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Introduction

This essay critically reviews two representations of the sky in artworks by contemporary artists Janet Saad-Cook and Nancy Holt. Their artworks are captured in the photographs, in which they will be compared and contrasted as a primary source of the sky’s representation. The sky artwork of Janet Saad-Cook is represented through the reflected light of the sun. This type of art is a ‘Sun Drawing’ by the artist herself and this chosen installation of art is entitled Athanor. The artwork is located on the curved atrium wall, twenty by ten feet, at Boston University’s Photonics Center since 1997, in the United States of America. Athanor is the second in the series of a world-encircling Global Sun Drawing. The sky artwork of Nancy Holt is represented through four identical tunnels, called Sun Tunnels, which were built in the Great Basin Desert in Utah, in 1976, in the United States of America. Sun Tunnels are from the Locator series and are nine feet high and eighteen feet long. In this essay both artist’s works will be looked at from different angles of sky representation. These are divided in three sections which will look in detail at both artworks. Namely, Art functionality and purpose of the sky; Cycle, time, and space in artworks; and Experiencing the sky in art.

Art functionality and purpose of the sky.

Both artworks, namely Sun Tunnels and Athanor represent the sky in a most unique way, by working with the light of the sun. Usually, in the process of creation a ‘Sun Drawing’, Saad-Cook uses domains, such as the earth, the sky and natural phenomena but Sun Drawings are created along with the assistance of science, distinctly with the help of astronomy.[footnoteRef:1] The help of engineers and architects is also present.[footnoteRef:2] As everything must be carefully measured and calculated, due to the sun’s movement and change of location throughout the day and seasons. Just as Saad-Cook’s artwork Athanor, Holt’s Sun Tunnels had to be created with the help of other specialists, such as astronomers, astrophysicists, surveyors, engineers and many more.[footnoteRef:3] Because of this extra help from other specialists, Sun Tunnels are perfectly measured and created in two perfect lines, as shown in Fig.1. They are aligned with the centred position of the winter and summer solstice. Holt explained ‘I chose the diameter, length, and distance between the tunnels based on the proportions of what could be seen of the sky and land, and how long the sun could be seen rising and setting on the solstices’.[footnoteRef:4] Therefore from each Sun Tunnel people can see an outstanding view of a framed solstice or landscape itself, as the artist wanted to bring the view into focus. This marvellous framed view is never the same because of the constantly changing sky. Similarly, Sun Drawing Athanor in Fig.2, is always changing its appearance on the Boston University’s wall because of the movement of the sun. The artist used coated glass and metals as tools to reflect the sunlight on the walls. As she explains, ‘These coatings on the glass, they breakup light into it’s pure colours …of light that are all around us that we can’t see’.[footnoteRef:5] Therefore, the technique of sky representation in Saad-Cook’s art majorly differs from Holts’, as Athanor artwork requires additional tools for people to see it. Saad-Cook sees ‘the sunlight itself as a three-dimensional object’.[footnoteRef:6] Her interest in this kind of technique in art, artist did sitework and research in different prehistoric sun marking sites, such as American South-west Anasazi, pyramids in Mexico and eighteen century observatories Jai Sing in India.[footnoteRef:7] According to her website, Saad-Cook ‘combines ancient sun marking techniques with 21st century technology to create Sun Drawings, solar sculptures that attune viewers to the cosmos, revealing glimpses of the grand order of the universe and creating a link with all humanity’.[footnoteRef:8]  These combined ways of creating art, such as Athanor contrast with Holt’s Sun Tunnels, as Holt did not combine ancient techniques with the new age in her art. However, according to American art scholars Alena J. Williams and Pamela M. Lee, Sun Tunnels refer to the ancient symbolic meaning ‘birth, death, and transition… Because it is only from inside that you can look out.’[footnoteRef:9] Although the tools for Sun Tunnels might be from contemporary times, the meaning brings out a basic ancient symbolism. In a similar way punctured holes on Sun Tunnels that are created by the patterns of star constellations, such as Capricorn, Perseus, Draco, and Columba connect people to the ancient skies through the contemporary piece of art. Holt specified that, ‘Together, they encompass the globe—Columba is a Southern Hemisphere constellation which slips over the edge of the horizon for a short time each year, but can’t be seen because of the dense atmosphere near the earth. Capricorn is visible in the fall and early winter, and is entered by the sun at the winter solstice. Draco and Perseus are always visible in the sky’.[footnoteRef:10] These constellations can be seen on the bottom of tunnels when the sun is directly above, shining through the holes on Sun Tunnels. Therefore, Sun Tunnels and Sun Drawing Athanor function through their unique techniques and purpose appropriately by connecting art viewers closer to the sky. [1:  Janet Saad-Cook, ‘Touching the Sky: Artworks using Natural Phenomena, Erath, Sky and Connections to Astronomy’, LEONARDO, Vol. 21, No. 2, p. 123, (ISAST, Pergamon Press plc., 1988).]  [2:  Janet Saad-Cook, Sun Drawing, https://www.janetsaadcook.com/contact [accessed 27 August 2020]. ]  [3:  Nancy Holt, ‘Sun Tunnels’, ARTFORUM VOL.15, NO.8, (April, 1977), in Holt/Smithson Foundation, https://holtsmithsonfoundation.org/sun-tunnels-0  [accessed 28 August 2020].]  [4:  Nancy Holt, ‘Sun Tunnels’, ARTFORUM, [accessed 28 August 2020].]  [5:  Janet, Saad-Cook, How I paint with light, TEDx Vienna, online video recording, YouTube, 15 December 2019  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C38qmNVwzd4 [accessed 28 August 2020].]  [6:  Janet, Saad-Cook, How I paint with light, TEDx Vienna, [accessed 28 August 2020].]  [7:  Janet, Saad-Cook, How I paint with light, TEDx Vienna, [accessed 28 August 2020].]  [8:  Janet Saad-Cook, Sun Drawing, [accessed 27 August 2020]. ]  [9:  Alena J. Williams and Pamela M. Lee, Nancy Holt: Sightlines, (University of California Press, 21 Jul 2015), p. 61.]  [10:  Nancy Holt,‘Sun Tunnels’, ARTFORUM, [accessed 28 August 2020].] 
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Figure 1. Nancy Holt, Sun Tunnels, 1973–1976, concrete, steel, and earth, 9 ft. 3 in. x 68 ft. 6 in. x 53 ft., diagonal length: 86 ft. Each tunnel: 18 ft. 1 in. x 9 ft. 3 in. diameter, at Great Basin Desert, Utah, USA, Dia Art Foundation with support from Holt/Smithson Foundation. © Holt/Smithson Foundation and Dia Art Foundation/Licensed by VAGA at Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. Image: ZCZ Films/James Fox, courtesy Holt/Smithson Foundation.
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Figure 2. Janet Saad-Cook, Athanor, 1997, Sun Drawing, 20-by-10-foot, on the wall at Boston University's Photonics Center, USA, © Boston University, Boston. Image: Kalman Zabarsky.

