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Robert Irwin at the construction site of his installation for the Chinati Foundation in Marfa, Tex. Credit Alex Marks for The New York Times

Robert Irwin’s Big
Visions, Barely Seen
Now, at 87, this artist has seen interest increase in
his works, which find the evanescent in the everyday.
MARFA, TEX. — Robert Irwin is not a conceptual artist. But if he were, his trademark concept
over the last half-century might have been devising hugely ambitious public installations that are
virtually guaranteed never to be realized.
There was the 1981 proposal for a soaring walk-in aviary in a dilapidated New Orleans park,
which thoroughly confused the city elders who awarded him the design commission. (“I won the
thing,” Mr. Irwin recalled, “and then I never heard from them again.”) There were the plans for
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projects along the Ohio River in Cincinnati, a park in Fort Worth, Battery Park in New York, a
transit station at Chicago’s O’Hare International Airport, a viaduct in downtown Los Angeles and
the Miami International Airport — which he spent years trying to redesign and which, like all the
other projects, stayed on the drawing board as civic will or money evaporated. What most
people who dream of enlisting an artist to help them re-envision public space really want, “deep
down in their heart of hearts,” Mr. Irwin once said, is “a Henry Moore.”
But Mr. Irwin doesn’t make sculptures or, for that matter, very many of what would be
considered art objects of any kind. Instead, he has spent most of a restless career, based in Los
Angeles and then San Diego, creating subtle, at times vanishingly evanescent, environments
with plain materials — fabric scrim, glass, lights, plants and trees — “to make you a little more
aware than you were the day before,” as he puts it, “of how beautiful the world is.” And now, at
87, after decades of often lonesome proselytizing for his brand of art, he may finally be seeing
the art world coming around to his way of thinking.

A wing of Robert Irwin's permanent installation for the Chinati Foundation in Marfa, Tex., under construction. Credit Jenny Moore

On a recent sun-streaked morning, Mr. Irwin tipped back a hard hat and surveyed cinder-block
walls rising from the arid West Texas scrubland here, the beginnings of what will be the first
permanent installation of its kind designed by him in America, on the grounds of the Chinati
Foundation in Marfa. Founded by the sculptor Donald Judd, Chinati is a mecca of work made
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mostly by minimalist artists who came of age, as Mr. Irwin did, during the 1960s, as painting and
traditional sculpture gave way to a more complex, amorphous vision of what art could do.
Permanent works by many of the artists Mr. Judd admired — Dan Flavin, Carl Andre, John
Wesley — are part of the foundation’s collection, and it is believed he wanted a work by Mr.
Irwin, whom he befriended in the 1970s, to be part of the complex, too. But Mr. Judd died in
1994 before that could happen. And it has taken more than 15 years of false starts, scrapped
plans and painstaking fund-raising for the project, scheduled to open to the public this summer,
to come into being, as simple as the idea may sound: a C-shaped building with no artificial light
(only what comes in through the large, regularly spaced windows); walls of translucent scrim
bisecting the interior, making views inside dissolve into a kind of vapor; and a courtyard with
Palo Verde trees and a collection of jutting basalt columns that suggest a prehistoric skyline.
“I used to come out here all the time, to this part of Texas,” Mr. Irwin said that morning, wearing
a T-shirt and faded jeans and a baseball cap with the words “Old Guys Rule: High Mileage, Low
Maintenance” in a patch on the front. “And I’d ask myself, ‘Why make something here?’ But then
you know the minute you turn off I-10 and start driving this way: The sky changes. It’s amazing.
Every day is like a new event. The sky is everything.”

Robert Irwin at the construction of his permanent installation for the Chinati Foundation in Marfa, Tex. Credit Alex Marks for The New York Times

And if the installation works as he hopes, the sky will be its primary reason for existing. It will
function, he says, as a kind of walk-in Dutch landscape painting, with the towering Texas sky
above a small band of rolling prairie visible through the windows, which will be positioned higher
than those in regular buildings, “to vault you up and out.”
It was Mr. Irwin’s first visit to the work, on the site of a derelict Army hospital, since construction
had started. Though the $5 million project was already substantially underway, he voiced his
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doubts several times as to whether the whole thing would succeed or end up as a monumental
high-desert flop. “I’ve got my fingers crossed,” he said, staring down the building for long
stretches with his hands on his hips, and at one point abruptly deciding to extend the positions
of two walls, redrawing them on the blueprints just a day before construction was to begin.
This highly unorthodox, high-wire way of working has been Mr. Irwin’s calling card since he
abandoned a studio in 1970 and began creating mostly site-specific, or what he calls
“conditional,” pieces, which tend to require Job-like patience on his part and immense faith on
the part of those hoping he will “catch lightning in a bottle,” as he describes it. But once people
are fully within Mr. Irwin’s orbit, they seem willing to follow him to the ends of the earth, no
matter how long and uncertain the journey.

