibilities at Roden Oater is complex. I'he volcano w ill 

order our interactions w ith light, space, and time. It affects not only the inten- 

sitv but also the w hole nature of our perceptual experiences. Fhe Roden Crater 

projeet is informed bv the works Ilirrell has been producing for a long time: the 

spaces w ill be like the projection pieces, the shallow space constructions, the 

w edgew'orks, the skvspaces, and the space division pieces, but thev will be 

hew n from the natural materials of the volcano and surlaced w ith the sands and 

stones of the surrounding desert. 

d he geologv of the surrounding environment provides an important meta¬ 

phor for more encompassing temporal change. It seems to emphasize that we 

are on the surface of a planet that has existed for a verv long time. I'he immense 

age of the landscape connects us with our astronomical surroundings, d'urrell 

points out that “from w ithin a visual setting of geological time, the crater w ill 

sense and respond to celestial time.”'" In these terms, the Roden Oater project 

will expose what are perhaps the most profound connections betw een light and 

space. 

It is also metaphoricallv, or perhaps just poeticalh', important that the site is a 

volcano. Our very existence is fundamentallv tied to volcanic processes, d'he 

evolution ol the planet and the lile on it has depended to some large degree on 

tectonic events. " Not only Roden (Crater, but also the light in the skv around it 

will suggest something of this importance. Sunrises and sunsets are connected 

with voleanic activity because suspended particles affect the scattering and ab- 
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sorption ot sunlight. The amount of particulate matter in the air depends to 

some degree on local conditions, such as dust storms in the desert, and to an 

even greater degree on far distant events, such as eruptions in other parts of the 

world. The explosion of Fd Chichon in southern Mexico in 1982, less famous 

but far more powerful than the earlier eruption of Mount St. I lelens, placed 

huge amounts of dust in the upper atmosphere and produced spectacular sun¬ 

rises and sunsets throughout the world, including those seen at Roden (water. 

Fdow w e see the light in these twilight displays is cxMiditioned bv w hat we know 

of it. 

1 he Roden Crater project will work in phase w ith nature. It w ill extend our 

know ledge of the relationships between different kinds of spaces, including our 

ow n internal psychological spaces and the external world. Seeing the visual 

components of Roden Crater will require time. In order to understand the com¬ 

plexities of the place, we w ill need to become aw are of our ow n perceptual 

range, since a major part of the crater’s content w ill involve processes of apper¬ 

ception. In this regard, it is not so much the object that interests llirrell, but 

w hat the object makes us aware of - the power and compass of our own percep¬ 

tion. 1 he crater is a focusing device that puts us w ithin view of a great manv 

things, including our ow n seeing. As we progress through the site, through its 

various levels and spaces, it will prepare us to look at the light. In durrell’s 

terms, the crater w ill make us pav the price of admission, and, having done so, 

w e w ill have some interest in opening our eyes. 

editor’s NOTE: James I'lirrell initially conceived 

what would become the Roden Crater project in 

1972. Roden Crater, in northern Arizona, was cho¬ 

sen as the project site in 1974 and purchased bv the 

artist in 1977. Construction on the Roden Crater 

project began in 1979 and is scheduled for comple¬ 

tion in the 1990s. 

I. Much of the information in this essa\ is based on 

mv conversations w ith James lurrell w hile visiting 

the site in june and Juh' 1983, June and .August 

1984, and .March 1985. During these \ isits I spent 

several \\ eeks at the crater, under \ arx ing w eathcr 

conditions. 

2. For a discussion of this volcanic held see 

I lenrv Hollister Robinson, The San Franciscan Vol¬ 

canic Field, Arizona, U.S. (ieological Survey 

Professional Paper 76(1913); I larold S. Colton, Fbe 

Basaltic Cinder Cones and Lava Flows of the San Fran¬ 

cisco Mountain Volcanic Field, rev. ed. (Flagstaff: .Mu¬ 

seum of Northern Arizona, 1967); for an authorita¬ 

tive update of these earlier classics see Fdw ard W. 

