“... in terms of my own work you are confronted not only with an abstraction but also with the physicality of here and now, and these two things interact in a dialectical method and it’s what I call a dialectic of place. It’s like the art in a sense is a mirror and what is going on out there is a reflection. There is always a correspondence. The reflection might be the mind, or the mirror might be the matter. But you always have these two things. They form a dual unity and to say that one is better than the other is to go around like a squirrel in a cage.”







         Robert Smithson
Introduction:


The name ‘Robert Smithson’ conjures up images of Spiral Jetty in many of us. Although the recent literature and exhibitions on Smithson attempt to broaden the scope of information about his art
, he is still usually remembered as an artist with a mixture of minimalist, environmentalist, and radical socialist concerns who rejected galleries and defended nature. However, Smithson was a dialectic artist not only in his art but also in his relation to the art world. His works question rather than advocate the agendas of minimalists, socio-political activists, and environmentalists. One reason for the frequent misinterpretation of Smithson’s work is that in spite of the availability of Smithson’s writings and their widely acknowledged importance to his art, there is no critical account that considers his writings in detail and in relation to his other artworks. Writing played an important role in the art of many artists of the 60s, but the theory that Smithson develops in his writings is as unique in its comprehensiveness as was his capacity to create a unified approach to art where the written words and the physical objects parallel, and not just complement, each other. This paper focuses on the period 1966-70, which corresponds to Smithson’s first set of articles and his site-nonsite
 works, because this is the period that most challenges the traditional way of thinking about art, nature, and life. Smithson carries out what he calls his nonanthropomorphic approach - that is, a non-hierarchical, non-rationalist, and non-moralist approach
 - so systematically in this roughly five year period that it is almost unparalleled in contemporary western art.
 The mentality that Smithson’s writings and his site-nonsite works require is so alien to us that it is no surprise that many critics have been misled by it. Yet, it is through these works that Smithson’s concept of the non-anthropomorphic can be understood. The rational analysis that this paper follows is only a crutch, or in terms of Smithson’s vocabulary of site-nonsite works it is a mapping procedure that points from the anthropomorphic of our everyday experience (the nonsite) to the nonanthropomorphic (the site). Although Smithson’s art certainly has minimalist, environmental, and social aspects to it, they are not his main concern, and this paper de-emphasizes them in order to divert attention from these known categories to their breakdown brought about by the dialectic that Smithson initiated with the nonanthropomorphic. 


Smithson’s writings and his physical objects are closely related. They are verbal and visual elaborations respectively of the same concepts. Furthermore, his writings are heavily dependent on images, as a page from “Quasi-Infinities and the Waning of Space”
 (Fig. 2) demonstrates. Correspondingly, he provides his objects with long verbal descriptions (Fig. 3). The Spiral Jetty is not just an earthwork but also an essay and a 34-minute film (Fig. 4). The most complete fusion between texts and objects occurs in "A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic"
 (Fig. 5) and "Incidents of Mirror-Travel in the Yucatan"
      (Fig. 6). In both of these works, photographs of objects in nature together with verbal descriptions infused with fiction make up the  documentations of journeys.


Beginning in 1966 Smithson published 16 articles in three years, among them the above mentioned Passaic and Yucatan travelogues. This set of articles articulates Smithson’s attitude toward art with considerable clarity. He also produced objects in this period (fig. 7), his own unorthodox minimalism, but these still have individual objects, a concept already under attack in his writings of the time. He almost completely stopped publishing and devoted most of his energies to various site-nonsite projects between 1968 and 1970. Again, these works always incorporate crucial verbal elements. His last period from 1970 to 1973 is characterized by large scale works, reclamation projects, and a return to writing as his theories begin to shift away from the rigorous dialectic of the earlier works. 

“Entropy and the New Monuments”:


It is tempting to dismiss Robert Smithson's writings as ‘avalanches of the mind’. His language is deliberately baroque, poetic, and confusing, to use just some of the most common adjectives of his critics. Lucy Lippard calls it nonlinear.
 Smithson himself suggests that 


"...one cannot avoid muddy thinking when it comes to earth 


projects... 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 ... Slump, debris slides, avalanches 


all take place within the cracking limits of the brain."

