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If it weren’t for the lack of dripping clocks and 
psychedelic creatures, I’d feel as if I had stepped 
inside a Dalí painting. The land surrounding me 
is rocky desert, the sky above me radiant blue and 
the air so mysteriously silent it could be the scene 
of a surrealist dreamscape with tall, multi-armed 
cacti, arid shrubs and curious, colourful crag 
formations all around. In the far distance, a snow-
capped peak is towering to the sky, poking out 

from behind an all-encompassing mountain range 
that is glowing in a deep, terracotta-red hue under 
the heat of the scorching late afternoon sun. It is a 
place of extremes; of bright, intense sunlight, diz-
zying altitude, minimum rainfall and maximum 
thermal amplitude; a place where nature assumes 
striking proportions. 

I’m in the foothills of the Andes, in the 
Calchaquí Valley in northwestern Argentina. 

In a far corner of the vast northern Argentine desert, where the rhythms  
of the sun saturate the endless colour palette of the region’s rich, rugged terrain,  

a series of light installations by artist James Turrell has found a fitting home

58



At the crossroads of the 
Chilean Atacama desert 
and the Bolivian highlands, 
this remote corner of South 
America is a constant surprise with landscapes that 
change at every glimpse. Here, each canyon, each 
plateau and each hill constitutes a microcosm of its 
own in terms of flora, fauna, geology, texture and 
climate, even. With an average altitude of 2,000 
metres above sea level and mountains reaching 
over 6,000 metres, the region owes its painterly, 
almost eerie geology to sedimentary accumula-
tion and erosion caused by the motion of glaciers 
that covered the area some 10,000 years ago. Today, 
barren terraced slopes decline into the verdant car-
ob-tree-dotted banks of the Calchaquí River and 
steep, striped ravines – quebradas, as the locals call 
them – in saturated, earthy colours reminiscent of 
a box of crayons compete with the brightness of the 
valley’s panoply of blooming cacti. Condor circle 
overhead, while on the ground, a wildlife world of 
pumas, vicuñas, llamas, guanacos and foxes has 
marked the dusty, sun-baked land with claw-shaped 

footprints. Rainfall in the 
area is as scarce as human 
population, which is concen-
trated in a handful of Inca 

pueblos, located hours away from one another. 
Profoundly arid yet surprisingly lush, with fertile 
farmland along the riverbanks producing quinoa, 
maize and potatoes, this land of arresting contrasts 
is home to the highest-altitude winery in the world: 
Bodega Colomé. 

The vegetation at Colomé unfolds like a pic-
ture-book view of a secluded oasis. On a surface 
of over 20 square kilometres, a carpet of aromatic 
thyme shrubs, aloe vera, cacti and flowering lavender 
sprawls out, interspersed with organic vegetable 
patches and rows of sun-drenched vines, including 
Malbec, Cabernet Sauvignon and Torrontés vari-
eties. “We incorporate an ancestral worldview into 
the agricultural management of the vineyards and 
the farmland by planning our practices in agree-
ment with the rhythms of the sun, the moon and the 
planets,” says Pedro Aquino, Colomé’s sommelier, 
as he takes me on a stroll around the vast grounds. 

We’re on the main estate, 2,240 metres above sea 
level, but Colomé counts three further vineyards, the 
highest of which – the aptly named Altura Máxima 
Estate – lies at a record-breaking elevation of 3,111 
metres. “The higher the altitude, the greater the 
exposure to the sun and the wider the thermal dif-
ferences between day and night,” Aquino explains. 
“Those factors facilitate the balanced development of 
the grapes, which produce a thicker, darker skin and 
mature more slowly. The result is a wine of greater 
intensity, aroma and colour.” 

But, more than altitude and agroecological 
commitments, what truly sets Colomé apart from 
other vineyards is the unique light of the Calchaquí 
Valley. During the prolonged dry season, which 
spans from April to November, the Valley’s consist-
ently clear, cloud-free skies enhance the radiance 
of the sun and with it, its powerful effect on the 
grapes and the landscape around them. Like a 
painter layering paint onto a blank canvas, the sun 
basks the surrounding terrain in an intense glow 
that amplifies and enhances its weird and won-
derful geological, textural 
and tonal features to mes-
merising effect. Throughout 

the day, the colours of nature’s canvas change, 
forming a different palette as the sun rises, shines 
and sets. When the first rays appear from behind 
the distant eastern mountains in the early morning, 
it seems as if each rock and pebble is awakened by 
the soft light, vividly glowing in tones ranging from 
orange-ochre to emerald green against the bright 
blue sky. Then, as the sun moves overhead, its rays 
becoming more concentrated and the heat gradu-
ally building up, the hills’ hues fade to a dusty grey 
and brown under a blanket of misty haze. Only 
with the setting of the sun on the horizon, the light 
returns to this magical soft glow that intensifies the 
natural colours once more before the starlit night 
falls. The spectacle reminds of an ever-evolving 
masterpiece, the sun being the artist, the light the 
paint and nature the canvas. 