Wolfe, “ Fhe Nbicanic Landscape of the San fran- 

cisco X’olcanic Field,” in Landscapes of Arizona: 'The 

GeologicalStotj, cti. Ferah L. Smiley, J. Dale Na¬ 

tions, Frov L. Pewe, and John If Schafer (Lanhan, 

.Maryland: University Press of .America, 1984), 

I 1 i-i 36; for a u.seful general discussion see Dak- 

Nations and Fdmund Stump, Geology oj Arizona 

(Duhu(]uc, Iowa: Kendall/I lunt, 1981), 155-170. 
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3. Roden Crater is described in geological litera¬ 

ture as being of “lappan Age,” a local designation 

referring to lava flows near I'appan Spring dating 

from a perioef between 700,000 and 200,000 years 

ago. See Richard B. Moore, Kdward W. Wolfe and 

Ceorge K. Ulrich, “Cleology of the h'astern and 

Northern Parts of the San Francisco V olcanic 

Field, Arizona,” and “Field Cjiiide to the CeologN' 

of the Fastern and Northern San Francisco Vol¬ 

canic Field, Arizona,” in Geology of Northern Arizona 

with Notes on A rchaeology and Paleoclimate, ed. 'Fhor 

N. V. Karlstrom, (fordon A. Swann, and Ray¬ 

mond L. Eastwood, Ft. 2 ((ieological Society of 

America, Rockv Mountain Section .Meeting, 

Flagstaff, .Vrizona, 1974), 465-520. 

4. 1 he eruption can be dated so precisely be¬ 

cause it covered the pit houses of the Sinagua Indi¬ 

ans then living in the area. Fhe roof beams of these 

dw ellings have been e.xcavated and used for tree 

ring dating. See I larold S. (olton, “ Fhe Sinagua: 

A Summarv of the .Vrchaeologv of the Region of 

Flagstaff, .Vrizona,” Museum of Northern Arizona 

Bulletin 22 (1946); idem, “The Prehistoric Popula¬ 

tion ofthe Flagstaff .Vrea,”P/^//‘etf« 22, no. 2 (1949): 

21-25; see ahso .VIbert H. Schroeder, “I'he f loho- 

kam, Sinagua and the I Iakataya,”.'\/r/7/mf^A;-- 

chaeology, no. 5, Fhe Society for .Vmerican Archae¬ 

ology (Madison: Universit\' of W'isct)nsin Press, 

i960); idem. Of Men and Volcanoes: The Sinagua of 

Northern Arizona (CAohii, Arizona: Southwest Parks 

and Monuments .Vssociation, 1977); fora more re¬ 

cent interpretation of the archeological evidence see 

Peter I. Pilles, Jr., “Sunset Oater and the Sinagua: 

A New Interpretation,” in Volcanic Activity and Hu¬ 

man Ecology, ed. Payson I). Sheets and Donald K. 

(Irayson (New York: Academic Press, 1979), 459- 

485. 

5. Froy L. Peweand Randall CU Updike, San 

Francisco Peaks: A Guidebook to the Geology, 2nd ed. 

(Flagstaff: .Vluseum of Northern .Arizona, 1976); 

sec also Nations and Stump, Geology of Arizona, 

160. 

6. For the Hopi Buttes see Nations and Stump, 

Geology of Arizona, 171; see also |. Keith Rigby, Field 

Guide: Southern Golorado Plateau {Dubut]ue, Iowa: 

Kendall/Hunt, 1977), 45-50; .V. B. Reagan, “Stra¬ 

tigraphy of the Hopi Buttes Volcanic Field,” Pan 

American Geologist yi (1924): 355 -366;J. 'F. I lack, 

“Sedimentation and Voleanism in the I lopi 

Buttes,” Geological Society of A merica Bulletin 5 3 

(1942): 335-372; for an authoritative reecnt report 

see Robert ISutton, “ Fhe (ieolog\' of I lopi 

Buttes, Arizona,” in Geology of Northern Arizona, 

647-671; for a general description of the area 

around Roden Oater see Charles VV. Barnes, 

“Uandscapes of Northeastern .Arizona,” in Land¬ 

scapes of Arizona, 303-325; see also Donald U. Baars, 

Fhe Colorado Plateau: A Geologic History (Albuquer¬ 

que: University of New Ale.xieo Press, 1983). 

