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I’d like to start by asking about your background. You are a trained engineer. How and 
why did you become an artist? 

I was exposed to photography by my grandfather, and to science by 
my father. My father was an aerospace engineer who encouraged my 
involvement with science and technology. Growing up, a lot of our 
dinner conversations revolved around his !eld and he helped me set 
up a laboratory in our basement where I could experiment. I went to 
Brooklyn Technical High School to study pre-electrical engineering, 
graduating in 1959. I then went to the Carnegie Institute of 
Technology, where I studied electrical engineering before receiving 
a Bachelor of Science degree in 1963. I spent the summer of 1963 
studying photography and mural painting at the Instituto Allende 
in San Miguel de Allende in Mexico, after which I traveled to Los 
Angeles to take an engineering job at Wyle Laboratories. I was 
employed as a senior instrumentation engineer. I worked on special 
projects and was tasked with designing and constructing the high 
intensity acoustic/vibration test laboratories for NASA Houston.
I left engineering in 1967 because I had an automobile accident 
that put me on crutches for a year. Disability insurance provided 
me with enough income that I didn’t have to work, so I focused on 
photography. One of my !rst assignments in 1968 was photographing 
Frank Stella prints for the back cover of Artforum magazine. At the 
time I was sharing a Venice Beach studio with Charles Maddox, one 
of the early kinetic sculptors. In 1970, Charles got a job teaching 
in New Mexico, so I ended up having his studio totally to myself. 
I began experimenting using his wood lathe, horizontally spinning a 
metal cylindrical mold partially !lled with colored polyester resin. 
I started out using three colors: violet, amber, and blue. The 
results were my !rst multi-layer, multi-colored polyester cylinders, 
which I then cut into various shapes to make my !rst pieces of 
plastic sculpture.

Eric Orr, John McCracken, and John Altoon were my immediate neighbors 
and we all became good friends. In early 1969, John Altoon died and 
his widow Roberta gave me their studio, which had been designed for 
them by Frank Gehry. I acquired a small, vertical multiple-speed 
turntable for casting my twenty-inch diameter parabolic lenses.  
I worked and lived in that same Venice Beach studio until 2019, and 
continued making three-color/three-layer polyester castings until 
the last day.

In 1972, my next door neighbor, John McCracken said, “I’ve made 
enough black sculptures,” and gave me his can of black pigment, 
which I used to make my !rst opaque casting. It came out great,  
but it was different than anything I had ever thought about making. 
My secretary Margret Willard liked it a lot and suggested that I 
make a white one, which was also successful, as were the gray lenses 
that resulted from combining black and white. Experiments with 
opacity, partial opacity, and partial transparency informed the work 
I made over the next years.
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Can you tell us a little bit about the work you did for NASA? 
I worked for Wyle Laboratories in El Segundo, California, which was 
contracted by NASA to design and build facilities for testing the 
capsules that went to the moon on the Apollo and Gemini missions. 
Those capsules had extreme acoustic vibration problems during launch 
and atmospheric entry. So I built laboratories with very high-
intensity acoustical generators, and all of the instrumentation 
for monitoring effects on the capsules and human occupants. Most 
of the acoustical sound measurement and control instrumentation 
equipment was made by Brüel & Kjær (Sound and Vibration Measurement 
A/S) in Denmark. I traveled to Denmark two times to visit their 
facilities, and I purchased their products for NASA and for other US 
government agencies. I also speci!ed their products for the French 
Atomic Agency laboratory in Bordeaux, France. I spent a couple 
of weeks there teaching the French engineers how to use the B&K 
instrumentation.

Where do you see the cross-pollination between science and art? I think the 
connection is very clear in your own work, but what about art in general? 

I’m probably more aware of it than most artists and I’ve thought a 
lot about it, both in terms of my own work and the institutions that 
surround science and art, respectively. I grew up in science, and 
it’s the basis of my art for sure, but it is also the basis of life 
in the broad sense of the word. Given its importance to human life 
and beyond, it should also be the basis for a certain amount of art.