Smithson’s prose is full of theoretical implications but in format it more closely resembles fiction. This is the reflection of Smithson’s anti-rationalist stand. It does Smithson a certain injustice to deprive his writings of their complexity for the sake of analysis, so I must acknowledge the danger of packaging his ideas too neatly. 



Smithson often uses terminologies without defining them clearly. Thus it usually takes the reader several articles before terms like ‘biomorphic’, ‘mannerism’, ‘entropy’, or ‘realism’ drift away from their generally accepted meaning to reflect Smithson's own thinking. Personal account, myth, science, pseudo-science, and fiction always intertwine in the texts. Ideas are in a state of constant shifting and when they do come to the surface they attest to Smithson's attempt to break with rationalism and fixed meanings.
 However, underneath the surface of "cerebral sediment" there is a stubborn underlying coherence. His terminologies acquire new definitions one by one and become keywords, each representing one aspect of Smithson's philosophy, as his intuitive thoughts on art become more and more articulated.


Smithson's first major writing is "Entropy and the New Monuments"
. Some works prior to this date already point in the future direction of his art, but they are still in an embryonic state. For example, he uses crystal structures
 as a generating device for his works as of 1964, but without the later theoretical justifications. Crystals are also the subject of an article, "The Crystal Land"
, which describes Smithson's excursion with Donald Judd to gather rocks and minerals. This article is also the first expression of Smithson's interest in abandoned quarries, industrial wastelands, and decay in nature, but the nature of his fascination remains unclear at this point. His catalog entry on Judd from 1965 uses the term 'anthropomorphic'.
 This term is crucial for Smithson because it will come to stand for all that art should not be in his eyes. He argues that Judd's art is not anthropomorphic because he has a "crystalline state of mind" and therefore not an organic approach to art. 


While the essay "Entropy and the New Monuments" is primarily an account of minimalist artists, it is also Smithson's first verbal formulation of his own artistic program. The article will serve for us as an introduction to Smithson's dialectical approach to art and life. This is where many of his key concepts, such as entropy, are presented for the first time, although they remain somewhat vague and some of the terms are used in a manner contradictory to his later, more explicit theories. The enthusiasm and utopia of modernism is replaced by a sense of skepticism, indifference, and hyperprosaism, akin to Duchamp's or Warhol's attitude:


"Problems are unnecessary because problems represent values 


that create the illusion of purpose."


"LeWitt's show has helped to neutralize the myth of progress."

Value judgments are rejected as worthless, together with the notions of "purity and idealism" because "only commodities can afford such illusionistic values."
 Sci-Fi and horror movies are advocated for the same reason, because "serious movies are too heavy on 'values'."
 Instead of actual values he encourages surface values, such as looking at rather than reading 'printed-matter'. This attention to surface values is what Smithson calls mannerism. It can be extended to the most rational sciences: when applied to mathematics, mannerism results in a personal math separated from its original meaning until extensions of the Cartesian mind are brought to a standstill.
 


One can identify the seeds of Smithson's nonanthropomorphic theory in his rejection of values and value judgments. He goes on to conclude that falseness, as the opposite of truth, is devoid of moral implications because it is circulated the same way as truth and "often the false has a greater 'reality' than the true."
 


The article also launches the concept of 'entropy’. Smithson’s definition and understanding of entropy is problematic though at this stage. He defines entropy as energy-drain, basing this on the Second Law of Thermodynamics which says that energy is more easily lost than obtained.
 Thus he takes crystals, associated with cold or cooling, to be examples of entropy. He even quotes a scientist: "...we do not feel altogether comfortable at being forced to say that the crystal is the seat of greater disorder than the parent liquid."
 The problem with this statement is that crystals are not entropic, they are highly ordered, they have structures, lattices, the position of atoms is predictable. Liquids, on the other hand, are entropic, chaotic systems. The issue is obviously not whether Smithson used a term borrowed from physics correctly, but rather to explain the changes in his own later writings. Since he associates crystals with entropy in this first article, and he accepts, even advocates entropy, he also embraces International Style architecture:


"The much denigrated architecture of Park Avenue known as


'cold glass box', along with the Manneristic modernity of Philip 


Johnson, have helped to foster the entropic mood."

