
Making the Bridge Breathe

Wave Arbor, 2011. Perforated

anodized aluminum, painted

steel, up-lights, and solar-

powered LEDs, 25 x 88 x 25 ft.

Work installed at Long Bridge

Park, Arlington, VA.
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Douglas Hollis
A Conversation with

BY CATHRYN KELLER



Douglas Hollis’s three San Francisco studio spaces reflect the dimensions of his increas-

ingly complex, collaborative public art. A square room dominated by computer monitors

could be an architect’s office. The small downstairs shop is neatly gridded with what used

to be familiar hand tools. The outdoor studio—in a quintessentially San Francisco garden

with native plants, stepped terraces, and the sounds of wind, birds, and a foghorn—

holds the key, revealing the spirit, energies, and elements that animate Hollis’s subtle

yet powerful work.

His four-decade career has suddenly become very busy. In a move that perhaps parallels

Hollis’s own staying power and new visibility, Aeolian Harp (1976), which was originally

installed high above the entrance to San Francisco’s Exploratorium, is being relocated

(along with the hands-on science museum) to the Embarcadero, where it will perch on

a bridge—a more accessible site that will allow it to be seen as well as heard.

On the Virginia side of the Potomac River, two miles south of the National Mall, Hollis

is at work on the second of two structures for Long Bridge Park. Arlington County admin-

istrators were so pleased with his wind-activated, steel and aluminumWave Arbor (2011)

that they invited him back and asked that

his wife, sculptor Anna Valentina Murch,

collaborate with him on the next phase.

The couple is also working on the lighting

design for a light-rail bridge in Portland, Ore-

gon, that will respond to the water below.

Hollis’s work is “very much about making

places rather than objects.” He and Murch

“work with fields of experience rather than

objects per se, combining a sequence

of elements to make a multi-sensory experi-

ence.” Such multi-sensory work requires a

multidisciplinary approach. Hollis, who was

born in Michigan in 1948, has worked with

artists and innovators in many fields—from

Ann Arbor’s interdisciplinary ONCE Group

to visionary Frank Oppenheimer and über-

landscape architect George Hargreaves.

After art school at the University of Michi-

gan and a few years in New York, Hollis

landed in Berkeley, maintaining connec-

tions with the avant-garde musicians around

the Center for Contemporary Music at near-

by Mills College.

Hollis’s work can easily be missed unless

we do what it invites us to do: tune in.

It doesn’t so much assert itself as amplify

what is already there, helping us to focus

on sound, wind, light, shadow, water, air,

and our own breath. Amplification is key.

In common with artistic and meditative

process, his work is about perception and

awareness—of the external environment,

inner experience, boundaries, membranes,

and possibilities for transcendence.

Cathryn Keller: You have worked with sound
as a way to shape space and perception for

a long time. How did you get started?

Douglas Hollis: I started out at the Explora-
torium as an artist-in-residence in the mid-

’70s, collaborating with physicists and

people in the shops. That’s when I devel-

oped the first Aeolian Harp (1976). I was

very interested in the power of sound, how

it could be architectural, how you could

create space with it, so that you have a

sense that you’re within a kind of volume.

I also built the first wind organ there. The

two pieces are complementary—visually
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A Sound Garden, 1983. Painted steel, anodized

aluminum, brick, and gravel, steel towers: 21 ft.

high. Work installed at NOAA, Seattle.
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minimal, but musical. With the Explorato-

rium moving to a new space, I’m thrilled

that the harp will be mounted on a pedes-

trian bridge between two piers. People can

get closer to it, listen to it in more intimate

ways.

CK: You are creating a second structure for

Long Bridge Park in Virginia, located between

the Pentagon and Reagan National Airport.

What are the challenges of working at a

site surrounded by highways, high-rises,

railroad tracks, and a waterfowl sanctuary?

DH: One challenge was competition from
traffic sounds. With planes flying into

National Airport every 2.5 minutes, I thought

there was enough sound out there, so

motion seemed like a better approach.Wave

Arbor (2011) turned out incredibly well.

It’s become an icon for the park. The new

piece, Cloud Grove, will be three tree-

like structures animated by a system of

embedded fog nozzles. It will be on a

changing program and will talk about water

in a different way than the rest of the new

Aquatics Center. It will have an interactive

relationship with the park, producing evaporative cooling, which is quite pragmatic. It

also creates a wonderful phenomenon, a cloud-like mist in the trees. As with many of

my projects, I want the work to have an interactive quality. It becomes a lure that will

draw people into the park.

CK: And in Oregon, you plan to make a bridge breathe?

DH: We are dynamically lighting the Portland-Milwaukie Light Rail Bridge. It’s a cable-
stayed bridge, and we’re lighting the cables, which are about a foot in diameter. What’s

essential to the concept is that we’re getting data from the river, monitoring what the
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Above: Listening Vessels, 2008. Limestone, 2 ele-

ments, 8 x 3 ft. each. Right: Mistree, 2008. Stain-

less steel, water, 80 mist nozzles, and up-lights,

16 x 28 ft. Both works installed at Discovery Green

Park, Houston.



river is doing in terms of flow and tidal levels. The data will be

transformed through an algorithm into a set of instructions, so

the lighting will change in response to what the river is doing.

There’s a relationship between the bridge and the river, a kind of

conversation. The bridge will almost look like it’s breathing. It’s a

poetic way of describing the feeling we want it to have. It will be

a soft, subtle, breath-like gesture.

CK: What are your artistic goals? You have spoken about creating

oases, and you have described your ambition for your work as

“making good vessels.”

