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JAMES
TURRELL:
SKYSPACES

In the 1970s, the American artist James Turrell began a series of
works that he describes generically as “skyspaces”. These are enclosed
spaces — rooms or free-standing structures — open to the sky through
rectangular or circular apertures in the roof. While they appear to be
architectural in nature, these spaces exist solely to create the light
effects and perceptual events that constitute Turrell’s art.
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JAMES TURRELL: SKYSPACES

View from inside, skyspace with square aperture
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By Denis G. Pelli

Professor of Psychology and Neural Science, New York University, New York, USA

I am a scientist. Each fall and spring, I take the dozen students in
my Laboratory in Perception class to see Turrell’s skyspace installa-
tion at PS1 in New York. It’s our only field trip. We go to see Turrell’s
piece because it’s the best way I know to teach observation. An emp-
ty room with a large sharp-edged hole in the ceiling. The perimeter
of the room is lined with benches for sitting, and it has some interior
lighting. That’s it. We arrive half an hour before sunset and stay for an
hour, leaving only once it’s dark. I ask the students to bring a jacket, a
wristwatch, and a notebook. And I ask them to write down anything
they find remarkable in their notebooks, recording the time along
with each observation. Sometimes, I announce the moment of equilu-
minance, when the brightness of the sky matches that of the ceiling.
Afterwards, we go to a local restaurant and compare notes. The goal of
this class is for the students to learn science actively. It is no good doing
canned experiments, demonstrating what we already know. We must
explore a topic that is not well understood, to formulate and answer

new questions. As I teach my students, the first step in any scientific
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exploration is to observe. This is seemingly the most passive step, yet
I suspect it is the most creative. There’s more to science than just ob-
serving, yet I think that it is the quality of the observation that most
distinguishes the important discoveries. Nearly all scientific papers
include data, and the data are generally measurements of the world,
i.e. observations. However, there is a broader sense of “observation”
that goes beyond recording to evaluating. Curiosity drives one to pay
attention to one’s world, and as one tries to make sense of it, causes

one to linger on some particular feature that suddenly seems to stick

As I teach my students,
the first step in any scientific
exploration is to observe.
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Skyspace: Boullée’s Eye, Private Collection, Belgium
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out as odd, or beautiful, or strangely hard to explain. Before one has a
specific question, one typically has a vague sense of an area of interest.
The students are accustomed to copying important facts from black-
boards into their notebooks. But most have no experience of wading
through the masses of facts in any real situation to select those that
deserve further attention. Many people have had the experience of
taking a walk in the woods with a naturalist. As you learn the names
and stories of the trees, you see more. An undifferentiated mass of trees
— the forest — becomes a collection of individual maples, birches, and
pines. However, this dramatic enhancement of one’s power of obser-
vation isn’t sufficiently different from a classroom to fully expose the

nature of observation. There’s too much explanation.

It may seem that we are just learning facts from the naturalist’s narra-
tive. Turrell’s skyspace allows each viewer to experience the full glory
of pure observation. You’re there for an hour, and it’s quiet and com-
fortable. You don’t need to know anything in advance. Walking into
the room and sitting down, you’ve already seen all his cards: an illu-
minated room with alarge sharp-edged aperture to the sky. There’s no
trick. You just experience the piece, in the slowness of time. Your mind
wanders. You notice something. The once-distant sky now seems near,
in the same plane as the ceiling. The hole has become a glowing blue
panel. ’m always surprised by the diversity of the students’ observa-
tions, their dynamic perceptual interpretations of the room and sky
— changes in color, reflectance, emission, sharpness, shape, distance,
occlusion, motion, and, recently, sound. One hears the neighborhood
cars, the hot dog vendor, and the passersby. Turrell’s piece requires no
explanation. It is ordinary enough that viewers feel competent to ob-
serve and try to understand. And yet it’s provocative enough to pro-
duce many dramatic visual effects that greatly surprise most viewers.
But the room is just a room. The viewer does all the work, observing
it all and noting what’s remarkable. Turrell stays out of it. There is no
lecture.

Reprinted from: Pelli, D. G. (2005). What is observation? James
Turrell’s skyspace at PS1. In A. M. Torres, James Turrell. Valencia,
Spain: Institut Valencia d’Art Modern (IVAM). ISBN 8448239520.
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