7. lames Turrell, “Eight in Space,” in Glass Art 

Society Journal {Cormn^, .New York)(i983-84): 5. 

8. SeeTurrells statement in his exhibitioncata- 

James Turrell: Light and Space, ed. Barbara Has¬ 

kell (New York: Whitney Museum of .American 

Art, 1980), 39. 

9. See, for example, 'FurreH’s statement quoted 

in Keith M. McDonald, “The Roden Crater Proj¬ 

ect,”,S’r^/o«fl/.f/'e4(Januarv 1979): 20: “Of all the 

gardens in the Japanese culture, the kind that I like 

very much is the kind w here you do not see the 

hand of man. Fhere are the traditional rock gardens 

with the raked sand and rock, and then there are 

those where you can’t tell that they’re man-made. 

I hat is very fascinating to me, because you cannot 

tell where the piece of‘art’ ends. Fhis is where the 

ego of the artist begins to dissolye into the grand 

scale of things, and there’s no signature. Fhis is the 

kind of effect I am seeking with Roden Crater - a 

piece that does not end.” 

10. For discussions ofthe eruption seeT. U. Smi¬ 

ley, “'Fhe Geology and Dating of Sunset Crater, 

Flagstaff, .Arizona,” in Guidebook of the Black Mesa 

Basin, Northern Arizona {New Mexico (leological 

Society, Ninth Field Conference, 1958); D. .A. 

Breternitz, “The Eruption(s) of Sunset Crater: 

Dating and Effects,” 40, no. 2 (1967): 72- 

76; E. M. Shoemaker, “Eruption History of Sunset 

Crater, .Arizona: In\ estigator’s .Annual Report,” 

manuscript on file at the Sunset Crater National 

Monument. 

11. Furrell points out that from the higher point 

of yiew, objects out in the landscape will appear to 

be constructed in miniature. Fhe experience is 

analogous to the way things kx)k from airplanes at 

one particular moment during landing approaches. 

Furrell refers to this phenomenon as the “dollhouse 

effect.” 1 he esplanade is the first lecel in a series of 

higher and higher positions on the crater that will 

each in their turn engender a special yisual effect. 

12. Furrell, interyiewed by Kathy I lalbreich, 

Uois Craig, and W illiam Porter, “Pow erful Places,” 

Places I (Fall 1983): 32. 

13. Paul V irilio, Bunker Archeologie{PzVi's-. Outre 

Georges Pompidou, (Y'utrede Creation Indus- 

trielle, 1975). 

14. lurrcll, personal communication w ith au- 



thor, March 1985. This is rurreHs term. In many 

of his earlier w orks, the major effort was e.xpcnded 

of making walls disappear so the light could be 

seen. 

15. lurrell, personal communication with au¬ 

thor, March 1985. 

16. These are the successive north stars most 

often mentioned in introductory astronomy books. 

For a discussion of the geometry of precession see 

W. .M. Smart, Textbook on Spherical Astronomy, 6th 

ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge Unix ersity Press, 

1977), 226-248. 
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Roden Crater Jim Simmerman 

A day and a half we lugged those pipes - 

a hundred fifty pounds apiece 

of gunmetal-gray Korean steel - 

lugged them, shoved them, dragged them, 

cussed them finally through cinder and sand, 

through gaunt cholla cactus 

that bit at our ankles and up 

the crusty grade of the bottom-most ridge. 

Two thousand plus of them, ten foot each: 

from a low-flying plane it must have looked 

like some slow-motion godgame of pick-up-sticks. 

Our job was to replace the waterline 

that ran a mile and more from a well 

up and over and into the thing, 

with the desert wind whistling 

for its supper of bones, and the sun 

on our heads like a ton of hot bricks. 

Our job was dirty, draining and dumb. 

We did it for nothing, did it for art. 

We knew it was art but it felt like work. 

It looked and tasted and smelled like work, 

like every peanut-paying, back-busting job 

I ever swore I’d never do again. 