Robert Irwin with Jenny Moore, the Chinati Foundation’s executive director, surveying construction of his installation in Marfa, Tex. Credit Alex Marks for The New York Times

“Do I catch my breath when he moves something at the last minute, and I have to find another
$10,000?” said Jenny Moore, Chinati’s executive director. “Yes, I do. But Bob is the last person
to take anything like that for granted. He’s grateful for every chance to do something right. And I
think it’s amazing that, with all the stories he tells of things that didn’t happen, how much joy and
enthusiasm and hope he still brings to every possible project that comes along.”
After serving in the Army in the late 1940s, Mr. Irwin spent time in several Los Angeles art
schools and started out as a post-Abstract Expressionist painter who, from the beginning, cared
little about the career requirements of the business; he made ends meet betting on horses and
college football games. Turning away from painting, he became one of the best-known
members of the ’60s Southern California movement known as Light and Space, whose
practitioners, including James Turrell, John McCracken, Doug Wheeler and Helen Pashgian,
pioneered a kind of work that turned away from objects and how they might be perceived and
focused instead on the experience of perception itself.
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More so than that of his peers, Mr. Irwin’s work was sometimes barely there, and it can easily
be mistaken for architecture, or landscaping, or interior design, because of his affection for
working outside of galleries and museums, tweaking the everyday world. For several years after
he gave up his studio, his practice consisted of not much more than wandering the country like
a kind of secular holy fool, offering free lectures and advice to students, what he called his
“project of general peripatetic availability.” “Scrim Veil — Black Rectangle — Natural Light,” one
of his most celebrated pieces, created for the Whitney Museum of American Art in 1977, was
just daylight, a white scrim, a painted metal bar and a painted line on the walls.

Attendees viewing Robert Irwin's "Who's Afraid of Red, Yellow & Blue III” at the Pace gallery in London in 2013. Credit 2015 Robert Irwin/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York; Andrew Testa for The New York Times

Add to this hyper-reductionism the fact that many of his temporary works no longer exist and
that, for years, he all but forbade photographs of his pieces, believing pictures misrepresented
them. What it has meant is that Mr. Irwin has long been a spectral figure, even for many
art-world initiates.
“I think you could make a very strong case that he’s one of the 10 most important living
American artists, and of those he’s probably the least well known,” said the writer Lawrence
Weschler, who has been Mr. Irwin’s Boswell. (Mr. Weschler’s “Seeing Is Forgetting the Name of
the Thing One Sees,” originally published in 1982 and updated since, is based on more than 30
years of conversations between the two men.)
But over the last few years, Mr. Irwin’s telephone has been ringing with a kind of interest and
excitement he has rarely experienced.
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Robert Irwin’s “Excursus: Homage to the Square³” at the Dia Art Foundation in Beacon, N.Y. Credit 2015 Robert Irwin/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York; Tony Cenicola,
via The New York Times

Besides Marfa, he is working on a new piece for the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden
in Washington; it will be part of the first museum survey devoted to his work outside his native
California since 1977. The show, which runs from April 7 to Sept. 5, focuses on Mr. Irwin’s rare
early work, including paintings, which he has generally resisted revisiting. (“Usually for me,
when new questions and interest arise, I just shed my skin and move ahead,” he has said.)
He has fielded invitations from The Hague and from Inhotim, the vast contemporary-art complex
in southeast Brazil. He has an evolving, garden-based work underway at the Los Angeles
County Museum of Art. And he recently reconceived one of his most beloved pieces, “Excursus:
Homage to the Square3,” a kind of walk-through scrim village, punctuated with filtered
fluorescent tubes, made originally in 1998 at Dia Center for the Arts in Chelsea and, in its new
form, on view through May 2017 at the Dia Art Foundation’s outpost in Beacon, N.Y., a former
box-printing factory for which Mr. Irwin was the master planner when the building became a
museum in 2003.
“With Bob’s work, I think there’s been a kind of laziness in the art world in terms of
understanding exactly what he’s been doing,” said Jessica Morgan, the Dia foundation’s
director.
But she added that Mr. Irwin’s self-effacing approach, and disdain for much of the money-driven
contemporary art world, has contributed to his under-the-radar status. “The absence of
presence, as they say, means you kind of disappear. I’d say the same thing about a lot of
women artists. If you’re not in the shows, if you’re not in the galleries, it’s as if you don’t
exist.” (Mr. Irwin has long been represented by the prestigious Pace Gallery, but his presence in
the permanent collections of American museums is muted at best.)
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Many people who know Mr. Irwin, who lives in San Diego with his wife, Adele, and their grown
daughter, Anna Grace, say he is slowing as he nears 90. But there was little evidence on
display in Marfa. Mr. Weschler wrote that if Mr. Irwin were to be played in a movie, James
Garner circa “The Rockford Files” would be the best choice, and he indeed exudes that kind of
comfortable-in-his-own-skin charm, but also a bit of the flinty resolve of Paladin, gentleman
gunfighter. As the sun blazed down on the project site that morning, Mr. Irwin spent the better
part of an hour picking the brain of a local grass specialist, who had arrived for what was
expected to be a quick consultation. Chinati workers, wilting, intervened and proposed moving
the conversation to the shade, or breaking for lunch. “Yeah, yeah, lunch,” Mr. Irwin said and
continued to buttonhole the specialist for another 20 minutes.
In a telephone interview in late December, after he had returned once more to Marfa to see the
roof starting to encapsulate his installation, he said he was feeling a little better about how
things were going. “Then again, you never really know until it’s done,” he cautioned.
He added that even with all the new attention directed toward his work, he finds it hard to shake
the Don Quixote feeling that has shadowed him for most of his career. “I still feel like I’ve been
spitting into the wind, and I’ve got a lot of spit on my nose,” he said. “But I guess I’ll keep on
trying, for the same reason that’s kept me going before, which is this: People don’t realize that
ultimately in this life, aesthetics really count.”