Cycle, Time, and Space in artworks.

Artworks – the Sun Tunnels and the Sun Drawing Athanor are orientating viewers in the cyclic time and space. They are cyclic and relay on a yearly cycle and timing. For instance, Saad-Cook considers her work ‘at the intersection of time, space and light’, which she continually keeps exploring.[footnoteRef:11] Athanor and the other Sun Drawings represent the cycle of the natural world of the sky and earth, the connection to it. According to American art critic Eleonor Munro, ‘Saad-Cook’s thinking and her light systems… link the three orders of nature – humanity, the earth, and the sun – into a techno-aesthetic continuum to outlast any single day or life’.[footnoteRef:12] Continuity of the cycles in Athanor are pure and organic, it is the beauty of nature linking the past, present and the future, but so do the Sun Tunnels in its way. Thus, Sun Tunnels are also based on a natural cycle by representing the sky in years, days, and hours, that ‘evokes a sense of being on this planet, rotating in space, in universal time’.[footnoteRef:13] Though, before the Sun Tunnels, Holt saw desert as a vast space that was very overwhelming and tiring, it felt like ‘timelessness’ where a ‘lifetime’ looked like every minute.[footnoteRef:14] Therefore with Sun Tunnels she turned the eternal Great Basin desert into a ‘human scale’.[footnoteRef:15] As such, the positioning and timing of the artwork is carefully founded on a star-study, timing where every inch of the artwork is measured. Sun Tunnels mark annually the extreme points of sun which indicate the ‘”cyclical time” of the solar year’.[footnoteRef:16] Holt explains, ‘The center of the work becomes the center of the world. The changing pattern of light from our “sun-star” marks the days and hours as it passes through the tunnel’s “star-holes.”’[footnoteRef:17] Therefore the Sun Tunnels and the Sun Drawing Athanor point out the continuum of Time: the result of combining art with the sky, which brings out an awareness of never ending time and cycles of the solar year.  [11:  Janet, Saad-Cook, How I paint with light, TEDx Vienna, [accessed 28 August 2020].]  [12:  Eleonor Munro, Originals: American Women Artists, (Da Capo Press; Subsequent Edition, 6 April 2000), p. 515.]  [13:  Nancy Holt,‘Sun Tunnels’, ARTFORUM, [accessed 28 August 2020].]  [14:  Nancy Holt,‘Sun Tunnels’, ARTFORUM, [accessed 28 August 2020].]  [15:  Nancy Holt,‘Sun Tunnels’, ARTFORUM, [accessed 28 August 2020].]  [16:  Nancy Holt,‘Sun Tunnels’, ARTFORUM, [accessed 28 August 2020].]  [17:  Nancy Holt,‘Sun Tunnels’, ARTFORUM, [accessed 28 August 2020].] 