What we were doing was “sculpting” a crater 

in a landscape of volcanic slag 

so primitive and grim we had to squat 

on our heels not to blister our butts, 

had to scrabble and scrounge like lizards 

for enough shade to collapse in. 

We collapsed. We revived. W’e evolved 

in reverse: shedding clothes 

like worn-out skin, thinking from our bow els. 

We thought w e understood our end. 
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had devoured the literature, digested the plans: 

aeeording to someone, “the Sistine Cdiapel 

of Ameriea”; to someone else, 

“the Stonehenge of the nuelear millennium.” 

In a hundred degrees of brain-broiling heat 

the sum of my thoughts for the future 

was getting home, a bath, some sleep. 

It was hard to dream of the dead 

eonic mess twenty, a hundred, a thousand 

years hence: a tunnel gouged 

through the guts of the earth; “sky spaces” 

there like picture \\ indow s onto the uniyerse. 

d'he uniyerse. Damn. How to dream of that 

spraw ling state, its black Hag unfurling 

on eyery horizon, its anthem 

of silence to deafen the dead? 

How to dream fast-forw ard through some 

twelve thousand years: the new gods, the new 

e.xtinctions, the insouciant do-si-do ot the stars? 

Idle North Star having strayed by then 

and a new, perhaps more brilliant star 

to steer some burned-out workman home. . . . 

1 here’d be a place to pinpoint that 

in a place already eons old. 

Or e.xiting the tunnel in the bull’s-eye 

of the crater bowl, the sun precisely aligned, 

you’d sw ear you w ere w alking out on the world 

and into a heaven made w holly of light. 

I had no experience to measure it by, but 

for a movie I saw as a boy: I'he Mole People, 

a race of mutants so long underground 

darkness had made blisters of their eyes; 

light was lethal. Fallen into sudden holes, 

our heroes blundered the length of the him 

dow n every blind alley in that buried tow n 

until, at long last, they’re collared and sentenced 

the Funnel ol Death w as a torturous 

tease, a hike into the w axing daw n. 

I wouldn’t know art if I fell in it 

but know' that movie worked for me; 

for all its schlock and cheap effects 

it kept me w ide-eyed all the night. 



checking the closets and under the bed. 

Imagination made me sw eat. 

I forged the oomph for one last climb 

up and over the crater’s east wall - 

dragging my shadow along by the heels, 

breathing double-time- 

to w atch the Painted Desert 

burn away into the smoke of night. . . . 

I might have been a Moleman then, 

or at least a kid w ho believed in them - 

that’s how' mortal and measlv 

that time-w arped vista made me feel, 

alone up there w ith nothing 

to look forw ard to but darkness 

and a long haul home, a few' hours rest, 

then back to the universitv w here I teach 

each year more of w hat I understand less. 

Still, there w as a moment or tw o, 

perched at the peak of that desolate place, 

w hen I thought I understood as w ell 

as probably I ever will 

that w here we live and breathe and sweat 

is a blind rock lunging through spaee. . . . 

And thought I understood, for that, 

w hat had dragged us to Roden Crater 

w ith nothing to leave in the world but our w ork 

and nothing to take out of it forever. 

editor’s NOTE: Thi.s poem first appeared in, and 

was copyrighted by, Quarterly West in 1985, and is 

reprinted here with their permission. 
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76 (x)nstruction photograph with view of Pioneer Square, 1982 
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Under the overcast, Channel Islands, 1975 
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Janies Turrell and Julia Brown, 1985 
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Mew of light source. Center on (Contemporary 
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Photo: Colleen Chartier 
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V iew ot light from behind. Center on Contempo¬ 
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Photo: Colleen Chartier 
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23' 5/8". (Center on Contemporary Art, Seattle. 
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Contemporarv .Vrt, Seattle. 
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Paint and hnish. Center on (Contemporari' .Vrt, 

Seattle. 
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Amba, 1982 

Fluorescent mix, 11 '6" X 32' X 34'. Installation at 

the Center on Contemporary Art, Seattle. (Collec¬ 
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Photo: Mark Sullo 
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Construction photograph. House of Wax, 1982 

Inspection of hnish painting. Center on Contempo¬ 
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Fluorescent light. Israel Museum, Jerusalem. Col¬ 
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Photo courtesy Israel Museum 
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Oca (left), A’owo (right), 1984 
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Street Project, San Francisco. Collection of the 
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Photo: M. Lee Fatherree 
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Wolf (dav), 1984 

Capp Street Project, San Francisco. 

