
Robert Smithson is dead: “I, Roy E. Byrd, Justice of the

Peace, Potter County, Texas, determine the cause of death

to be Multiple Trauma secondary to Aircraft Accident. An autop

sy was performed by Dr. Jose Diaz.” ‘Usual Occupation (Give

kind of work done during most of working life, even if retired):

Artist. “Kind of Business or Industry: Artist.’ ‘Place of Injury

(e.g. in or about home, farm, factory, street, office building,

etc.): 23 Miles N.W. of Amarillo.” I doubt that we have concepts

to reconcile us to these facts.
The body was shipped by the N. S. Griggs & Sons funeral

directors to the New York Cemetery. So Robert Smithson

became an object at 11:45 am, July 20th, 1973. But for the pur

poses of this essay Smithson is the subject (the act of perceiv

ing) who constructed his particular world by his acts of percep

tion, as when we perceive vibrations in the electro-magnetic

field as colors, which exist only in consciousness, yet they

seem to belong to an opposed external world. Our awareness of

our “world” as conscious projection is never quite to be recon

ciled with our awareness of the world as other. We must at

tempt reconciliations with that other, or accept the loneliness

in a world of our own sensations. Coleridge wrote to Words

worth, ‘0 William! we receive but what we give, And in our life

alone does nature live: Ours is her wedding garment, ours her

shroud!”
Smithson, in interviews and essays, resists such subjective

idealism. His sometime doctor, William Carlos Williams, wrote,

“No ideas but in things.” Smithson says, “Somehow to have

something physical that generates ideas is more interesting to

me than just an idea that might generate something physical.

Conceptual art is a kind of reduced object down to a notion of

ideas that leads to idealism. An idealism is a kind of spiritualism

that never seems to work out ...“‘“ Language should find itself

in the physical world, and not end up locked in an idea in

somebody’s head.”2
Smithson attempts to stand conceptual art on its head,

perhaps on behalf of a nominalism which can have reached him

through Catholicism in refutations of William of Occam, or

merely through the nominalistic positivism which hovers

critically in the background of most modern thinking. But

Smithson seems to have his own intense hostility to the notion

of a concept as a thing-in-itself or a being-in-itself that

transcends our experience and use of the concept. Smithson

usually avoids metaphysics, if only because metaphysics is an

adventure of ideas and is predisposed toward an idealism. He

probably would have rejected the vocabulary of subject and ob

lect I am using here, for it contains an implicit metaphysics.

Smithson did not oppose idealism with materialism, and I am

sure that he saw the contradictions in the work of artists who

pursued materiality, physicality, particularity, and specificity,
and who had to attempt to frustrate the reconciliation of the

“concrete and material particular” with the concepts of con

creteness, materiality, and particularity, which are not concrete,

material, or particular. Smithson opposes subjective idealism

with dialectical materialism as a method of thinking which con
tains meanings and values which can be elaborated into an
aesthetic and a style. His emphasis on geology is a tacit argu

ment that mindless or purposeless material existence preceded

subjective consciousness, which is a way to say that matter and

nature are not dependent on the mind but have an independent

external existence as structures in constant process of change.

He uses the word “matter,” but he would probably accept a
definition which dematerialized matter into physical intercon
nections or into relations of relations. Notice Smithson’s use of

geology as a material or objective process that precedes and

parallels consciousness: “One’s mind and the earth are in a

constant state of erosion, mental rivers wear away abstract

banks, brain waves undermine cliffs of thought, ideas decom
pose into stones of unknowing, and conceptual crystallizations
break apart into deposits of gritty reason.”3This use of geology

displaces a possible use of society as a total process that

precedes and determines consciousness. The problem of socie

ty for Smithson is that if individuals collectively form a society

that is something other than the individuals, then society

becomes a thing-in-itself transcending the individual. Geology
is mirrored in the mind differently from the ways in which socie
ty is mirrored in the mind. Smithson’s choice of geology, not
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particular world by his acts of perception, as when we

perceive vibrations in the electro-magnetic field as

colors, which exist only in consciousness, yet they seem

to belong to an external world. Our awareness of our

“world” as conscious projection is never quite to be
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society, is a choice which reveals his character and will deter

mine his destiny, as character is destiny; but his character has

been shaped by social forces, not by geological forces.
Dialectical materialism resists the suggestion that the sub

