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Twelve photographs track the horizon in the Great Basin Desert  

in Utah. In the foreground of each, we see the sparse scrub of the 

desert floor, the dirt reflecting light as if it were sand, and off in 

the distance the silhouettes of low-profile mountain ridges cap-

tured in the silver grain of the photographic prints. In preparation 

for the construction of Nancy Holt’s Sun Tunnels (1973–76), a 

large-scale sculptural work that the artist completed in 1976, these 

images were mounted onto paper, with orthogonal and diagonal 

lines cutting through the center of the page like lines of sight 

piercing across the desolate terrain. Two intersecting diagonal 

lines, their ends labeled 32 degrees NW, SW, NE, and SE, respec-

tively, suggest the ultimate orientation of the work, a work embed-

ded within a specific geological and cultural context delineated by 

the solar events whose tracks across the sky further entrench the 

work within it. In notes on the margins, the artist identifies a hand-

ful of the defining geographical landmarks of Utah’s Box Elder 

County: Lucin Hill and the summit of Bald Eagle Mountain, Lemay 

Island, and Lion Mountain serve to orient the viewer in that vast 

open desert much like the sites of interest in a nineteenth-century 

panorama. Parceling out these existing geological forms as “view,” 

the camera’s square images radiate from the center of the diagram 

as if pivoting from a central point, the placement of their coordi-

nates suggesting a circle. This preparatory drawing—an assemblage 

of graphical inscription and photographic analogues—captures  

the tension of staring toward the horizon into infinity from a fixed 

point in space; yet that world is fragmented at the same time that 

it is unified under the rubric of a working collage.

This book offers a thematic view across an oeuvre that moves 

among diverse artistic practices in art, architecture, and time-

based media. The term sightlines in its title emerges, on the one 

hand, from the artist’s own introduction of viewing devices and 

observational cues in her work. The materials for the creation of 

Sun Tunnels, Holt’s iconic sculptural work in the Western land-

scape, captured in the preparatory drawing described above, 

demonstrate how the terms site and sight transcend mere homo-

phonic affinity, referring to the emergence of visual alignments 

(natural and human-made) that occur when one moves through 

space. On the other hand, sightlines is meant to signal a historio-

graphical stance in relation to the project at hand. Now, when a 

number of writers, critics, curators, and artists are reassessing 

the wide range of historical, theoretical, and critical perspectives 

offered by the generation of artists that emerged during the 

1960s, the following questions emerge: What are the threads 

that can be drawn from the past and into Holt’s body of work? 

Introduction
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How does one set boundaries on the relationship between the 

completed objects and their process of becoming? How might one 

reposition Holt’s work in relation to those discourses that have 

already laid claim to it? 

As the first extended study on the work of Nancy Holt, this 

book focuses on the entire scope of the artist’s career at the same 

time that it addresses the trajectories her work cuts into such 

fields as poetry, site-specific installation, public art, landscape 

architecture, and environmental politics. In assembling this  

volume, I have encouraged its authors to consider a range of  

documents that would not otherwise fit into a neatly packaged 

recounting of history—a history of finished objects and defini-

tive statements—in order to consider what might be useful 

about Holt’s archive of unpublished photographs and unrealized 

proposals for site-specific sculpture and films. These apparent 

voids in Holt’s oeuvre—which has spanned the last four decades 

yet has, aside from a few highly representative works, been little 

seen—all offer alternative perspectives on the constitution of 

artistic production. Given that scores of Land art surveys have 

already established Holt’s significance to the field, the task of 

this book is not to inscribe Holt’s work into the history of art, but 

rather—taking cues from the critique Linda Nochlin famously 

launched in 1971 in her redress of the entire field of art history—

to orient the discussion onto the making of the work itself.1

In contrast to the artistic strategies of contemporaries  

like Carolee Schneeman, Ana Mendieta, Valie Export, and 

Marina Abramovic—artists who sought to posit a politics of the 

body in performance, video, and film, and whose gender and 

sexuality played cardinal roles in the development of their aes-

thetic approaches—Holt’s work has rarely engaged with feminist 

debates. However, the pairing of her concrete poem Making 

Waves (1972) with a series of photographs she shot of Joan Jonas 

in 1968—her “woman in the dunes,” as she once referred to 

them, conjuring images of Hiroshi Teshigahara’s 1964 film of 

that name—suggests how one might alter a field of production 

by merely setting foot into it. 