Photo: M. Lee Fatherree 
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Upstairs window transparent, downstairs w indow 

transluscent. Capp Street Project, San Francisco. 
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Ub^'(twilight), 1984 

Capp Street Project, San Francisco. 
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transluscent. (iapp Street Project, San Francisco. 
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Blue Uh/( (night), 1983 
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the Musee National d’.Vrte Moderne, Paris. 
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Red Around {n\^hx), 1983 

Natural light and fluorescent mix. Installation at 

the Musee National d’Arte Aloderne, Paris. 
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Construction photograph, Meeting, 1980 

Project Studios I, New York. 

Photo: Walter Mariam L'olde 
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Construction photograph, Meeting, 1980 

Placing outside beams. Project Studios 1, 

New York. 

Photo: Walter Mariam Uolde 
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Construction photograph. Meeting, 1980 

Outside beams in place. Project Studios 1, 

New A’ork. 

Photo: Walter Mariam Uolde 
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Construction photograph. Meeting, 1980 

Roof remot ed. Project Studios 1, New Abrk. 

Photo: Walter Mariam Uolde 
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Drawing for Skyspace Series, 1977 

Collection of Dr. Giuseppe Panza di Biumo, 

Varese, Italy. 

Photo: Gian Sinigaglia 

Draw ing for Rodan 

60 Meter Crater Space proposed for V illa Scheibler 

and Bonn, West Germany. Collection of Dr. Giu¬ 

seppe Panza di Biumo, V arese, Italy. 
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Planview drawing for Church for Count Giuseppe 

Panza di Biumo, 1977. Collection of Dr. Giuseppe 

Panza di Biumo, V arese, Italy. 

Photo: Squidds Nunns 

27 

FJeyation drawing for Church Ibr Count Giuseppe 

Panza di Biumo, 1977. Collection of Dr. Giuseppe 

Panza di Biumo, V arese, Italy. 

Photo: Squidds & Nunns 

28 

Detail drawing of dome, 1977 

Church tor Count Giuseppe Panza di Biumo, 1977. 

Collection of Dr. Giuseppe Panza di Biumo, 

Varese, Italy. 

Photo: Squidds & Nunns 

29 

Drawing of courtyard space, 1977 

Church for Count Giuseppe Panza di Biumo, 1977. 

Collection of Dr. Giuseppe Panza di Biumo, 

Varese, Italy. 

Photo: Squidds &" Nunns 
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Plan for Pleiades, 198 3 

Draw ing for construction of piece at the Mattress 

Factory, Pittsburgh, Pennsyh ania. Collection of 

Barbara Luderow ski. 
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//ow (detail), 1983 

Installation at the .Vlusee National d’.Arte Mo- 

derne, Paris. 

Photo: Nance Caldenvood 

32 

Shadow of Helio Courier on desert near Roden 

Crater, 1977 

Faken through back window of plane. 

Photo: Ad Peterson 

33 
Drawing for “james turrell” by Lucebert, 1970 

Poem & drawing from Voor I ridenden Dierne en Ge- 

dichten. Van Lanschot Bankiers N.V7, .Amsterdam, 

Holland, 1979. 

34 

Low over w ater at dusk, 1976 

Photo: James Turrell 
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Wedgeivork 111,1969 

Fluorescent light, scaled lor i6'8" space. Installa¬ 

tion at the Stedelijk Museum, .Amsterdam, 1976. 

Collection of the artist. 

Photo courtesy Stedelijk Museum 
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Flying east at dusk, 1976 

Photo: James 'Turrell 
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37 
Roniii, 1969 

Fluorescent light, i6'8"x 12' X 8", Installation at 

the Stetleiijk Museum, Amsterdam, 1976. Ciollee- 

tion of the artist. 