ject constitutes or constructs the object by its acts of percep

tion, but the dependence of the object on the subject remains

to be defined. If an object has an independent existence, if it is

more than the sum of appearances and exists without being

perceived, then it has a self-identity which can imply a

mysterious and undefinable interiority as a thing-in-itself

transcending experience. Smithson’s nominalism opposes the

concept as a thing-in-itself, and his materialism opposes the

subject as a being-in-itself with a self-identity. Such materialism

could posit a material object, but since such an object might be,

at any particular instant, a self-identical thing-in-itself,

Smithson defines objects out of existence: “Critics, by focus

ing on the ‘art object,’ deprive the artist of any existence in the

world of both mind and matter. The mental process of the artist

which takes place in time is disowned, so that a commodity

value can be maintained by a system independent of the ar

tist.”4 Smithson regards the “object” as a falsification of actual

experience which consists of relationships and interconnec

tions, If an object can be redefined as a set of relationships,

then it has no independent self-identity, and it can enter into ot

intersect another set of relationships. Gregoire Muller. ‘. . . yoi

create a situation in which the viewer can focus upon it as if ii

were an object, rather than being somehow immersed in thE

piece and in the landscape at the same time.” Robert Smithson

“I don’t see it as an object.”5
The complex relationships between relationship and aliena
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tion are simplified by Smithson’s denial of the self-evident ex

istence of objects. Without a self-identical object, alienation

cannot arise as the loss or contradiction or betrayal of self-

identity. Smithson comments on Duchamp: “But there is no

viable dialectic in Duchamp because he is only trading on the

alienated object and bestowing on this object a kind of

mystification. Duchamp is involved with the notion of manufac

ture of objects so that he can have his little valise full of

souvenirs, am not really interested in that kind of model mak

ing: the reiteration of the Readymades. What I am saying is that

Duchamp offers a sanctification for alienated objects. so you

get a generation of manufactured goods. It is a complete denial

of the work process.
Smithson will have to solve problems implicit in work pro

cess,” a task he imposes on himself by negating the object.

Alienation, when it means non-identity of subject and object,

does not bother him, for he does not want to demonstrate the

existence of a subject and object which can each have a self-

identity, but which can also enter into a relationship of identity

with each other. Smithson eliminates subject, object, and

subject-object identity, in order to exorcise the phantom thing-

in-itself, and so he chooses an act in preference to an object: “A

great artist can make art by simply casting a glance. A set of

glances could be as solid as any thing or place, but the society

continues to cheat the artist out of his art of looking,’ by only

valuing art objects’.”7
Smithson suppresses object and identity and elevates

changes, process, and act. Robert Irving Smithson, born

Passaic, New Jersey, January 2, 1938, is not identical with but

becomes Bob Smithson, owner of 144 shares of 799 Greenwich

Street Tenants Corporation (valued at $2,880 on July 20, 1973).

Reality as process, change. and act eliminates the thing-in-

itself. He writes contemptuously of a sculpture as it was

photographed in an English garden and as it was viewed by cer

tain critics: “Caro’s industrial ruins, or concatenations of steel

and aluminum may be viewed as Kantian things-in-

themselves’,,.” His criticism of the act of criticism suggests

that formalist criticism bespeaks a subject-object identity, and

even implies access by the sensitive critic to the inaccessible

thing-in-itself.
The particular sculpture Smithson scorns is placed in a

garden, and he radically distinguishes garden from park. A

garden is man-made, an embodiment of a concept of gardens,

so that any raw otherness is subsidiary to a tasteful idea. A park,

which requires some rawness of geological features, is a set of

relationships which precede human consciousness but which

interconnect with it without identifying with it. “Burke’s notion

of ‘beautiful’ and ‘sublime’ functions as a thesis of smoothness,

gentle curves, and delivery of nature, and as an antithesis of ter

ror, solitude, and vastness of nature, both of which are rooted

in the real world, rather than in a Hegelian idea, Price and Gilpin

provide a synthesis with their formulation of the ‘picturesque,’

which is on close examination related to chance and change in

the material order of nature. The contradictions of the ‘pictures.

que’ depart from a static formalistic view of nature. The pic

turesque, far from being an inner movement of the mind, is bas

ed on real land; it precedes the mind in its material external ex

istence. We cannot take a one-sided view of the landscape

within this dialectic. A park can no longer be seen as ‘a thing-in-

itself,’ but rather as a process of ongoing relationships existing

in a physical region—the park becomes a ‘thing-for-us.’ As a

result we are not hurled into the spiritualism of Thoreaulan

transcendentalism, or its present day offspring of ‘modernist

formalism’ rooted in Kant, Hegel, and Fichte. Price, Gilpin, and

Olmsted are forerunners of a dialectical materialism applied to

the physical landscape. Dialectics of this type are a way of see

ing things in a manifold of relations, not as isolated objects.”9

At the opposite pole from the dialectical park is the space of a

gallery such as Park Place or Dwan. The white-walled gallery

space minimizes relationships and enhances the immediacy of

an object, while providing few cues for physical movement.