These photographs illustrate how the constitution of land-

scape is bound not only to the physicality of the earth, but also to 

the physiology and psychology of the viewer, as well as the sensi-

bility of the person framing its view. Shadowing the movement 

of a female figure as she negotiates a natural terrain, Holt herself 

appears to traverse the sharp peaks and valleys of the line graph 

of the concrete poem. Underscoring the absurdity of confining  

a person to any one of these categories, each series of points 

appears to calibrate the relative intensity of different aspects of 

her personality—feminist, artist, mystic—from one hour to the 

next over the course of a single day. The poem’s title deftly points 

out what it may have meant for Holt to be making ambitious, 

large-scale sculptural work at a time when women received little 

notice from arts institutions. Clearly, understanding the signifi-

cance of the term landscape is often a matter of determining who 

is engaged with it, and under what conditions.

As Denis E. Cosgrove suggested in Social Formation and 

Symbolic Landscape, representations of and discourses on land-

scape play a key role even in the most seemingly routine charac-

terizations of the outside world. He identified two approaches to 

understanding landscape: one emphasizing the centrality of the 

eye and ocular sensation in the epistemic understanding of the 

external world, the other emphasizing the empirical, topographi-

cal aspects of the analysis of “a delimited portion of the earth’s 

surface.”2 This twofold observation circumscribes a useful dis-

cursive space for the consideration of the main conceptual foun-

dation of Holt’s practice, and frames the larger set of questions 

this volume seeks to address.3 Cosgrove’s emphasis on the eye’s 

participation in the subject’s phenomenological relationship to 

spatial configurations and constructions—describing landscape 

as related to more programmatic “ways of seeing”— marks a 

shift in focus away from universal paradigms of vision toward 

physiologically and historically specific ones, reflecting a sensi-

bility with which Holt’s work is very much engaged. 

FRAMING VIEWS
After graduating with a degree in biology from Tufts University 

in 1960, Nancy Holt traveled to many locations in the United 

States and abroad with friends and peers. She was an avid trav-

eler, and many of her early photographic series emerged from 

trips to New Jersey, where she grew up, and other Mid-Atlantic 

states, as well as to Maine, Florida, Utah, Nevada, California, 

Canada, Wales, England, the Yucatán, and the Netherlands. 

Concrete Visions (1967) was photographed in a brick-and-concrete 

yard while Holt was visiting the Pine Barrens and Atlantic City  

in New Jersey with her partner Robert Smithson, Robert Morris, 

Carl Andre, and Virginia Dwan; it set the tone for Holt’s later 

exploration of industrial materials, procedures, and remote loca-

tions, as well as shaping her early engagement with Conceptual 

art and Minimal ism. But this series also signaled a marked 

departure from these approaches. Much like her Ruin View: 

The Temple of the Sun (1969), shot in the province of Chiapas in 

southeastern Mexico, Concrete Visions presents hollow bricks not 

simply as objects that occupy space, but as objects that frame 
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space. Both sets of images demonstrate how vision is tied to the 

physical negotiation of sites and locations. 

Cycling through Holt’s photographs from this early period, 

one notices an eclectic mix of approaches, from formal and con-

sidered to capricious. She often preferred shooting color slide 

film, which generated very sharp, rich, positive images that she 

could share with others by making duplicates or using light tables 

and slide projectors.4 In 1968, on her first trip to the American 

West with Robert Smithson and Michael Heizer in 1968, Holt 

began a photographic series of graveyards that she encountered 

in Virginia City, Nevada, and Lone Pine, California. Representing 

an early instance of her engagement with the Western landscape, 

the Western Graveyards (1968) series reflects a number of preoc-

cupations that reverberate in her later work. While a handful of 

the graves bear a striking morphological similarity to Minimalist 

sculpture, her photographic approach revises the movement’s 

drive for serial production. Series such as Crypt Sequence (1980), 

shot in Boston, Athabascan/Russian Orthodox Graveyard (1986), 

and Chilili Graveyard (1998) represent Holt’s career-long engage-

ment with the unfolding (and eventual return) of cyclical processes, 

at the same time that they mark her ongoing interest in human 

interventions in the landscape, such as fences and enclosures. 