Photo courtesy Stedelijk Museum 

3^ 

Hallvsedge, 1976 

f'luoreseent light, 8' X 3'2"x 12'8". Installation at 

the Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam. 

Photo courtesy Stedelijk Museum 

39 

Dr. and .Mrs. Cliuseppe Panza tii Ifiumow ith 

1 lelen \\ inkier (formerly of the l)I.\ Foundation), 

1974. Flagstaff, .\rizona. 

Photo: James Purrell 

40 

.Main and I lill Street Studio, 1972 

Santa .Monica, Calitornia 

Photo: fames Purrell 

4' 

lames durrell, 1966 

.Main and Hill Street Studio, Santa .Monica, 

California 

Photo: James Purrell 

M 

Studio interior, 1966 

.Main and Hill Street Studio, Santa .Monica, 

Calitornia 

Photo: James Purrell 

43 
Music for the Men dot a, 1969 

Black and white photograph by the artist, 6" X 8". 

I aght, multiple exposure of spaces 4 and 5. (See 

draw ing 54, Music for the Mendota.) (Collection of Fd 

and .Melinda Wortz, Pasadena, California. 

Photo reproduction: Squidds &' \’unns 

44 

Music for the Mendota (detail trom space 7), 1969 

Polaroiil photo by the artist 4 1/2" X 5 1/2". (See 

drawing 54, Musk for the Mendota.) Collection of Fd 

and .Melinda W'ortz, Pasadena, California. 

Photo: Squidds S unns 

4.3 

Music for the .Mendota: .Mendota Stoppages, 1970-71 

Ink on paper. Collection of'Fhordis .Moeller, New 

\brk. 

Photo: Friedrich Rosens tie I 

46 

Dining room with hard light from kitchen, 1973 

.Main and I lill Street Studio, Santa .Monica, 

California 

Photo: James Purrell 

4 / 

Dining room with soft light from kitchen, 1973 

.Main and 1 lill Street Studio, Santa .Monica, 

California 

Photo: James Turrell 

48 

Lunette 1974 

Interior light, argon light, and direct sky. Collec¬ 

tion of Dr. Ciuseppe Panza di Biumo, \’arese, 

Itah. 

Photo: Giorgio Colombo 

49 

Lwwc/'/c (night), 1974 

Interior light, argon light, and direct sky. Collec¬ 

tion of Dr. Ciuseppe Panza di Biumo, \'arese, 

Italy. 

Photo: Giorgio Colomho 

.sO 

Virga (day), 1974 

Skylight and fluorescent mix. Collection of Dr. 

(iiuseppe Panza di Biumo, X’arese, Italy. 

Photo: Giorgio Colombo 

51 

(night), 1974 

Skylight and fluorescent mix. Collection of Dr. 

Ciuseppe Panza di Biumo, \'arese, Italy. 

Photo: Giorgio Colombo 

52 

Skyspace 1 (da\), 1972 

Interior light and open sky. Collection of Dr. Ciu¬ 

seppe Panza di Biumo, \ are.se, Italy. 

Photo: Jantes TurrelI 

.33 
Skyspace 1 (twilight), 1972 

Interior light and open sk\'. Collection of Dr. Ciu- 
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seppe Panza di Biumo, \’arese, Italy- 

Photo: Giorgio Colombo 

54 

Skyspace I (day), 1972 

Skylight and tungsten light. Collection of Dr. Ciu- 

seppe Panza di Biumo, Varese, Italy. 

Photo: Giorgio Colombo 

55 
Skyspace I (night), 1972 

Interior light and open sky. Collection ot Dr. Ciu- 

seppe Panza di Biumo, Varese, Italy. 

Photo: Giorgio Colombo 

56 
Roden Crater, 1982 

Looking east. 

Photo: James Turreip Dick Wiser 

57 

Afriim-Proto, 1967 

Quartz-halogen, scaled tor 10' ceiling. Installation 

at the Whitney Museum of .Vmerican Art, New 

York, 1980. Collection of Kd and Melinda VV'ortz, 

Pasadena, California. 