Similarly, Smithson describes the suburb as a crystal in the "Crystal Land" article. The association of crystals with entropy disappears from the later writings, and a year later he openly denounces International Style architecture in his "Ultramoderne"
 article. To clear up this minor confusion it is necessary to include a brief discussion of entropy and the Second Law of Thermodynamics because of the immense importance it plays in Smithson’s theory.


The Second Law of Thermodynamics is based on the observation that heat always flows from hot to cold, and never the other way around. The Law postulates that spontaneous processes in nature are irreversible unless work is done on the system. This can be summed up as Smithson did, that energy is more easily lost than obtained. A common and equally correct way of thinking about entropy is that it is the measure of disorder. Systems left alone tend to increase their disorder and therefore increase their entropy.


Thus Smithson uses the term 'entropy' correctly - except for the fact that entropy is a physical concept, and its use in social sciences or in art has to be understood as metaphoric - when he claims that the world is becoming more entropic. But this entropy does not mean a tendency to cool down and take crystalline forms, but rather just the opposite.
 Smithson must have realized this mistake fairly soon because the argument does not appear in later writings even though he keeps his fondness both for entropy and for crystals. Instead, he alters their definitions and his justifications for using them.

The Anthropomorphic:


The coherence that connects the rest of Smithson's articles makes it unnecessary to analyze them one by one. Not only is the underlying theory the same, but the articles are interconnected in other ways too. Keywords and ideas that appear in one article are usually clarified and elaborated in later ones. Sometimes the best explanations are to be found in Smithson's unpublished writings of the same period and therefore they will be addressed here too. There are eleven interviews with Smithson, and although they date from a later period (1969-73) than the first burst of articles, they are mostly of the same spirit and they will be discussed appropriately.  


The numerous different keywords and terminologies of Smithson's writings can be grouped - one must add somewhat ironically - in a dualistic way, those that he rejects and those that he espouses.   'Anthropomorphic' will be used as a short term for the former ones and 'Non-anthropomorphic' for the different aspects and layers of Smithson's theory of dialectic that are affirmative. 


What is 'Anthropomorphic'? Why does Smithson reject it? And what should replace it? These are the most obvious issues that this excavation into Smithson's writings hopes to uncover. 


On a very basic level, Smithson's work is a reaction to Late Modern culture, that is, institutionalized modernism. It is also an expression of his dialectical position in relation to the art world. After a decade of Pop and Minimal Art, Smithson pushes further the project of questioning the principles of modernism, influenced by both Pop and Minimalism. The cool indifference that Smithson takes in his writings regarding the often decaying environment and his fascination with suburbia recalls the attitude of Andy Warhol
, while his investigation of the nature of the art object - such as the site-nonsite works or the Enantiomorphic Chambers
 - is more readily understood as a continuation of minimalist concerns.


Smithson was in touch with contemporary cultural developments through his numerous artist friends - he regularly took part in the discussions in Max's Kansas City Bar with people like Carl Andre, Donald Judd, Sol LeWitt, and Lucy Lippard about current artistic and social issues. Even though Smithson exhibited with the minimalists, he stood apart from the dominant leftist liberal intelligentsia.
 His work was characterized by an “inversion of the prevailing humanist liberal position.”
 Dan Graham describes that Smithson’s position was seen as ‘amphibious’ and ‘amoral’:


“The work had a slippery, you could call it manneristic quality ... 


It was like an illustration. His values were more Pop Art values in 


terms of amoral, somewhat right-wing.”