opposite: Down Hill (Joan Jonas) (detail), 1968. Northern New Jersey; composite of four 
photographs from the Down Hill series; reproduced from original 126 format black-and-
white negatives. Courtesy of the artist

above: Making Waves, 1972. Ink on paper, 81⁄2 x 11 in. Courtesy of the artist

In the 1972 series California Sun Signs, Holt shot bright 

color photographs of signs that she encountered on the street 

corners and facades of retail storefronts in towns she passed 

through on her approach to the Mojave Desert. Unlike Ed 

Ruscha’s Twentysix Gasoline Stations (1963; third edition, 1969), 

which elevates the vernacular architecture of the gas station to a 

monumental status, this series captures the humor and sponta-

neity of the artist’s gaze, through a linguistic play on sunshine 

and rays of light. Each sign contains some variation of the word 

sun, but the immediate surroundings in which the signs are 

found introduce entirely different meanings. In one photograph, 

the sign for a street adjacent to an RV parking lot juts out from  

a pile of crumbling cement and random stones, heralding the 

incongruous name North Sunair Plaza. In others, traces of sun-

light reflect off the camera’s lens or off the slick surfaces of the 

signs themselves, signaling Holt’s decades-long involvement 

with both natural and artificial light.
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above: Ruin View: The Temple of the Sun, 1969. Palenque, Mexico; reproduced from 
original 126 format color transparencies. Courtesy of the artist

opposite: Concrete Visions, 1967. New Jersey; composite of four photographs reproduced 
from original 126 format black-and-white negatives. Courtesy of the artist

following pages: Western Graveyards (detail), 1968. Nevada and California; twelve 
photographs from the Western Graveyards series; reproduced from original 126 format 
color transparencies. Courtesy of the artist

FILM AND VIDEO IN AND OUT OF NEW YORK
Although Nancy Holt is most associated with the Land art move-

ment—a loose aggregation of strategies keyed to the natural 

landscape—there was an early tendency in her work to approach 

the mediation of the environment through participatory struc-

tures and recording technologies. Nowhere is this process more 

clear than in Holt’s photographic and cinematic documentation 

of her environmental works, which chart out the procedures for 

production, as well as the manner in which the landscape itself 

is parceled out by the viewer’s gaze while the body negotiates 

around the sculptural object. Many of these works integrate 

aspects of diaristic, documentary cinema with immediate, phe-

nomenological experience. 

While there was a delayed critical response to some of 

Holt’s early Conceptual and ephemeral pieces, much of her film 

and video work found its way fairly quickly into the press and 

critical journals, perhaps in part because it was shown in thir-

teen different exhibitions and screenings in the United States 

and abroad in 1974–75 alone.5 The Bleecker Street Cinema, one 

of the first platforms for the presentation of feature-length avant-

garde, independent, and foreign films, served from the begin-

ning as the bedrock for Holt’s interest in working in time-based 

media. Holt moved to New York City just two years before the 

cinema opened its doors at 144 Bleecker Street, and she readily 

acknowledges that its programming was “a total education” for 

her during the formative period of her career.6 In operation from 

1962 until 1990, the Bleecker Street Cinema set the scene for the 

development of a new discourse within cinema and fostered the 

explosion of a range of artist-driven film and video programs and 

initiatives, such as Jonas Mekas’s Filmmakers’ Cinémathèque.  

It was there, for example, that she saw the films of Andy Warhol 

and Kenneth Anger for the first time. 

Several of Holt’s early films and videos were created col-

laboratively, owing to her rather open attitude on questions of 

authorship and delegation of tasks necessary for the creation of 

films, video, and large-scale environmental works. In video, Holt 

chose to work with a combination of educational institutions  

for access to equipment that was simply impractical to purchase 

herself when technology was constantly changing. She recorded 

East Coast/West Coast (1969) with Robert Smithson in Joan 

Jonas’s Soho studio after Jonas and Peter Campus invited Holt 

and Smithson to experiment with a rented camera and playback 

system. This typified the cooperative manner in which many art-

ists at the time gained access to state-of-the-art recording equip-

ment and shared new ideas and techniques. Holt and Smithson 
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screened the videotape later the same day for a group of friends 

and colleagues that included Michael Heizer, Richard Serra, 

Keith Sonnier, and Jackie Winsor. The pair later collaborated on 

Mono Lake (1968/2004, also with Heizer) and Swamp (1971). In 

1974 Holt also made the videotape Boomerang, with Serra, and 

two videos, Underscan (1974) and Revolve (1977). 