Experiencing the sky in art.

Both artists’ works, namely the Sun Tunnels and the Sun Drawing Athanor, are experiential. Thus, people can not only see the artists’ artworks, but they can also experience them. As Holt states ‘Words and photographs of the work are memory traces, not art. At best, they are inducements for people to go and see the actual work’.[footnoteRef:18] Thus, seeing artwork on sight in a close-up, being there is the highest level of experiencing it. And most importantly these viewers can experience the sky through these artworks. According to Saad-Cook, her art viewers are experiencing something extraordinary, ‘the sun and the earth working together in a kind of harmony’, that only human heart truly understands it.[footnoteRef:19] For instance, in 1997 Saad-Cook created a Sun Drawing in Boston University’s Photonics Center, which was also the time when she discovered that the importance in the art lay not in complexity of technology and science but rather ‘how the art was affecting people’.[footnoteRef:20] Thus, on opening day, she and her daughter got a comment from a young man who worked there, as he did not know her, he said: ‘If (you) want to see something truly beautiful you should go to the atrium. Because when the sun is there – a picture comes onto the walls’, by putting his hand on his heart, he continued: ‘I do not understand how this happens but it makes me happy every day that I see this’.[footnoteRef:21] This encounter touched the artist deeply where she understood that her art brings a deeper meaning to people. Similarly, people experience the sky through the Sun Tunnels when the sun shines through the holes on the tunnels marking a star constellation inside a tunnel. Holt explained, ‘You walk through the tunnels at midday and you’re walking on stars – sun/starlight that’s been cast in the pattern of a constellation at your feet’.[footnoteRef:22] While Saad-Cook revealed extra importance in Athanor on opening day, Holt was aware of senses that could be experienced through the Sun Tunnels from the very beginning. People who went to the Great Basin Desert in Utah to see Sun Tunnels also experienced them. According to the English art critic Waldemar Januszczak, this experience of being inside the tunnel when the sun is up and the stars are on the ground is like ‘walking among the stars.’[footnoteRef:23] Experiencing each of the artworks can be compared to experiencing the sky – to touch the sun or stars. In Saad-Cook’s view, ‘We touch the sky as one human race’.[footnoteRef:24] No matter people’s backgrounds, art viewers are united by experiencing and connecting to the sky, through the Sun Tunnels and the Sun Drawing Athanor.  [18:  Nancy Holt,‘Sun Tunnels’, ARTFORUM, [accessed 28 August 2020].]  [19:  Janet, Saad-Cook, How I paint with light, TEDx Vienna, [accessed 28 August 2020].]  [20:  Janet, Saad-Cook, How I paint with light, TEDx Vienna, [accessed 28 August 2020].]  [21:  Janet, Saad-Cook, How I paint with light, TEDx Vienna, [accessed 28 August 2020].]  [22:  Nancy Holt, and Laura McLean-Ferris, Art Review https://artreview.com/feature-sep-12-nancy-holt-1/  [accessed 2 September 2020].]  [23:  Waldemar Januszczak, The Sculpture Diaries, Sun Tunnels, online video recording, YouTube, 11 February 2014 https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=5&v=6koPeWqrYho&feature=emb_logo [accessed 1 September 2020].]  [24:  Janet, Saad-Cook, How I paint with light, TEDx Vienna, [accessed 28 August 2020].] 





Conclusion

To conclude, representation of the sky in both artworks is more comparable than contrasted. Despite the major similarities, both artworks differ from each other with their location, as Sun Tunnels are located outside but Athanor – inside. Visually they also contrast, as Athanor is flowing on the University’s wall by reflecting the sunlight through the coated glass and metal but Sun Tunnels are concrete, heavy, and huge in the middle of the desert. In a way, Sun Tunnels and Athanor are comparable artworks through their common purpose which brings art viewers closer to the sky. Thus, both artworks are created with the help of the sun where sunlight plays a large role in Sun Tunnels and Athanor. However, the technical systems of both artworks differ majorly from each other. Sun Tunnels are based on the contemporary world’s techniques whereas Athanor is based on the combined techniques of modern and ancient. Similarly, both artworks were created, constructed, and measured with major help from specialists from different fields, such as science, engineering and many more. In a common sense, both artworks represent the cyclic time of the sky and earth; the natural order of the solar year. And, at the same time they represent the continuum of Time and Universe. Art viewers can experience this for themselves by connecting closer to the sky through the Sun Drawing Athanor and Sun Tunnels.
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