Smithson, opposed to the object, was opposed to the gestalt

objector specific object contained entirely within gallery space

and time. When he showed “objects” in the Dwan Gallery on

57th Street, he used complicated spatio-temporal references

and relations to counteract the meanings inherent in the gallery

space with his own meaninQs. The “object” on view was never

the whole work of art.
The white-walled gallery space encourages an experience of

instantaneous response to a stimulus, with nothing as vague or

unintelligent as instinct allowed to pollute the purity of im

mediate insight: Clement Greenberg writes, “. . - in the end

these pictures, like all others, stand or fall by their unity as

taken in at a single glance,”1° where “taken in at a single

glance” is the opposite of Smithson’s “A great artist can make

art by simply casting a glance.” Michael Fried describes his ex

perience of a sculpture by Caro: “It is this continuous and entire

preentness, amounting, as it were, to the perpetual creation of

itself, that one experiences as a kind of instantaneousness: as

though if only one were infinitely more acute, a single infinitely

brief instant would be long enough to see everything, to ex

perience the work in all its depth and fullness, to be forever con

vinced by it ‘ Smithson had the wit to see that a “single

glance” or “a single infinitely brief instant” favored the object

as a thing-in-itself. Since the bins of broken concrete in the

gallery on 57th Street referred to a site in New Jersey. the whole

work could not be taken in at a glance, for it was not an object

but part of a process of delaying and deferring insight rather

than eliciting immediate insight. Immediacy extracts “objects”

from change and collapses dialectical tensions. “I have

developed the Non-Site, which in a physical way contains the

disruption of the site. The container is in a sense a fragment

itself, something that could be called a three-dimensional map.

Without appeal to ‘gestalts’ or ‘anti-form,’ it actually exists as a

fragment of a greater fragmentation, It is a three-dimensional

perspective that has broken away from the whole, while con-
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taming the lack of its own containment. There are no mysteries
in these vestiges, no traces of an end ora beginning.’12

A perspective is not an object, it is a relationship. As
Smithson translates objects into relationships with no
mysterious interiority, his choice of materials reveals that he
prefers some relationships to others. His relations with tar,
glue, oil paint, wet cement, semen, and other viscous liquids
would differ radically from his relations with slate, flint, sand,
dry cement, solid metals, and desert islands. The island is im
portant because it rises above water. He built in 1971 two small
islands in Florida: Sunken Island and Qolite Island.’3 He points
out that “Manhattan Island once had a desert on it,” and he
thinks about physical and mental deserts: Aristotle believed
that heat combined with dryness resulted in fire: where else
could this feeling take place than in a desert or in Malevich’s
head?”5

Smithson would avoid collage it only because he would avoid
glue or paste. Masking tape, a material used in some philo
sophic visualizations, would be distastefully sticky. The circle,
as an image of being stuck in an idea, would have to be broken
or forced into a spiral. A curve, apparently and easily con
tinuous and easily biomorphic, would have to be rendered rec
tilinear and discontinuous, more like the growth of a crystal
than of a morning glory: “. . . when he finished the Spiral Jetty
Smithson ripped up the boulders so that the pathway couldn’t
be negotiated smoothly. Evidently Smithson wanted to make
locomotion discontinuous ‘

Smithson is abrasively aloof from painting: “The climate of
sight changes from wet to dry and from dry to wet according to
one’s mental weather. The prevailing conditions of one’s
psyche affect how he views art. We have already heard much
about “cool’ or ‘hot’ art, but not much about ‘wet’ and ‘dry’ art.
The viewer, be he an artist or critic, is subject to a climatology
of the brain and eye. The wet mind enjoys ‘pools and stains’ of
paint. ‘Paint’ itself appears to be a kind of liquefaction. Such
wet eyes love to look on melting, dissolving, soaking surfaces
that give the illusion at times of tending toward a gaseousness,
atomization, or fogginess.”7