Smithson placed himself in a dialectical position in relation to the moralism of the Left.
 His loss of faith in the humanist project was no doubt influenced by the Vietnam war that was going on at the time. 
Smithson’s stance in relation to the transition from modernism is a conscious attempt to move away from what he calls the anthropomorphic, the man-centered utopian rationalist side of modernism, a leftover from the 19th century. A Greenbergian history of modern art and the myth of the Abstract Expressionist action-painter artist were the immediate examples for him to avoid.
 Because of Smithson’s critique of late modern art, his writings and his art often have a postmodern flavor that has since become widespread. Concepts like dialectic, surface, fringes, and fiction are fundamental to Smithson’s work and they also became keywords of postmodernism. His criticism was extended to conceptual art in the early 70s when the latter was rapidly becoming established and even institutionalized. 


Under the term 'anthropomorphic' Smithson groups value judgments, ideologies, purity, self, object, perspective, Renaissance, humanism, rationalism, realism, naturalism, functionalism, time-organic, and the traditional categories of painting, sculpture, and architecture. By attacking the anthropomorphic, Smithson questions and abandons a view of the world whose focus is man and whose project is to control nature. 


We have already seen one reason why value judgments seem empty to Smithson; they are inherently linked to a commodity system. Smithson applies a Marxist argument to artists and their works:


“Critics, by focusing on the ‘art object’, deprive the artist of any

 
existence in the world of both mind and matter. The mental 
process 

of the artist is disowned, so that a commodity value can be 

maintained by a system independent of the artist.”
 

The notion of object is again something that facilitates a simplistic view of the world. “Objects are phantoms of the mind, as false as angels.”
 because they allow people to think of them as isolated entities and not as parts of larger system. The result of depriving objects of the relations that define them is irresponsible behavior and often irreversible actions. The notion of art object also helps to alienate artists from society because it leads to the notion of isolated self:


"The art object became in the naturalist's mind the direct 


expression of his own feeling and not the result of a convention or


manner, thus began the belief in expressiveness in art."
 

The problem with an isolated self is the same as with an isolated object. It de-emphasizes the importance of relations and the constructedness of self. For Smithson, “the self is a fiction that many imagine to be real.”
  The rejection of self and object translates easily into a vehement rejection of Abstract Expressionism. This idea is conveyed by Smithson’s statement that “[any] art that refers back to the ‘self’ even in terms of space is not abstract but pathetic.”
 


The self, the art object, ‘beauty’, and ‘truth’ are diseased words for Smithson, inherited from the Renaissance. It was in the Renaissance that an anthropomorphic world view emerged. It is not surprising therefore that Smithson also attacks the great Renaissance invention of rational representation, the linear perspective. In the Enantiomorphic Chambers, 1964, (Fig. 3), he replaces linear perspective with enantiomorphic perspective. The piece is made up of two box-like metal frames that contain mirrors attached to the wall, facing each other. This work only survives in photographs and in descriptions which fail to adequately reconstruct the piece's structure. Two of its qualities are apparent nevertheless. The first is its capacity only to reflect itself - making it into an ironic statement on art. The second quality is the abolition of central perspective by the exclusion of the center of convergence. This comes from Smithson's own description of the work, and it is harder to visualize and perhaps is more important on a rhetorical level of breaking with Renaissance perspective.


The problem for Smithson with the four terms of rationalism, realism, naturalism, and functionalism is that they had become ends in themselves and not the means of understanding. They oversimplify the view of the world and hide its problems behind an abstract ideology:


"The rationalist sees only the details and never the whole"
 


"Naturalism in a sense became an unprincipled defense against 


the problem of corruption in both esthetics and society."

Their unquestioned acceptance leads to a lack of awareness of the real complexity of the world. For Smithson "illusion exists on an equal level with reality"
, a fact that realism does not acknowledge, and falseness is inseparable from truth, which goes against the doctrines of rationalism. When the conventions and traditions of a realist and rationalist approach are taken for granted without awareness of their constructedness then "the artist is fettered by the biomorphic order of rational creation,and this allows for his servitude which is designed by the vile laws of culture."
 All this would be, no doubt, less troubling for Smithson were it not for the fact that these four words stand for ideologies that represent the world as man-centered. Humanist ideologies are too abstracted from the material world and therefore they easily lend themselves to deceptions for "a shrewd esthete can turn a prison into a palace with the aid of words."
 These ideologies present what are only personal opinions as universal claims. 