Photo: John Cliett 

58 

Tollyn, 1967 

lungsten light, i 2' X 28". Studio installation, Los 

.Vngeles. Collection of Dr. Giuseppe Panza di 

Biumo, Milan, Italy. 

Photo: James Turrell 

59 

Decker, 1967 

Projected .xenon light, scaled for 10' ceiling. Instal¬ 

lation at the VV hitney Museum of American Art, 

New V'ork, 1980. Collection of the artist. 

Photo: Warren Silverman 

60 

Model for the Domaine Clos Pegase U inery, 1984 

Robert Mangurian/James l urrell collaboration. 

Plaster and pigments on plywood base, 

36" X 60" X 60". Collection of Robert .Mangurian, 

Venice, California. 

Photo courtesy San Francisco Museum of Modern Art 

61 

Roden Crater (aerial yiew ), 1982 

Looking east. 

Photo: James Turrell, Dick Wiser 

62 

Roden Crater and cross-section with fumarole arc, 

1985 

Photographic emulsion w ith conte cra\ ()n and 

graphite on mylar, 41 i/4''X55 3/4". Collection of 

Gail and Barr\’ Berkus, Santa Barbara, (California. 

Photo: William Settles, courtesy Malinda Wyatt 

Gallery 

63 
Lumarole w ith yiew into Painted Desert, iy81 

I emporary sur\ e\' pithouse show n at top of 

lumarole. 

Photo: George Wray 

64 

Fumarole walkway with solar and lunar align¬ 

ments, 1983 

Photographic emulsion, graphite and conte crason 

on mylar, 27" X 37". Collection of Robert and .Mar\’ 

Looker, Santa Barbara, California. 

Photo: William Settles, courtesy Ace Gallery 

65 
Ibpographic stiiwey drawing, 1980 

Ink and pencil on m\'lar, re\ erse print, 42" X 72". 

Collection of Robert Rowan. 

Photo courtesy Skystone 

66 

Lopographic draw ing (cut and fill and tunnel align¬ 

ment), 1980 

Ink and pencil on m\ lar, reyerse print, 36" X 72". 

Collection of Peter Coan, New York. 

Photo courtesy Skystone 

67 

Crater bow l after initial shaping, 1984 

Photo: Michael ) ost 

68 

Initial crater topo, 1983-84 

Wax and pastel on m\ lar and yelum sandw ich, 

34" X 34". Collection of Joan and Frederick M. 

Nicholas, Los .Vngeles. 

Photo: William Settles 

69 

Roden (Crater bowl looking north, 1984 

Photo: Michael ) 'ost 



70 
Rt)den Crater, 1982 

Looking northeast. 

Photo: James Tamil 

71 

Roden Crater, 198 3 

Looking northeast. 

Photo: Michael Yost 

7^ 

Roden Crater, 1984 

Looking northeast. 

Photo: Michael Yost 

n 
Roden Crater, 1984 

I .ooking northeast. 

Photo: Michael Yost 

/ 4 

Roden Crater rim (dusk), 1981 

Photo: George Wray 

75 
Dr. Richard Walker, astronomer, U.S. Nat al 

Observatory, and Michael \bst. Project Director, 

Roden Crater, 1985 

I ,aying pipe at Roden Crater, 1985. 

Photo: Kris McClusky 

Construction photograph with view of Pioneer 

Scjuare, 1982 

Installation at the Center on Contemporary ,\rts, 

Seattle. 

Photo: Colleen Chartier 

77 

lames lurrell, 1982 

Construction photograph of A'Wtf, Israel .Museum, 

Jerusalem. 

Photo courtesy Israel Museum 

Roden Crater (survey frame 5752), 1982 

10,200ft., 9 i/2"X9 i/2"contact. 

Collection of the artist. 

Photo: I. K. Curtis 
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Fellows of 
Contemporary Art 

The concept of the Fellow s of Contemporary Art, 

as developed by its founding members, is unique. 

We are an independent organization established in 

1975. We do not raise funds. Monies received from 

dues are used to underw rite our e.xhibitions and to 

support tax-exempt educational institutions active 

in the held of contemporary art. We maintain no 

permanent facility and no permanent collection but 

rather utilize alternative spaces. In addition to the 

exhibition schedule, the Fellow s maintain an active 

membership education program. 