In the same year that Holt, Smithson, and Heizer went 

out west together to shoot Mono Lake, Holt purchased a Kodak 

Instamatic Super 8 film camera, and in 1971, a Bolex 16 mm film 

camera. Holt’s primary relationship to this equipment was clear. 

She began pursuing a number of independent projects, includ-

ing shooting footage for two unfinished films of the bridges 

along the Hudson River and another of the Merritt Parkway  

overpasses in Connecticut. One year after making Hydra’s Head 

(1974) for the Artpark exhibition along the Niagara River, Holt 

shot a film of the river near the same site but discontinued her 

editing process because the film was “too beautiful.”7 Many of 

these early films exist only as work prints; today, the filmstrips of 

Niagara have been preserved only as reproductions in the subse-

quent Artpark catalogue of 1976. In 1978, she finalized the film-

ing and editing of her documen tation of Sun Tunnels. In the 

early 1970s, Holt was often asked to shoot material for Smithson 

when they traveled together. On their two-week trip in 1971 to 

the Florida Keys, where Holt searched for one of the sites for her 

Buried Poems series, she shot three rolls of film of sites that she 

and Smithson explored together.8 In that same year, she also 

worked more in a documentary vein, shooting footage for a film 

of Smithson’s interrelated 1971 earthworks, Broken Circle and 

Spiral Hill, in the Dutch town of Emmen. She also captured vari-

ous aspects of their artistic lives while they were on location else-

where, including informal footage of the construction and filming 

of Spiral Jetty (1970). Smithson’s film contains the oft-cited seg-

ment in which he asked her to “shoot the earth’s history.” 

After seeing the “Earth Art” show at Cornell University in 

1969, the German television enthusiast, curator, and producer 

Gerry Schum invited all the participating artists to develop new 

work in and through the medium of film for broadcast on German 

television.9 Immediacy was the key term for Schum: “Film and 

especially television offer the artist the possibility of avoiding the 

materialization of his ideas to some extent. Televi sion broadcast-

ing and video recording make direct contact between the artist 

and the public possible. . . . By using television as his medium the 

artist can reduce his work to an attitude, a simple gesture, which 

refers to his concept. The work of art then comes to the fore as 

the union of idea, visualization and the artist who invents the 

idea.”10 While Schum’s choice of pronoun is quite telling—there 

was not a single female artist in Cornell’s original exhibition—

the import of his statements was nevertheless quite relevant for 

Holt, who strove to bring landscape into communication with 

the viewer through cinematic and televisual means. However, as 

Holt has acknowledged, in the transition from one time-based 

medium to another—from a video monitor not much wider than 

the body to the cinematic projection of 16 mm film—“the whole 

concept of scale changes.”11 The same can surely be said for the 

documentation of Land art and site-specific sculpture. 