DH: It’s the same thing. For years, I’ve been trying to make places
where people can pause, collect themselves and get centered, and

be able to cope with the world a little better. I like working in the

public realm because I feel that my work contributes to better

places that alter your state of mind, hopefully for the better.

The good vessel idea has to do with the notion of entering some-

thing—you’re not standing looking at something, you’re actually

within it. That phrase occurred when we did a tidal clock piece in

Port Townsend, Washington. We wanted it to age beautifully, to

accrete things, so it became a kind of armature for natural pro-

cesses, visually and sonically. It also became a habitat—storks

love to go fishing there.

CK: Oasis, your Brea project under construction in Orange County,

references Native American cultural landscapes. Does this acknowl-

edge the time that you spent, beginning as a teenager, living with

Native Americans in Oklahoma?

DH: It’s an attitude that’s pretty deeply embedded in me, an under-
standing that I will never really understand that ancient mind.

It’s a different take on how the world is put together, your rela-

tionship to it, so I just follow it through on how I think about

making art.

CK: Where is the body in or in relation to your work? You talk

about people as participants, or walkers, not viewers.

DH: I try to make things that are multi-sensory. A lot of the pieces
obviously hold their ground, but at the same time, they’re like

telltales, talking about something beyond themselves, something

observable through one or more of the senses—the flow of the

wind or the flow of water, different expressions of those elements.

It makes one more aware of these ephemeral or sometimes almost

invisible things that have influence on us. It has to do with a

mental space. We are trying to create a more aware relationship

between ourselves and natural forces.

CK: Could you explain how this idea works, perhaps in the context

of A Sound Garden (1983)? This work, which is installed at NOAA’s

Western Regional Center in Seattle, resulted from an “unusual

cooperation,” as you called it, with the architects and four other

artists (Siah Armajani, Scott Burton, Martin Puryear, and George

Trakas).

DH: I really love A Sound Garden (1983), which is on Lake Washing-
ton. It was one of my first permanent commissions and my first

flowing, orchestrated sound structure. It had to do with shaping

the land, making a pathway that was somewhat sonic, making

you aware of your own walking, of your motion up the incline. It

was about proxemics and how you begin to perceive certain things
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Douglas Hollis with Anna Valentina Murch, Waterscape, 2005. Boulders, water,

granite, stainless steel, and fog nozzles, 4000 sq. ft. Work installed at the San

Jose Civic Center, CA.



either visually or sonically. You enter a field

of 12 wind organ towers, with a choreo-

graphic component, so it tracks the wind

and maximizes the sound it can produce. At

times, the gray towers almost disappear

against the Seattle sky, but the pipes, which

are anodized aluminum, tend to capture

light, so you see them up there in the air,

moving, without noticing the structures

that hold them up. The band Soundgarden

named itself after that piece.

CK: Who are your artistic and creative

influences?

DH: I’ve admired Robert Irwin for a long
time, as well as the Light and Space people

in general—James Turrell and Eric Orr, and

Larry Bell and Maria Nordman. And, of

course, Leonardo. In graduate school in the

late ’60s, I did environmental stuff. I was

interested in Land Art when it started hap-

pening and started doing what became

known as site-specific work at about the

same time as Mary Miss and George Trakas.

It started to morph into public art. There

really wasn’t something called public art

prior to that, although GSA had its sculp-

ture program. Herbert Bayer, who came

out of the Bauhaus and did earthworks,

was one of the early people you don’t hear

about much.

After art school, when I first moved out

here, I got involved with the Center for Con-

temporary Music at Mills College. I met a

lot of the students and composers, including

Max Neuhaus, Bill Fontana, Michael Brew-

ster, and Liz Phillips, and started thinking

about sound as a medium for sculpture. I’d

been around the ONCE Group and experi-

mental theater in Ann Arbor, so I was pretty

comfortable with cross-disciplinary thinking.

My wife Anna is a professor of sculpture at

Mills, so we are still closely associated with

the place.

CK: You seem to have been involved in cre-

ative collaborations for about as long as

you have been an artist, and your work

process today resembles that of an archi-

tect. Do you ever not collaborate?

DH: At this scale, there are always other
people involved, whether I’m working as a

design team member or as an artist asso-

ciated with the project. I’ve done this pretty

much my whole career. For example, in

Arlington, the landscape architecture firm

Hargreaves Associates designed the park. I’ve worked with George Hargreaves since the early

1980s. With the architect Mark Mack, we formed a team to go in for the design of an 18-

acre section of Candlestick Park—the first urban state park in California. We designed the

whole thing collaboratively. We built a six-by-six-foot sandbox in George’s studio so that all

three of us could work on three-dimensional ideas at the same time, instead of drawing at

each other the way architects do. We didn’t actually get in it. We used it to do quick dia-

grammatic sketches that we could photograph before going on to the next thing. It was

very fluid, a more relaxed way of working than just drawing.

CK:What are the secrets for successful creative collaboration with your spouse?

DH:We each have our own projects, and we do some projects together. We have a similar
sensibility about place-making and environment, engaging the body, and working with nat-

ural phenomena. I think we complement each other’s abilities.

CK: Is yours a new kind of studio? Do you still draw?

DH: It’s a 21st-century studio. I do a lot of work on the computer—modeling and prelimi-

nary working drawings. I’m a maker, so I get bored with too much computer. I have some

apprentices from Berkeley periodically, students who usually go into a firm to learn the

ropes, but the weird ones come to me, the ones who like to build things.

Cathryn Keller writes about sculpture, photography, and yoga.
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Douglas Hollis with The Berger Partnership, ASLA, Waterworks (detail), 2005. Black granite, bronze, and

water, cone: 14 ft. high. Work installed at Cal Anderson Park, Seattle.
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