Smithson tries to bring Pollock around from oceanic
metamorphosis to geological process: “Jackson Pollock’s art
tends toward a torrential sense of material that makes his paint
ings look like splashes of marine sediments. Deposits of paint
cause layers and crusts that suggest nothing ‘formal’ but rather
a physical metaphor without realism or naturalism. Full Fathom
Five becomes a Sargasso Sea, a dense lagoon of pigment, a
logical state of an oceanic mind. Pollock’s introduction of peb
bles into his private topographies suggests an interest in
geological artifices.”8 This description is wishful thinking as
Smithson appropriates Pollock for his own purposes, attending
only to those qualities in Pollock that reveal the same existence
that the qualities of Smithson’s art reveal. Pollock lived in
Springs on Long Island. Smithson owned forty acres of land in
Utah.

Smithson worked with poured tar, not poured paint, and,
unlike Pollock, he left it horizontal: “My own Tar Pool and Gravel
Pit (1966) proposal makes one conscious of the primal ooze. A
molten substance is poured into a square sink that is surround
ed by another square sink of coarse gravel. The tar cools and
flattens into a sticky level deposit.”5 Notice the control of the
tar in a square within a square, the rational form imposed on the
viscous liquid. Smithson’s tone is neutral, but his mentions of
tar are uncomfortably rationalized: “The coarse swathes of tar
on Tony Smith’s plywood mock-ups are no more or less refined
than the burnished or painted steel of David Smith. Tony
Smith’s surfaces display more of a sense of the ‘pre-historic
world’ that is not reduced to ideals and pure gestalts.”25

Smithson’s choice of qualities in materials requires that we
formulate a scale of forms of water in which a salt lake or gin
would be toward one end as dry water, while slime, which Sartre
defines as the agony of water, would be toward the other end.
Smithson is nervously contemptuous of Thoreau’s statement
that “Walden Pond became a small ocean,”2’for not only is the
statement a reflection of transcendental idealism, but it ignores
the radical qualitative differences between contained, wet pond
water and dry oceanic ocean water. A pond, for Smithson, is not
a fragment of an ocean. Smithson embraces the oceanic, in

spite of the implications of wetness, because the oceamc is an
infinity of relationships in process and is irreducible to an ob
ject. Smithson’s work process is to extract from the oceanic a
sample specimen which, while it is itself contained, contains its
own uncontainment, and thus cannot be a self-identical thing
in-itself. “The bins or containers of my Non-Sites gather in the
fragments that are experienced in the physical abyss of raw
matter.”22 “It s a three-dimensional perspective that has broken
away from the whole, while containing the lack of its own con
tainment.”23 Smithson needs the oceanic to uphold an open
system of physical interconnections that cannot conceal a
thing-in-itself. He describes a slate quarry: “All boundaries and
distinctions lost their meaning in this ocean of slate and col
lapsed all notions of gestalt unity.”24 “It was as though one was
at the bottom of a petrified sea ““I collected a canvas bag
full of slate chips for a small Non-Site” “Ocean of slate” and
“petrified sea” are rather dry. If he looks at water, he looks at it
to keep an eye on it, not to be reconciled with it, the great image
of reconciliation. He drank two dry martinis while we discussed
anti-gestalt in October, 1969. When he does look at a sea, it is
peculiarly dry: “The Pool had been drained, and this provided
me with a vista of graceful desolation—a sea of autumn
leaves.”

In Central Park, Smithson traced a spillway that becomes a
brook “choked with mud and tin cans. The mud then spews
under the Gapstow Bridge to become a muddy slough that inun
dates a good part of the Pond, leaving the rest of the Pond
aswirl with oil slicks, sludge, and dixie cups.”25 He devises a
proposal for those who have “leaky minds. It could be thought
of as the Mind of Mud, orin later stages, the Mind of Clay”:

The Mud Pool Project
1. Dig up 100 ft. sq. area of earth with a pitch-fork.
2. Get local fire department to fill the area with water.
A fire hose may be used for this purpose.
3. The area will be finished when it turns to mud.
4. Let it dry under the sun until it turns to clay.
5. Repeat process at will.