1976 

Ed Moses Drawings 1958-1976 

Frederick S. Wight Art Gallery 

University of California, Los Angeles 

July 13-August 15, 1976 

Catalog with essay by Joseph Masheck 

1977 

Unstretched Surfaces/Surfaces Fibres 

Los Angeles Institute of Contemporary Art 

November 5-December 16, 1977 

Catalog with essays by Jean-Luc Bordeaux, Alfred 

Pacquement, and Pontus Hulten 

1978- 80 

Wallace Berman Retrospective 

Otis Art Institute Gallery, Los Angeles 

October 24-November 25, 1978 

Catalog w ith essays by Robert Duncan and Da\'id 

Meltzer 

Exhibition traveled to: Fort Worth Art Museum, 

Texas; University Art Museum, University of Cal¬ 

ifornia, Berkeley; Seattle Art Museum, 

Washington. 

1979- 80 

Vija Celmins, A Survey Exhibition 

New'port Harbor Art Museum 

Newport Beach, California 

December 15, 1979-February 3, 1980 

Catalog with essay by Susan C. Larsen 

Exhibition traveled to: The Arts Club of Chicago, 

Illinois; The Hudson River Museum, Yonkers, 

New York; The Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washing¬ 

ton, D.C. 

1980 

Variations: Five Los Angeles Painters 

University Art Galleries 

University of Southern California, Los Angeles 

October 2o-November 23, 1980 

Catalog with essay by Susan C. Larsen 

1981- 82 

Craig Kauffman Comprehensive Survey 1957- 

1980 

La Jolla Museum of Contemporarv Art 

La Jolla, California 

March 14-Mav 3, 1981 

Catalog with essay by Robert .McDonald 

Exhibition traveled to: Eh’ehjem .Museum of .\rt. 

University of V\ isconsin, .Madison; .Vnderson Gal¬ 

lery, V irginia Commonwealth Uni\’ersitv, Rich¬ 

mond; The Oakland .Vluseum, California. 

[981-82 

Paul Wonner: .Ybstract Realist 

San Francisco .Vluseum of .Vlodern .Vrt 

San Francisco, California 

October i-November 22, 1981 

Catalog with essay by George W. Neubert 

Exhibition traveled to: .Vlarion Koogler .VlcNav .\rt 

Institute, San .Antonio, Texas; Los .Angeles .Vlunic- 

ipal .Art Gallery, California. 

1982- 83 

Changing Trends: Content and Style 

Twelve Southern California Painters 

Laguna Beach .Vluseum of .Art 

Laguna Beach, California 

November 18, i982-Januar\’ 3, 1983 

Catalog with essays by Francis Colpitt, Christo¬ 

pher Knight, Peter Plagens, and Robert Smith. Ex¬ 

hibition traveled to: Los .Angeles Institute of Con¬ 

temporary .Art, Los .Angeles, California. 

1983 

V ariations II: Seven Los .Angeles Painters 

Gallery at the Plaza 

Security Pacihc National Bank 

Los .Angeles, California 

May8-June3o, 1983 

Catalog with essay by Constance Mallinson 

1984 

Martha .Alf Retrospective 

Los .Angeles Municipal .Art Gallery 

Los .Angeles, California 



March 6-April i, 1984 

(Catalog with essay by Suzanne Muehnic 

K\hil)ition tra\ eled to: San Francisco Art Institute, 

San FVancisco, (California 

1985 

Sunshine and Shadow: Recent Painting in South¬ 

ern California 

Fisher Callere 

University of Sctuthern (California 

Los Angeles, California 

January 15-Pebruarv 23, 1985 

(Catalog with essay by Susan C. Larsen 
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Occluded Front James Turrell \^'as designed l)y 

Jack W. Stauffacher of the Cireenwood Press, 

San Francisco, California. F)'pe is Kis-Janson, 

set by Wilsted & 'FaN’lor, Oakland, California. 

Printed on Centura Dull loo # by Ciardncr/Fulmer, 

Buena Park, California. 7500 copies printed. 
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