In 1972, Holt arranged for a 16 mm color film to be shot 

of Missoula Ranch Locators: Vision Encompassed, her newly com-

missioned site-specific outdoor installation in Montana. In this 

rare document, one can see how her Locator series, which began 

in 1971 in her studio, became a testing ground for spatial con-

struction and the exploration of perceptual relations. Made of 

two steel pipes, ranging from one and one-half to two inches in 

diameter and welded together, the locators were positioned at  

eye level so that the viewer could look through their horizontal 

upper pipes. Transforming one’s understanding of scale—a les-

son learned from Minimalist sculpture, which recognized that 

the reception of a work radically changed with the distention of 

shape and form—the Locator series focused attention upon dis-

crete objects, phenomena, and views by excluding extraneous 

information from the visual field and virtually collapsing the  

distance between the viewer and the object.12

Once Missoula Ranch Locators: Vision Encompassed was 

completed, Holt exhibited a film documenting the sculpture 

along with a number of site-specific indoor works in a solo exhi-

bition that opened at the art gallery of the University of Montana, 

Missoula. Looking through a locator, the viewer becomes con-

summately aware of the relationship of one’s body to the object 

of observation. Cinematic depiction, in turn, demonstrates how 

the viewer’s understanding of landscape is shaped through its 

representation, a circumstance that James Corner describes as 

being “productive of a reality.”13 The positioning of the viewer 

on-site expanded the parameters of representation: introducing  

a dynamic exchange between the locators outdoors and the art-

works indoors, the film included footage not only of the entire 

piece, but also of all the views of the ranch afforded by its eight 

different locators. “Locating views,” therefore, in Holt’s larger 

body of work, ranged from films, videos, and photographic  

California Sun Signs (detail), 1972. Southern California; four photographs from the 
California Sun Signs series; reproduced from original 126 format color transparencies. 
Courtesy of the artist

201387.P001_037.indd   27 5/1/15   4:48 PM



28     INTRODUCTION  WILLIAMS

collages to site-specific sculptures. Anne Wagner later described 

the Sun Tunnels’ culverts as resembling oversize locators, suggest-

ing that they “form a cumbersome camera, an enormous viewing 

device to record nothing less than the passage of celestial time.”14

In Pine Barrens (1975), a meditative 16 mm documentary 

about a notoriously vast, undeveloped region in central New 

Jersey, the interplay of handheld shots of pine trees, deer paths, 

and open expanses with off-camera interviews with local residents 

echoes the subjective points of view that the artist has ardently 

explored throughout her career. Structuralist in nature, the film 

is divided into a series of three-minute segments, each of which 

corresponds to the length of a roll of film. These segments 

include a long shot of the landscape from the half-opened win-

dow of a moving vehicle, a shot of a deer path from Holt’s point 

of view as she walks along it, and a succession of short takes of 

single pine trees shot one after another, like still photographs 

with flash frames between them. In an article she published in 

Avalanche that same year, Holt discussed the way the recorded 

statements by local residents about the Pine Barrens transform 

the film’s soundtrack, which otherwise consists of ambient 

sounds: “The psychology of the place comes through in their lan-

guage, and in the film the rhythm of their speech counterpoints 

the visual imagery.”15 The residents speak in a meandering fash-

ion, while the film takes us on a methodical visual journey.

Although Holt’s cinematic technique emerged out of a 

documentary practice, her self-reflexive approach to the medium 

of film ultimately precluded her work from being categorized as 

strictly documentary. Her longtime friend and colleague DeeDee 

Halleck, a media activist and filmmaker who later founded Paper 

Tiger Television and who assisted in the making of Pine Barrens 

and the film Sun Tunnels (1978), actively sought recognition for 

Holt’s work within documentary film circles. However, when 

Pine Barrens was submitted to the Flaherty documentary film 

festival, it was rejected on the basis of form—the flash frames 

Holt had intentionally retained in the final version of the film 

were considered out of place. Despite her adherence to a nonfic-

tion narrative, the framing of each shot, as well as the entire edit-

ing process, reflected the artist’s creative hand and her subjective 

point of view. The camera in Pine Barrens operates very much 

like an extension of Holt’s own gaze, introducing a more haptic 

relationship to cinematic space.

above: Holt aligning locator during construction of Missoula Ranch Locators: Vision 
Encompassed, Montana, 1972. Photograph by Michael Wheatley

opposite left: Locator (Cracked Window), 1971. Installation view: artist’s Greenwich Street 
studio, New York; steel pipe; overall dimensions: H. 42 in., pipe: L. 12 in. x Diam. 11⁄2 in. 
Photograph by Peter Moore © Estate of Peter Moore / VAGA, New York

opposite right: Locator (Cracked Window) (detail), 1971. View through locator. 
Photograph by Peter Moore / VAGA, New York
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INTERVENTIONS IN THE LANDSCAPE
The geological diversity and boundlessness of the American 

