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In the seminal 1968 essay “A Sedimentation of the Mind: Earth Projects,” Robert Smithson fundamentally 

redefined the relationship between the human psyche and the physical world. Published during a period of intense 

artistic transition, the text serves as a manifesto for Land Art (or Earthworks), moving beyond the static limitations 

of Minimalism toward a dynamic, entropic understanding of material reality. Smithson argues that the mind itself is 

a geological site—a landscape of sedimentation, erosion, and fracture. This analysis explores the technical, 

philosophical, and procedural frameworks established by Smithson, examining how his concepts of entropy, 

material agency, and the Site/Non-Sitedialectic continue to influence contemporary art, conservation, and

ecological theory.

The Cognitive Geology: Mapping the Internal Landscape

Smithson’s primary thesis posits that the mind is not a detached observer of nature but a participant in its 

geological processes. He describes the “turbidity of thinking,” a state where logical structures are overwhelmed 

by the same entropic forces that govern the physical earth. This primary envelopmentsuggests that at low levels

of consciousness, the boundaries between the artist and the material world dissolve.

The Metaphor of Sedimentation

In Smithson’s view, ideas are not ephemeral; they have weight, density, and a lifecycle. He utilizes specific

terminology to describe the breakdown of intellectual structures:

•  Erosion: The gradual wearing away of abstract concepts by the "mental rivers" of experience.

•  Decomposition: The process by which complex ideas break down into "stones of unknowing."

•  Crystallization: The temporary formation of rigid, logical systems that are inevitably destined to shatter.

By framing the mind as a carbonaceous sediment, Smithson invokes a tertiary worldof petroleum, asphalts, and

bituminous agglomerations. These materials represent the residues of time and biological pressure, suggesting

that human thought is a prehistoric byproduct rather than a transcendent spark.

Entropy: The Theoretical Engine of Earth Projects

Central to Smithson’s practice is the concept of entropy, derived from the Second Law of Thermodynamics. While

traditional art seeks to preserve form against the ravages of time, Smithson’s Earth Projects embrace the inevitable

slide toward disorder. This is not seen as a negative force but as a fundamental characteristic of the universe.

Mechanics of Entropic Transformation

Smithson’s technical approach to entropy involves several key mechanisms:

1.  Scattering: The dispersal of matter (e.g., his 1969 Asphalt Rundown), which demonstrates the loss of distinct 

edges and hierarchies.

2.  Rusting and Oxidation: The transition from Steel to Rust. Unlike the pristine surfaces of Minimalist sculpture 

(e.g., Donald Judd), Smithson’s use of raw steel acknowledges its future as an oxide, emphasizing the chemical 

agency of the material.



3.  Sedimentation: The accumulation of layers where chronological time is flattened into spatial depth.

Mathematical Models of Disorder

While Smithson’s writing is poetic, it aligns with stochastic processes where the movement of particles is random 

yet follows a statistical trend toward equilibrium. In his works, the “landscape of logic” is crushed under “glacial 

reveries,” a metaphor for the slow, irresistible pressure of time that levels all distinctions.

Technical Framework: The Site/Non-Site Dialectic

One of Smithson’s most significant contributions to art theory is the Site/Non-Sitedialectic. This framework

addresses the problem of how to represent a vast, outdoor earthwork within the confines of a gallery or museum.



Feature The Site (The Earthwork) The Non-Site (The Gallery)

Location Specific, remote, often industrial or 
peripheral.

Neutral, institutional, indoor.

Materiality Raw, uncontained, subject to weather 
and erosion.

Contained, categorized, preserved.

Perspective Open, 360-degree immersion. Closed, focused, analytical.

Time Geological/Linear time (entropy). Historical/Circular time 
(documentation).

Information Subtractive (loss of material over 
time).

Additive (maps, photos, descriptions).

The Non-Site functions as a three-dimensional map. It usually consists of a container (often a steel bin) filled with 

material from the Site (rocks, sand, salt), accompanied by aerial photographs and topographic maps. This creates 

a logical resonance between the physical presence of the material and the abstract representation of its origin.

Material Agency and the “Silent Revolution” of Synthetics

As noted in contemporary scholarship, Smithson’s era coincided with what Thelma R. Newman called a “silent 

revolution” in plastics and synthetics. While Smithson preferred geological materials, his interest in bituminous 

agglomerations and ozokerite touched upon the burgeoning world of industrial polymers.

The Transition from Natural to Synthetic

The relationship between the “plastic arts” and literal plastic is a critical vector in Smithson’s theory. The synthetics 

used in the conservation of art (as explored by figures like Eva Hesse) often conflict with Smithson’s entropic goals. 