Values and purity imply ideologies, and vice versa. They also imply a sense of progress since "... any tendency toward purity also supposes that there is something to be achieved."
 He attempts to break away from the enthusiasm and self-confidence of modernism: 


“Enthusiasm I think, a lot of criticism, is almost like a commercial”


"Judgements and opinions in the area of art are doubtful murmurs


in the mental mud."
 

Smithson's extreme philosophical position refuses the concept of the ideological, qualitative progress of 'better'. Such progress is dependent on the notion of time, and this is why time is on Smithson's purge list, together with the organic; time and organicity stand for the anthropomorphic. Time cannot be denied completely, thus Smithson's solution is to think of time on a superhuman scale. He writes that "one pebble moving one foot in two million years is enough to keep [him] really excited."
 


The concept of eternal time undermines the more conventional notion of time because "eternal time is the result of skepticism, not belief."
 When time is viewed on a grand scale, the forces of nature - sun, wind, rain - that seem so tame in the context of our everyday lives, become the sources of such destructive changes as erosion or desertification. Similarly, the usually infrequent catastrophes - earthquakes, volcanoes, floods - that we rarely experience firsthand and consider to be a misfunctioning of nature, are actually primary shapers of the environment because of their long term effects. Progress loses its meaning on a superhuman scale since it has to accommodate destruction too.  In fact, the meanings of 'destructive' and 'constructive' become inseparable on the grand scale of time. 


The categories of painting, sculpture and architecture are hopelessly contrived and unacceptable to Smithson for several reasons. First, they contribute to the notions of isolated object and isolated self. Second, they lend themselves to a Greenbergian emphasis on the medium, presenting themselves as ends. Ultimately, individual genres are rejected due to their association with the Renaissance. 


This sums up briefly the meaning of anthropomorphic as Smithson understands it. In short, anthropomorphic stands for a world centered around individuals and the human species. It means a lack of global awareness and the consequences of such an attitude. At least in one instance Smithson makes the connection between the anthropomorphic world and its horrors explicit:


"Our culture  has lost its sense of death, so it can kill both 


mentally and physically, thinking all the time that it is 


establishing the most creative order possible."
 

The central project of Smithson is to overcome the anthropomorphic.

The Nonanthropomorphic:


For a definition of the non-anthropomorphic, Smithson takes his inspiration from Pascal’s statement that “nature is an infinite sphere, whose center is everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere.” Smithson quotes this statement in several different essays.
 The sentence by Pascal represents a view of the world which attempts not to favor, or discriminate against, any of its constituents a priori. It is a view which tries to understand individual parts in relation to other parts. It is a view which leads Smithson to skepticism, mannerism, repetition, surface, dialectic, entropy, the fringes, fiction, mirrors, and crystals. 


Before we look at these terms in detail, it is interesting to look at a concept that appears both on Smithson’s anthropomorphic and non-anthropomorphic lists. This is the term ‘abstraction’. He celebrates the abstract, non-anthropomorphic works of minimalist artists such as Donald Judd and Sol LeWitt in his "Entropy" article. Perhaps his favorite historical artist is Malevich. Smithson often quotes Malevich’s thrill of the absolute zero - "No more 'likenesses of reality', no idealistic images, nothing but the desert."
 The ‘dry mind’ and the absolute zero of Malevich literally influenced Smithson to take his own art to the desolate and deserted areas of nature. The desert represents dry (nonanthropomorphic) abstraction for Smithson because it is "less 'nature' than a concept, a place that swallows up boundaries."
 At the same time it also serves as a way of rejecting the 'wet' abstraction of Abstract Expressionism that remained bound up with biomorphic and organic images.
 Smithson does not base his differentiation of wet and dry abstraction on the abstraction's resemblance of nature:


“There is no escaping nature through abstract representation, 


abstraction brings one closer to physical structures in nature. But 


this does not mean a renewed confidence in Nature, it simply 


means that abstraction is no cause for faith.”
 