Smithson’s obsession with drying out mud reflects his fear of
being sucked in uy the thing-in-itself. His description of an
earthwork is not neutral, it is an intense reassurance: “De
Maria’s parallel chalk lines are 12 feet apart and run a half a mile
along the Dry Lake of El Mirage in the Mojave Desert. The dry
mud under these lines is cracking into an infinite variety of
polygons, mainly six-sided. Under the beating sun shrinkage is
constantly going on, causing irregular outlines. Rapid drying
causes widely spaced cracks, while slow drying causes closely
spaced cracks.” The flat and dry prose contains a promise that
one won’t sink into the work: “Heizer’s Compression Line is
made by the earth pressing against the sides of two parallel
lengths of plywood, so that they converge into two facing
sunken perspectives. The earth surrounding this double
perspective is composed of ‘hard-pan’ (a hard impervious sedi
ment that does not become plastic, but can be shattered by ex
plosives). A drainage layer exists under the entire work.” Thus
Smithson prefers the safety of explosives to the danger of what
is plastic.

Smithson, in his choices of materials and of styles, can be
seen staying safely above water. He saw the Spiral Jetty
covered with water, only to see the water recede and leave a salt
crust which proved the interior dryness of that water. He moves
toward the “oceanic” only to avoid the “object.” In the face of
the “oceanic” he constructs islands which are “situations”
rather than “objects.” Smithson’s fear is that the perceiving
subject will be glued into a relation of identity with the
phenomenal object. His supervening fear is that the object is
noumenal, a thing-in-itself that will swallow up the subject. The
slimy is resisted because it fits and clings to the body the way
the object fits the consciousness of the subject. Sartre has writ
ten convincingly that the fear of the viscous is the fear that the
“In-Itself would draw the For-Itself into its contingency, into its
indifferent exteriority, into its foundationless existence . .

“To touch the slimy is to risk being dissolved in sliminess. Now
this dissolution by itself is frightening enough, because it is the
absorption of the For-Itself by the In-Itself as
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that application of the Sartrean terms feels like a slimy thing to

do. Beneath the high and dry ground that Smithson erects as

his philosophic position (a dialectical materialism which is

always about to take flight) spreads the threat of a gluey identity

of subject and object. Smithson refuses to fit his mind into the

world the way a body would fit into a tar-pool. He gives much

thought to the design of airports, as in Non-Site #1.

Smithson is making art, but his work must never fit the con

cept of art too well, lest it be swallowed by the concept. Thus

the work is awkward, abrasive, unattractive, but homely, not

seductively ugly. But if Smithson fought the preconceptions

about art, and refused the imposition of the concepts of

Documenta 5 [see his statement Cultural Confinement,” Art-

forum, October, 1972, p. 39], he implied that the concept “art” is

something other than the sum of works of art. Smithson tries to

keep the concept of art nominalistic, positivistic, perhaps

operational, but the concept seems to have an interior identity

of meaning of its own that transcends actual works of art. One

way to control the transcendence of the concept of art is to mix

it with non-art, with non-conceptual nature. Smithson moves

warily here because nature is a concept, and man is nature:

“The farmer’s, miner’s, or artist’s treatment of the land depends

on how aware he is of himself as nature; after all, sex isn’t a

series of rapes.” He wants a “concrete dialectic between nature

and people,” where nature is physical interconnections, not ob

ject: “Looking on the nature of the park, or its history and our

perceptions of it, we are first presented with an endless maze of

relations and interconnections, in which nothing remains what

or where it is, as a thing-in-itself, but the whole park changes

like day and night, in and out, dark and light But if the park

I is nature, and man is nature, identity weakens the dialectic. “So

there’s constant confusions between man and nature, Is man a

part of nature? Is man not a part of nature? So this causes prob

lems.”28
The width of the interval between man and nature varies, and

each variance is a meaning When man narrows the interval

through his actions, the result seems poisonous or polluting or

sadistic—back to nature as an unnatural act. Smithson seems

to regard his work as at a wide interval from the culture, and as

closing the interval between man and nature, unlike the miners:

