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Abstract 

In the summer of 1968, James Turrell began collaborating with fellow artist Robert Irwin on a project 

for LACMA’s “Art and Technology” program. The project allowed artists to collaborate with local industries 

and would eventually result in an exhibition at LACMA in 1971. Working with Dr. Ed Wortz from the Garrett 

Corporation, the two artists proposed a completely unrealistic and unfeasible installation that would investigate 

issues of perceptual awareness and states of consciousness similar to those when flying or in manned space 

flights. The installation was never created, but, more significantly, in August 1969, Turrell abdicated from the 

project. 

Through three aspects of Turrell’s biography—his Quaker upbringing, long-seated interest in aviation, 

and teaching and activity at Pomona College, my project will explain why Turrell abruptly departed from Art & 

Technology. Furthermore, it will explore Turrell’s multi-faceted and many layered relationship to these three 

biographical topics. For example, in 1960, Turrell volunteered for the draft as a Quaker conscientious objector 

to US military service. As a government-trained pilot for a CIA air-transport organization, Turrell flew plains 

into Tibet and airlifted Buddhist monks that were involved in the revolt against China. Following the 

collaboration, Turrell would teach at Pomona College, a campus undergoing impassioned student protests 

against the Vietnam War and impending draft. He would throw himself into this counterculture atmosphere, and 

create his flare works that employed everyday items that could be purchased at the local hardware store, 

utilizing his students to complete the performances. They lie in striking contrast to his more prominently known 

works of the same time period—the Mendota Stoppages, which use light projectors to create three-dimensional 

objects on a wall in an often serenely quiet setting.  

Ultimately, my project will come to a conjecture that through these three biographical facets of Turrell’s 

life, it is clear Turrell must have been keenly attuned to the technological and militaristic bent of LACMA’s 

“Art and Technology” program, and as a result, quickly decided to terminate his participation. 
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