landscape afforded Nancy Holt numerous opportunities for the 

development of large-scale projects far beyond the confines of 

New York gallery walls. In the seminal works Views through a 

Sand Dune (1972), Sun Tunnels, and Stone Enclosure: Rock Rings 

(1977–78), site-specificity emerged as a crucial aesthetic and 

political strategy for Holt. These works were responsive to the 

environment, offering novel means for observing natural phe-

nomena (including summer and winter solstices and sun and 

moonlight patterns) and transforming specific geographic loca-

tions into live, experiential instruments. The coupling of elemen-

tary forms with conceptual ideas has always been a hallmark  

of the artist’s works, which over the last thirty years have been 

erected in diverse locations including Washington, Michigan, 

Utah, Alaska, Massachusetts, Florida, and Ohio. As Rosalyn 

Deutsche has asserted, the tendency toward site-specificity in 

postwar art was informed by the debates characterizing late mod-

ernism and emerging Postminimalism and was “an aesthetic 

strategy in which context was incorporated into the work itself.”16 

Tracing the genealogy of site-specificity, Miwon Kwon has con-

curred that site-specific work “focused on establishing an inextri-

cable, indivisible relationship between the work and its site, and 

demanded the physical presence of the viewer for the work’s 

completion.” She has cited a combination of “(neo-avant-gardist) 

aspirations,” “the epistemological challenge to relocate meaning 

from within the art object to the contingencies of its context,” 

“the radical restructuring of the object from an old Cartesian 

model to a phenomenological one of lived bodily experience,” 

and the “desire to resist the forces of the capitalist market econ-

omy” as defining that historical moment when the aesthetic 

terms of site-specificity were first staked out.17

The earthwork Hydra’s Head (1974), located in Lewiston, 

New York, typifies Holt’s engagement with site-specificity and 

the discourses surrounding public art. It consists of six three-

foot-long concrete pipes of varying diameters, which are buried 

vertically underground, their bases formed with poured concrete 

and then filled with water. They are arranged to resemble the 

loose organization of stars making up the heads of the constella-

tion Hydra. The piece was produced while Holt was in residence 

at Artpark, a public arts initiative that aimed to generate a cul-

tural point of reference in the Niagara area. It was ultimately 

handed off to the New York State Parks and Recreation Commis-

sion. The broader rhetorical scheme that Holt set into play with 

Hydra’s Head was significant: her interest was not just in the 

sociopolitical sphere, but also in the cosmological context.

In many cases, her work situates itself within the existing 

urban or rural fabric, reflecting an ushering in of what Deutsche 

described as a “newly acknowledged reciprocity between art  

work and site [which] changed the identity of each, blurring the 

boundaries between them, and paved the way for art’s participa-

tion in wide cultural and social practices.”18 Pools of water are 

nestled within the gorge, just off the riverbed, and throughout 

the course of the day and night they reflect the sky and the  

movements of the heavenly bodies above. The semi-mythopoeic 

aspect of the work is further revealed in Holt’s reference to 

Greek mythology: the Hydra was a multiheaded monster with 

poisonous breath, whom Hercules destroyed by burying one of 

its heads beneath a large boulder. Another connection could also 

be drawn between the real-life attempt to bury the industrial past 

of the Artpark site (part of which had been a dumping ground 

for chemical waste) and this mythological narrative of subjuga-

tion through interment.

“Nancy Holt: Outdoors – Indoors,” 1972. Exhibition poster, Fine Arts Center, University of 
Rhode Island, Kingston, Rhode Island. The Papers of Nancy Holt, Galisteo, New Mexico
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But Holt’s work also illustrates a pervasive popular inter-

est in the Earth’s relationship to the rest of the universe, which 

seized Holt’s imagination with the 1969 moon landing. Holt 

often invokes the Moon in her work, either in a metaphorical 

way or by tracking its path across the sky through its reflection in 

the pools of her sculptures. Part of understanding a site involves 

mapping its contours, assessing its parameters; once it became 

more accessible to human observation, the Moon was immedi-

ately documented, charted, and carved up for study. Both mytho-

logical and scientific thinking have been crucial in the human 

experience of the Moon and one of Holt’s first prints, O Moon 

(1990), captures her fascination with it. In her text on Sun 

Tunnels, Holt quotes Isaac Asimov’s ruminations on the satellite: 