I spent three years (1977–80) as artist-in-residence at the National 
Air and Space Museum in Washington DC. They provided me with a 
large studio, built and furnished to my speci!cations, in the 
museum basement. The only limitation was that I could not produce 
any fumes, which meant I couldn’t work casting polyester. I started 
making a series of sculptures utilizing multi-layered acrylic shapes 
which I either glued or bolted together. They evolved from pedestal-
mounted spires and arches to wall-hanging arcs, to freely hanging 
sculptures with both linear and spiral forms, to large outdoor 
constructions using alternating layers of painted metal and clear 
acrylic constructions. I also had two major solo exhibitions at the 
National Academy of Sciences in Washington, DC, one in 1976 and 
another in 1981, which resulted in my getting exposure and feedback 
from a large number of scientists from various specialized !elds.  
I am still very involved with the science of energy.

Principles of physics and optics seem particularly relevant to what you do, and the 
parabolic shape seems to be something of a recurring element. What attracted you  
to that particular form? 

I’ve been playing with the parabola since I was about !fteen years 
old. A lot of my interest in it comes from an article I read in 
Popular Mechanics magazine, about how astronomers in the seventeenth 
century used a parabolic mirror to look at the sky—a kind of 
re"ector they made by spinning a can of liquid mercury. (Trouble 
is, mercury is poisonous, and all of those early researchers died.) 
The article also explained that the parabola constitutes the only 
perfect concentration of all forms of energy. I went down into my 

father’s basement and spun a pan of Jello, creating a parabolic top 
surface in the Jello. That process of discovery formed the basis for 
all my vertical spun parabolic lenses. 

You just mentioned something about the parabola being a concentration of energy... 
A parabola channels all energy, in-pinging it, to a single focal 
point. All of my art deals with the subject of energy in one way 
or another. Most of it is optical energy gathered using parabolic 
surfaces, but there’s also wind energy, which I capture in the use 
of certain kinds of shapes. 

Can you tell me more about how you actually make these sculptures? What is your 
process for creating polyester resin pieces, for example? 

Most are made by spinning a liquid about the vertical axis, which 
creates a parabolic shape. 

I can change the speed at which I’m spinning the material for the 
second and third or fourth layers. So you have different parabolas 
overlapping one another but of different focal points. That’s when 
you get into a much more complicated piece, where you have multiple 
focal points that add up internally to much more complex physical 
phenomena, making even more possible visual combinations as you 
look and walk around it. Polishing is also a crucial part of the 
process, as the lenses have to be !nished very carefully to maintain 
the precision of their shapes. All are unique, handmade and come out 
very different.

You’ve been quoted as saying you make “moving art without moving elements.” 
Could you speak a bit more about that? Your sculptures don’t appear to have kinetic 
components, so in what sense can they be said to move? 

I did make a series of hanging spiral acrylic pieces that actually 
rotated as a result of small, naturally occurring air currents.  
I also did a big two-element sculpture in front of the Miami 
airport, which is a vertical-axis windmill designed to turn with 
wind currents. But yes, most of my art has been cast polyester, 
parabolic sculptures that do not move in a kinetic way, and instead 
change appearance with natural changes in light and depending on 
viewing angles. It’s as much about the movement of light as it is 
about the movement of the viewer.

Many of the Light and Space artists have been influenced by the landscape around 
Los Angeles: the sun, the sea, the traffic, etc. 

That’s right. And for me, having lived by the beach in Venice even 
before I started making art, it was always about energy. The sun, 
the wind, the waves—it’s all energy. 

In what other ways did the Los Angeles environment influence you and your practice? 
The atmosphere fostered free experimentation and innovation. Also 
the industrial presence made a lot of interesting things possible. 
For instance, in the early 1970s, I was going to a lot of industrial 
auctions. In 1971, I purchased two large, very heavy-duty turntables 
which had been used to machine the !rst series of atomic bomb 
casings together with the variable speed motors used for powering 
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them. I retro!tted these turntables to spin-cast all of my forty-
inch diameter polyester sculptures—like the two lenses you have in 
this Copenhagen show. 1971 is also the year when I made a larger, 
ninety-six-inch mold and spun-cast my largest three-color/three-layer 
casting with an asymmetrical center, which was a commission for Lenox 
Square in Atlanta.