“If strip miners were less alienated from the nature in them

selves and free of sexual aggression, cultivation wOuld take

place. When one looks at the Indian cliff dwelling in Mesa

Verde, one cannot separate art from nature.”29

If Smithson turns to the landscape, to nature, and works with

it, he is going to see something of himself in the landscape. On

ly the immensity of desert, lake, ocean, and sky, which cannot

be experienced as total objects, and which interconnect with

his work in an infinity of relationships which he sees as dialec

tical, saves him from the predicament of subject-object identity

The Spiral Jetty, which changes as nature changes, exists a

physical connections apart from Smithson, yet in some relation

ship to him. I do not see how he could have beheld the Spira

Jetty and not felt that he became what he beheld. His succest

must be seen not as widening the interval between man anc

nature in imitation of the interval between rapist and victim, o

sadist and maoschist, and not as closing the interval in oceani

absorption, but in keeping the interval changing, in part b

pointing to intervals within nature: “The authentic artist canno

turn his back on the contradictions that inhabit our land

scapes.”3°Smithson keeps the intervals varying so that procesz

cannot be represented, or misrepresented, as object.
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One strategy for getting control over the concept of art and
the concept of nature is to connect them with the concept of
industrial-technology. Smithson planned an earthwork for the
Minerals Engineering Company of Denver. Sketches and de
scriptions are available in “Robert Smithson: the Amarillo
Ramp, by John Coplans (Artforum, April, 1974). If the Minerals
Engineering Company is indeec part of a dialectic, then
Smithson could propose entering into relationships with it
which would release the energy in himself and in the company.
John Coplans describes the plans for an enormous pond con
structed from a partial circle of tailings (broken rocks from the
mining operations) integrated into the vast hilly landscape. The
idea is beautiful, as I have defined beauty as an increase in the
available energy, especially the energy available for attention.
The intervals among art, nature, and industry are set in motion.

On December 1, 1972, Smithson bought, through Collins
Securities Corporation, 26 Beaver Street, 4,000 shares of
Minerals Engineering Corporation at $.25 a share (quoted on
July 20, 1973: $.38-$.48). When Smithson as an artist becomes a
businessman and owns shares in the corporation which would
own Tailings Pond, does he see himself in the company? Is his
purchase an aesthetic act, combining art and industry? Or is it a
practical act? How would one differentiate the aesthetic judg
ment from the practical judgment? The lack of differentiation is
exciting and frightening, and on one level might indicate a
common-sense detour around Kant’s differentiation of the
aesthetic. The gesture successfulij intertwines art, nature, and
capitalist industry, and introduces into each concept an
abrasive particularity from a possible opposite.

Beyond the grandeur of the project—nine million tons of tail
ings, twenty-five years, two thousand feet in diameter—is the
problem that Smithson must not see himself in the work, and he
need not see himself in it if he can define it not as an object but
as a set of interrelationships. Beyond many intricate questions
arises the question of whether in truth society is in a dialectical
movement, or whether in truth it is an enormous total object,
even a din g-an-sich, which precedes the individual, determines
the individual, and absorbs the individual ‘as ink is absorbed by
a blotter.” Smithson declines to see a large boulder as an ob
ject: “I don’t see it as an object,” arid he declines to see society,
or our culture, as in any sense an object. Gadamer writes that
“our seeing is always seeing of or)Jects,” and he adds, “what
one disregards one cannot help seeing, one must even keep an
eye on it.”3’ Smithson’s frustration is that he must keep his eye
on the thing-in-itself which is of course beyond visualization. As
he does so, he finds his own truth and method in an art which
opposes pure visualization with non-visual impurities. The
gross size of the work and the grand ambitions induce the most
delicate perceptions. Tailings Pond would reconcile art, nature,
and industrial technology. But can he have been comfortably
reconciled to these reconciliations such as Naomi Spector
described in a letter to Mark Mollut. July 8, 1974? “In dealing
with large areas of land which weto either in disregard or had
been ravaged by industrial processr’s, he utilized industrial and
business methods to reclaim these areas for aesthetic ends,
restoring wasted parts of the earth s surface to new beauty and
meaning.” But suppose dialectical materialism is only a
supreme fiction, what then? Smithson writes in “Incidents of
Mirror-Travel in the Yucatan”: “Objects are phantoms of the
mind, as false as angels.”32 How, then, should the Mayans have
defined the Spanish—as moments in a dialectic? What is that
story about the tar-baby?