“The Moon was formed billions of years ago. But no one is sure 

just how. Space was full of dust and rocks in those days, and 

these came together to form the Earth. Perhaps when the Earth 

was first formed, part of it broke loose and became the Moon.”19 

Much like NASA’s photographic mapping of the Moon through 

the U.S. Geological Survey, which became more systematic in 

the late 1960s, Holt’s cameras have served to produce a continu-

ous flow of testimonials and documents, becoming what Kevin 

Lynch has called in The Image of the City “a basis for the ordering 

of knowledge.”20

The opening passage of Lucy Lippard’s Art in America 

review of the works on view at Artpark conveys a clear sense of 

what the issues were in the development of the site. It begins  

as a list of what the space was, is, and intends to become, and 

moves from geological information to facts that raise questions 

about land use and development: “172 acres, some woods, fossil-

filled cliffs, a former chemical dump and spoils pile, parking  

lots and art in a rocky gorge on the Niagara River, below the Falls 

in Lewiston, N.Y.”21 The budget, the administration, and the 

ancillary theater and workshop programs all receive a significant 

amount of attention in Lippard’s review—which ostensibly 

sought to describe the work of a number of contemporary artists, 

including Holt, Peter Campus, Gordon Matta-Clark, Michelle 

Stuart, and Richard Tuttle—because the context in which these 

artists were working was as critical as the objects themselves in 

the overall aesthetic agenda. This is particularly the case with 

Holt, who, as Anne Wagner observed, was one of the first artists 

to imply her “self-extension” in the making of earthworks by 

acknowledging that “the artist’s work came into being by direct-

ing, even becoming, the labor of others.”22

Across a series of photographs depicting the construction  

of Sun Tunnels, one can gather the broader extent of this endeavor. 

Video still from East Coast/West Coast (with Robert Smithson), 1969. Video, black-and-
white; 22 mins. Courtesy of the artist

Holt shooting the 1978 film Sun Tunnels, 1976. Great Basin Desert, Utah. Photograph by 
Lee Deffebach

following pages: Sun Tunnels under construction, 1975–76. 
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Industrial materials and heavy machinery were needed in the 

building, molding, drilling, transporting, and final positioning  

of the massive forms on the desert floor. As Holt later described, 

it was this dialectic between human-made elements and raw 

nature that drove her creative process and introduced an exhila-

rating tension into the work.23 While creating and later photo-

graphing and filming Sun Tunnels, she lived alone on-site in her 

Volkswagen camper for several days at a time, completing the 

editing of the film in New York City in 1978. Holt documented 

these processes methodically, capturing the steps of the overall 

plan. Representing one of Holt’s most ambitious attempts to 

combine the vastness of the Western landscape with sculptural 

form, the work operates on a scale that rivals the sublimity of  

the landscape itself. Created with the assistance of contractors 

and workers, the final tunnels, each more than nine feet in 

diameter, can be observed, looked through, and entered—activi-

ties that amplify the physiological and psychological effects of 

witnessing cyclical celestial events and of “being” in nature. As 

with Serra’s towering metal arcs or James Turrell’s expansive 

project at the Roden Crater in Arizona, the completion of this 

work constituted a substantial undertaking; it was built in a 

remote location quite a distance away from any museum, gallery, 

Sun Tunnels under construction, 1975–76. Left to right: core-drilling constellation 
holes; form for fabricating tunnels; excavating for foundations; unloading a tunnel at 
sculpture site

or building plaza—its exact coordinates were specified on a post-

card Holt developed for site visitors, complete with directions 

and a map.

In April 1977, in Artforum, Holt wrote about Sun Tunnels, 

“I wanted to bring the vast space of the desert back to human 

scale. I had no desire to make a megalithic monument. The  

panoramic view of the landscape is too overwhelming to take in 

without visual reference points. . . . Through the tunnels, parts 

of the landscape are framed and come into focus. . . . [They] 

extend the viewer visually into the landscape, opening up the 

perceived space. But once inside the tunnels, the work encloses 

—surrounds—and there is a framing of the landscape through 

the ends of the tunnels and through the holes.”24 Charted along 

defined coordinates, the cylinders of Sun Tunnels intersect at 

oblique angles that correspond to the positions of the sun on  

the horizon as it rises and sets during the summer and winter 

solstices. These objects concentrate the viewer’s eye on the sur-

rounding geography, just as new spatiotemporal relations are 

generated and extended through the visitor’s experience of the 

desert within and through the tunnels.