It seems both the presence of the viewer and their movement have an important role 
to play in your art. Would you say that’s a fundamental difference between West Coast 
and East Coast Minimalism?

That’s one way to look at it. It’s interesting, Donald Judd’s former 
studio is a block away from my New York studio. Judd’s pieces are not 
kinetic in any obvious way. A Judd is a Judd and it doesn’t change. 
So no, the New York school did not, for the most part, consider 
movement a big factor. It’s also interesting to think about someone 
like Rauschenberg, with whom I was close, and whose work has more 
variation than Judd’s but still doesn’t seem to directly address the 
changes in appearance that occur with variations in natural light or 
because of the movement of the spectator, all of which I’m thinking 
about as I make my sculptures.

The 1960s and ‘70s were a turbulent time in Los Angeles and in the US in general; 
there was a lot of talk about race and gender roles. Did you sense that these political 
developments were affecting artists as well? Did they affect the way you viewed your 
own work, for example?

I was involved in all of that for sure. One could say that the 
movement and spirit were all about liberation and freedom of 
expression. That certainly affected us in various ways, but my work 
as such is not politically based.

You seem to be the only Black artist considered part of the so-called Light and Space 
movement—why do you think that is? 

I was living out by the beach in Venice, which was the only beach 
community I could choose to live in as a Black person. Still, there 
were relatively few Black people there, aside from a few musicians. 
There was one Black photographer, Harry Drinkwater, who was right 
across the street from where Larry Bell’s studio is now, just a block 
and a half from where my Venice Beach studio was. He photographed  
a lot of the artists in the area. He had incredible rooftop parties 
on Saturday nights, where I met most of the Los Angeles artists that 
I ended up knowing, but in those days the communities were very local 
and we didn’t pay very much attention to what other artists were 
doing further away. The issues we dealt with were very much related 
to where we were living, and implicit in everything we did—where 
we worked, the people we knew—and in terms of my work, I’ve always 
concentrated on principles like energy and cosmological connections. 
I choose to focus on universal appeal, what we all have in common, 
rather than what separates us, and aimed for the work to be open and 
free for interpretation. I wanted to encourage any viewers to discuss 
all kinds of associations, re"ections, and issues in relation to it.

How did you experience the art scene in 1970s Los Angeles as opposed to the one in 
New York City?

It was totally different, but there were some connections. First of 
all, there were far fewer museums in Los Angeles. The Pasadena Art 
Museum, with Walter Hopps as its director, showed mostly New York 
artists like Robert Rauschenberg and Carl Andre. I knew all of those 
people well. At a party not long after my accident, Rauschenberg 
pushed me into a swimming pool, with my three-piece suit and crutches 
and my drink. Leo Castelli ended up being one of the people who 
pulled me out of the water. Rauschenberg and I remained close friends 
until his death.

The Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA), with Maurice Tuchman 
as its curator, was the only other major museum, and other kinds of 
things were happening there. They had a major show called “Art and 
Technology” that I was part of. I was also the technical adviser for 
the entire show. I made a piece using liquid crystals. I worked with 
Ampex, an electronics corporation in San Francisco. We made little 
models which worked perfectly. But the big piece, which was going to 
be a twenty-foot-diameter room that you walked into, was simply too 
advanced for the technology at the time and therefore too expensive 
for any museum to sponsor at that time. 

Do you still get the sense that you are trying things out and treading new ground? Or 
did these big technical issues factor more into your earlier work? 

I never stop trying out new things. For instance, as part of the 
Getty’s upcoming Paci!c Standard Time programming dedicated to  
Art and Technology, I have a big solo exhibition coming up in 2024 
at the Benton Museum of Art, California. I’ll be making new work for 
both indoor and outdoor spaces there. My technical adviser for the 
show is Barry Barish, who recently won the Nobel Prize in Physics  
for observing gravitational waves, so we’ll be incorporating cutting-
edge ideas.

So what’s your next experiment?
One of the works I’m developing for the Benton is a major wind-
powered piece. I’ve been doing research toward a solar-powered one, 
too. And over the last years, I’ve been exploring new materials and 
processes for a large, eight-element outdoor commission in Florida. 
All of this research has been very rewarding, and it will probably 
generate even more new ideas.
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