Remoteness. Clear skies. Spellbinding nat-
ural light. All of this is prime working material for 
the pioneer of the ‘Light and Space’ art movement, 
James Turrell. Turrell is known to be drawn to the 
far-away corners of the world for his site-specific 

installations: a distinct volcanic 
crater in the Arizona desert (his 
magnum opus, the Roden Crater, 

Unseen Blue, 2002, Skyspace.  
© James Turrell. Photo by Florian Holzherr

On the road to Colomé: the drive through  
the Calchaquí Valley passes fertile riverbanks,  

dotted with shrubs and carob trees
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1977-present), an imposing pyramid in Mexico’s 
Yucatán Peninsula (Agua de Luz, 2011, at Cenote 
Santa Maria), and Colomé, where the only gallery 
in the world solely dedicated to the artist’s work is 
located. The 1,700 sqm James Turrell Museum was 
opened in 2009 by the estate’s owner, the Swiss entre-
preneur and art collector Donald Hess, who needed 
a space to house, but more importantly exhibit, the 
nine Turrell light installations that he had acquired 
over the course of time. Before the construction 
started, he rang up Turrell to tell him about his plan. 
When Hess described the long journey to Colomé – 
a two-hour flight from Buenos Aires to Salta and a 
seemingly endless six-hour 4×4 drive through the 
desert – Turrell’s voice allegedly lit up. He liked the 
sound of the location, which reminded him of the 
barrenness of his beloved Arizona, and said: “I have 
to suffer for creating my art. It is just right if visitors 
need to suffer too.” 

Accessible only via a dirt track that snakes its 
way through the cactus-studded Parque Nacional 
Los Cardones via the tiny adobe settlements of 
Cachi and Molinos, the drive to Colomé is an 
odyssey in itself. A couple of hours in, we have our 

first puncture. With impressive views over mul-
ti-coloured canyons and lush valleys, however, 
having to replace a flat tyre is hardly a nuisance. 
In fact, this complicated journey is key for under-
standing and appreciating the sheer singularity of 
Turrell’s art. Turrell plays with perception, isolation 
and displacement in each of his nine site-specific 
installations here, which range from geometric 
light sculptures to entire rooms inhabited by diz-
zying colour and light. “Imagine the same museum 
in the middle of London,” says Myrtha Steiner, the 
museum’s curator. “Visitors would rush in, coming 
from the loud city, their perception blocked by all 
the thoughts and concerns of their daily life. When 
visitors reach Colomé however, the daily life is 
already far away. They arrive, impressed by what 
they saw on the journey, their perception open to 
the beauty of the nature and its light. They don’t 
just see the works, they experience them in the way 
intended by Turrell.” 

Experiencing Turrell’s art means letting your 
senses be immersed in the intensity of the atmos-
phere’s ever-changing light. The museum at Colomé 
was designed with the four points of compass in 
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mind to allow Turrell to strengthen or soften the 
colours of some of his installations with the shifting 
position of the sun. In the late afternoon, when the 
sunrays shine directly into City of Arhirit (1976), 
the installation’s series of light-filled rooms – each 
of which represent a different part of the light spec-
trum – glow in vivid, seemingly tangible shades. 
Had I visited City of Arhirit in the morning, I 
would have witnessed it bathed in a soft, pastel hue 
instead. The artist specifically arranged the order 
of the works at Colomé, carefully choreographing 
the visitor’s path through the museum. By the time 
I reach the final installation, Unseen Blue (2002), I 
have dived through the full spectrum of light: green 
triangles, so bright that I am almost compelled to 
touch them; fluorescent purple rectangles; and a set 
of pyramidal white stairs that lead to what appears 
to be a blue void. Turrell does with light what other 
artists do with paint on canvas. He materializes the 
immaterial, teaching the viewer that the “thingness 
of light” – as he likes to call it – can be an object of 
art in its own right. 

The museum’s remote, high-altitude location 
has more benefits, however, than preparing the 
viewer sensorily for the experience within. Unseen 
Blue, Skyspace, an open-top, walk-in sky observa-
tory and the crowning glory of the collection, relies 
on the Calchaquí Valley’s exuberantly clear skies 
to work its magic. There are more than 70 Turrell 
Skyspaces around the globe, but the installations’ 
characteristic interplay between artificial light and 
natural sky is rarely as unobstructed by light pollu-
tion as here at Colomé. Dusk has begun to fall as I 
lay down on a mat on the black granite floor, placed 
right under the Skyspace’s square aperture in the 
ceiling. Around me is complete silence. Above me, 
the sunset sky shines in cobalt blue. Gazing up at it, 
framed by the snow-white ceiling, the sky appears 
so flat and two-dimensional, its shade so dazzling, 
I find it hard to believe that this perfect square 
of Yves Klein blue hasn’t been painted on. Then, 
Turrell subtly changes the colour of the ceiling 
surrounding the square aperture to the sky: neon 
yellow, slowly merging into highlighter-pen green, 
blue, pink and orange. With each light effect, the 
viewer’s perception is manipulated and the sky’s 
natural tone shifts in tandem, gleaming like an 
ever-changing monochrome painting in electric 
blue and deep navy, warm azure and the darkest 
black. When the ceiling returns to its original white 
hue after the 40-minute spectacle, night has set in 
and the stars are twinkling overhead. Hypnotised, 
I lift my arm to reach for them, the sky seemingly 
close enough to touch.

And here I am, 2,240 metres up, miles away 
from the nearest town, trying to grab the stars. 
Slowly, my voice of reason kicks in again, repeating 
to myself that the stars are light-years away. As 
if woken from a dream, I replay the Skyspace’s 
magic in my head until suddenly, I’m reminded of 
the desert surrounding me – its stupefying vast-
ness and its otherworldly terrain that perpetually 
changes with the shifting sun. Then, I realise that 
it’s one and the same spell I am under. Whether it’s 
Turrell or the light of the Calchaquí Valley, both 
have zoomed in on the canvas of nature through 
a rainbow-coloured filter for me, magnifying its 
beauty, one ray at a time. 

Unseen Blue, 2002, Skyspace. ©James Turrell. 

Photo by Florian Holzherr

page 58 City of Arhirit, 1976,  
light installation. Photo by Florian Holzherr

page 59 Portrait of James Turrell.  

Photo by Florian Holzherr
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