Holt’s eventual engagement with technology and the 

postindustrial use of landscape raises a number of questions 

about the ultimate fate of the Land art movement. By the mid to 

late 1970s, artists such as Robert Smithson, Mary Miss, Mierle 

Laderman Ukeles, and Robert Morris had also begun to grapple 
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1976 postcard with map and directions to the Sun Tunnels site in northwestern Utah, 
40 miles north of Wendover, five miles south of Lucin. Recto. The Papers of Nancy Holt, 
Galisteo, New Mexico

with ecological issues and their relationship to artistic practice.25 

The debates surrounding environmental ecology, waste manage-

ment, and public art have shaped Holt’s later practice, but her 

involvement with these debates began even before the field of 

“public art” was defined as such. Much like the projects that 

Deutsche has described, Holt’s works “extended the notion of 

context to encompass the individual site’s symbolic, social, and 

political meanings as well as the discursive and historical circum-

stances within which artwork, spectator and site are situated.”26

Since the completion of Sun Tunnels, Holt has created 

more than twenty-five different site-specific sculpture commis-

sions and ambitious ecological reclamation ventures for museums, 

universities, park associations, and municipal organizations. 

Sharing an affinity with the architectural design of built space, 

commissions like Catch Basin (1982), Waterwork (1983–84), and 

Sky Mound (1984–) demonstrate Holt’s interest in “whole” sys-

tems and her attention to the infrastructures of buildings and 

cities—air circulation, electricity, drainage, and heating—which 

she integrated into indoor working structures. In these series, 

Holt created labyrinthine structures that viewers can enter, inter-

act with, and operate, taking the needs of the site or gallery into 

consideration along with any concomitant aesthetic, cultural, 

and ecological concerns. 
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NOTES
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Two particularly successful works from this program were from Jan Dibbets, whose  
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the optics of both the photographic and 16 mm film camera, and from Barry Flanagan, 
whose A Hole in the Sea was shot in Scheveningen, Holland. For a close documenta-
tion of Gerry Schum’s projects, see Ready to Shoot: Fernsehgalerie Gerry Schum, videogal-
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und Kunsthalle Düsseldorf, 2004). 
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galerie schum, 160–61. 

11. Nancy Holt in conversation with the author in March 2008 in Galisteo, New 
Mexico. 

12. As Serge Paul has pointed out to me in conversation, Holt’s locators are similar to 
the viewfinders installed in American national parks for the isolation of specific sites 

in the landscape, like those found at the Canyon de Chelly National Monument in 
Arizona. This correlation underscores a genealogical relationship between Holt’s 
examination of visual perception and the viewing apparatuses developed in the nine-
teenth century for leisure recreation and popular entertainment. For an examination 
of the significance of such devices in modern visuality, see Jonathan Crary, Techniques 

of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth-Century (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press, 1989).
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21. Lucy R. Lippard, “A is for Artpark,” Art in America 62, no. 6 (November–December 
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22. Wagner, 264–65.

23. These statements were made in the context of a video the former gallery owner 
Virginia Dwan shot in 1976 of a dinner featuring Carl Andre, Nancy Holt, and others. 

24. Holt, “Sun Tunnels,” 35.

25. Ruminating in 1979 on the influence of industrial policies on art, Morris rhetori-
cally asked, “Should the government/industry sponsorship of art as land reclamation 
be enthusiastically welcomed by artists? Every large strip mine could support an artist 
in residence. Flattened mountain tops await the aesthetic touch. Dank and noxious 
acres of spoil piles cry out for some redeeming sculptural shape. Bottomless industrial 
pits yawn for creative filling—or deepening. There must be crews out there, straining 
and tense in the seats of their D-8 caterpillars, waiting for that confident artist to stride 
over the ravaged ground and give the command. . . .” Robert Morris, “Notes on Art as/
and Land Reclamation,” October 12 (Spring 1980): 102. While his remarks are ironi-
cally intended, they reveal what was at stake in approaching site-reclamation as an 
artistic practice. However, “ecological art” has increasingly become relevant in contem-
porary political debate.

26. Deutsche, 61. 

Sun Tunnels at sunrise in 2007. Courtesy ZCZ Films/James Fox
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