At the center of Smithson as subject is a need not to blend,
not to enter into a subject-object identity, not to tall into the
void of the thing-in-itself. If Smithson were to alienate friends,
the reason would be to restore his boundaries. If he were to
behave sadistically, the reason WOuld be to prevent blending or
identifying with another subject If he pursued people who
theatricalized themselves—and he owned forty shares of Max’s
Kansas City when he died, value zeiu—the reason would be that
the people would be situations whiurt were changing into other
situations. “I think things just change from one situation to the
next, there’s really no return.” Smithson’s work is peculiarly
loveless, yet troublesomely anti-narcissistic. His withdrawal of
love from himself—his interior world seems always to be com
ing to an end—is manifest in his fascination with entropy and

his fascination with catastrophes, hints in earthquakes and
volcanic eruptions that the world is coming to an end. The
loneliness and lovelessness in his work is consistent with the
generalized benevolence of his projects when he proposes to
rescue mankind from some of its sticky problems caused by
slimy bastards. Smithson, feeling attacked by Alan Gussow
who wrote of “earth work artists who cut and gouge the land
like Army engineers,” responded that Gussow’s interpretation
“seems linked to his own sexual fears.”33 This unamiable
response prompts me to mention a more dreadful topic,
Smithson’s fear of love, a topic discussed with heroic compas
sion by Sigmund Freud, Collected Papers, Ill, pp. 448ff.

While I regard the dialectic as Smithson wrote about it as one
of the “phantoms of the mind, as false as angels,” his work re
mains quite actual in an actual common-sense world. As Naomi
Spector wrote to Mark Moller, “All Smithson’s sculptures, draw
ings, and earth-works enjoyed a firmly established and widely-
based reputation and market, even in sectors of society that are
usually untouched by art.” In a brilliant moment in American
aesthetic history, Nancy Holt, Smithson’s widow, interviewed
the driver of the front-loader truck who quarried and dumped
some of the rock for the Amarillo Ramp. Smithson had drawn up
the plans for the Ramp, and Nancy Holt and Richard Serra com
pleted the piece to Smithson’s specifications. On the last day of
work, Sid Feck, the driver, said to Nancy Holt: “When I ripped
this rock I noticed there were different colors, and I tried to mix
‘em as I put them on the ramp. Even when I got ‘em out of my
stockpile, I mixed them up for you just a little to kinda change
the color, not to make one solid color on either side.” Nancy
Holt responds: “Oh, that’s something I didn’t realize you were
doing.” Sid Feck has an aesthetic that is not derived from
technological-industrial operations: “The rest of the lake is
three or four different shades of yellow, really, and’l think it sets
off beautiful, don’t you?” The beautiful, according to Edmund
Burke, excites love, and relaxes “the solids of the whole
system.” “All this is accompanied with an inward sense of
melting and languor.” Coplans has commented, “Smithson
never chose sites according to what might be described as
norms of beauty.’ But Sid Feck not only speaks fearlessly of
the beautiful, he is a colorist, as Smithson never could have
been because color is a reconciliation of the subject and objeci.
Nancy Holt: “There are quite a few colors here, what with the
rocks and the mud and the sky and the grass Sid Feck:
Yes they all blend in nice, they sure do.”

Sid Feck put something of himself into the Amarillo Ramp; he
is what he beholds, and he delights in his achievement as paid
front-loader driver and unpaid colorist: “I think the Old Lord put
us on here to keep the old Earth in shape, some of us, and I’m
one of them.” Sid Feck’s ideas so contradict Smithson’s ideas
that the contradiction revives the dialectic. Smithson sought to
break identity, Sid Feck achieves identity, but the complicated
relationships between identity and non-identity that now
emerge are to Robert Smithson’s credit. Smithson’s voice still
speaks with authority: “When a thing is seen through the con
sciousness of temporality, it is changed into something that is
nothing. This all-engulfing sense provides the mental ground
for the object, so that it ceases being a mere object, and
becomes art. The object gets to be less and less but exists as
something clearer. Every object, if it is art, is charged with the
rush of time even though it is static, but all this depends on the
viewer.” Sid Feck’s sense of appropriate colors, “not to make
one solid color on either side,” builds a contradiction into the
Amarillo Ramp, and constructs a dialectic which Smithson
would have appreciated, for it is a dialectic between the idea of
dialectic, represented by Smithson, and the idea of object and
identity, represented by Feck. Smithson’s ideas make the
Amarillo Ramp intelligible as a situation, but Sid Feck. casually
and lovingly overcoming the division of labor, introduces into
Smithson’s concept just the right non-conceptual impurities to
give it temporal concreteness. Smithson’s dialectical materi

alism is vindicated by what Sid Feck has done, and by what I
have written, to contradict it.
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