For Smithson, the “synthetic”was not a fake version of the natural, but a continuation of the earth’s capacity to

produce complex, carbon-based forms. However, the conservation of such works poses a technical paradox: how

do we preserve an artwork whose primary purpose is to decay?

Physical Properties of Smithson's Palette

•  Asphalt: A viscous, semi-solid form of petroleum. It represents a state between solid and liquid, embodying 

the “slow flowage” of thinking.

•  Ozokerite: A naturally occurring mineral wax. It suggests a biological-geological hybridity.

•  Slump and Debris: These are not failures of form but the cracking limits of the brain, where the structural 

integrity of a project meets the gravity of reality.

Procedural Implementation: Executing an Earth Project

To implement an Earth Project based on Smithsonian principles, an artist or engineer must follow a rigorous

procedural workflow that accounts for geological and environmental variables.

Step 1: Site Selection and Investigation

The site must not be picturesque. Smithson favored “low-profile” sites—industrial wastelands, abandoned 

quarries, or salt flats. The selection process involves analyzing the site’s sedimentary historyand its potential for

entropic change.



Step 2: Material Sourcing (The Logical Link)

Materials must be indigenous to the site or conceptually linked to its industrial history. For example, in Spiral Jetty

(1970), the use of basalt rock and salt crystals was essential to the work’s interaction with the Great Salt Lake’s

chemistry.

Step 3: Engineering for Change

Unlike traditional architecture, the engineering of an Earthwork must anticipate failure modes. This involves:

•  Hydrological Mapping: Understanding how water levels will submerge or reveal the work.

•  Oxidation Rates: Calculating the rate at which steel components will transition to rust.

•  Structural Instability: Intentionally designing for “slump” or “slides” to occur over decades.

Step 4: Documentation (The Non-Site Component)

The creation of the Non-Site requires precise cartography and photographic documentation. This transforms the 

raw experience of the Site into a displaced metaphor that can be consumed by the viewer in an urban context.

Case Study: The Crisis of Conservation in ‘Spiral Jetty’

Robert Smithson’s most famous work, Spiral Jetty, provides a masterclass in the technical challenges of Land Art. 

Built in April 1970 at Rozel Point, Utah, the 1,500-foot-long coil of black basalt and earth is a study in active 

sedimentation.

Operational Challenges and Failure Modes

For decades, the Jetty was submerged due to rising lake levels. This was not a failure of the work, but its fulfillment. 

However, when the water receded, the basalt was encrusted in white salt crystals, changing the visual and 

chemical composition of the piece. Conservationists face a dilemma: should the salt be removed to restore the 

original “black” look, or should the natural agency of the lake be allowed to continue its work? Smithson’s 

philosophy suggests the latter. The work is a “moving faculty”that occurs within the geological miasma of the

lake.

The Role of Digitality and Virtual Memory

In the modern era, the “dream of digitality” offers a new form of the Non-Site. High-resolution satellite imagery 

and LiDAR scanning allow for a Virtual Memoryof Earth Projects. This creates a secondary layer of sedimentation

—data-driven layers that record the physical decay of the work without physically intervening in its entropic process.

The Practical Scope of Geological Metaphors

The implications of Smithson’s “Sedimentation of the Mind” extend far beyond the art world. They provide a 

framework for understanding Anthropocene challenges, where human activity has become a geological force.

Applications in Modern Strategy

1.  Environmental Remediation: Using Smithson’s Site/Non-Site dialectic to visualize and communicate the 

impact of industrial pollution.

2.  Architecture: Designing structures that acknowledge their eventual return to the earth, moving away from the 

fantasy of permanent durability.

3.  Data Management: Treating “data rot” and digital obsolescence as a form of electronic entropy, requiring a 

“sedimentary” approach to archiving.

Synthesis and Broader Implications



Robert Smithson’s “A Sedimentation of the Mind: Earth Projects” remains a foundational text because it 

correctly identified the hubris of human logic when confronted with the vast scale of geological time. By aligning the 

landscape of logic with glacial reveries, Smithson stripped away the illusion of the artist as a creator of 

permanent icons. Instead, the artist becomes a facilitator of material processes—a worker in the miasmaof rust,

salt, and stone.

The technical breakdown of his work reveals a sophisticated understanding of material agency. Whether it is the 

transition of steel to rust or the crumbling of “conceptual crystallizations” into “gritty reason,” Smithson’s legacy is a 

call to engage with the world as it is: shifting, eroding, and beautifully entropic. The turbidity of thinkinghe

described is not a flaw to be corrected, but the very medium through which we must understand our place in the

strata of the earth. As we navigate an era defined by climate instability and the “silent revolution” of synthetic

materials, the sedimentary mind offers a vital, if gritty, map for the future of human engagement with the physical

world.
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