Instead, Smithson locates the difference between wet and dry abstraction in the intent of the artist. He argues that “abstraction is a mental, not a visual property ... abstraction originates in the mind and not in the eye."
 He acknowledges that 'non-objective' geometric abstraction is just another rendering of nature
, however, he sees it as a rendering of inanimate matter and therefore as a turn away from the biomorphism of the anthropomorphic.


The process of mental abstraction begins with skepticism and indifference, that is skepticism and indifference toward conventional value judgments. We have already seen examples of this in the "Entropy" article where progress, purpose, and purity are debased. Smithson also uses the dadaist technique of negation from time to time. The best example of this is a series of one-line sentences published under the title “Minus Twelve”
 (Fig. 8) that Smithson wrote for Minimal Art, Gregory Battcock’s collection of writings related to minimalism. It includes contradictory, seemingly random, and anarchistic statements such as “militant laziness”, “memory of a dismantled parallelepiped” and his call to “put everything into doubt.”

In fact, Smithson’s “Minus Twelve” could easily pass for a dada manifesto. However, this kind of extreme negation had only a limited role in his works. One should understand Smithson’s encouragement of skepticism as an expression of the need to disentangle the self from anthropomorphic traditions and conventions, to learn not to see the world in black and white, and to stop differentiating between good and bad based on preconceptions. 


Smithson’s skepticism and indifference often manifests itself as humor, irony, or sarcasm:


"[The museums] are creating exciting spaces and things like that. 


I never saw an exciting space. I don't know what a space is. 


Yet, I like the uselessness of the museum."
 

In a lecture on the ruins of Mexico given for architecture students, he surprised his audience with his talk focusing on a commercial hotel of Palenque in a state of disintegration - the ruin of the present.
 And he dedicated an upside-down tree to "fly perception" arguing that "why should flies be without art?"
 But Smithson's tone remains serious enough that the status of humor or indifference remains ambiguous. His announcement that "I actually value indifference. I think it's something that has aesthetic possibilities,"
 is serious in its humor. Another example of this ambiguity can be found in the "Monuments of Passaic" article. His question - “Has Passaic replaced Rome as The Eternal City?”
 - has a thought-provoking quality that goes beyond humor. Although a sarcastic reading is not impossible, Smithson maintains a tone where his fascination with decay becomes the dominant meaning of the essay. He presents his interest in Passaic's "ruins in reverse" as a sincere approach. The closing sentence of the article strengthens this reading.
 When he visited Germany, Smithson made a gesture of choosing a guided tour of the industrial wastelands of Germany rather than visiting some of its numerous cultural monuments.
 He produced a work as a conclusion of his stay in Germany, Oberhausen Nonsite, which extends the uneasy humor of his gesture. In this piece metal containers contain the waste products of their own making. (Fig. 1) 


The ambiguous status of Smithson's indifference is due to the fact that indifference serves only as a means and not as an end for his philosophy and his art. It is only the first step in subverting the dominating humanist philosophy. Its role is to facilitate the disengagement of the self from anthropomorphism. It has to be followed by the subversion of values and ideologies of a man-centered philosophy. A manneristic use of the language of high modernism - the immediate anthropomorphic past - can be this second step. Donald Judd is described as a modern mannerist in Smithson’s first piece of writing. Judd pushed reductionism so far that his 'primary matter' can be perceived at the same time as 'anti-matter'. Mannerism includes paying attention to surface over content. This idea is expressed in the statement that “only appearances are fertile.”
 Smithson also puts Ad Reinhardt's black canvases in the mannerist category.


Architectural mannerism is treated in the "Ultramoderne" article which marks Smithson's turn away from the International Style. He considers the architecture of the 1930s to be a counterpoint to the International Style. He claims that the Ultramoderne merged the categories of painting, sculpture, and architecture. He cites the great height, the ziggurat tops, and the decorative use of brickwork in these buildings as examples of mannerism. The extensive use of mirrors and the decorative use of windows differ distinctly from the functionalist approach where everything has to be justified in terms of function. Smithson argues that “repetition not originality is the object” of Ultraism and that "[the Ultraist] does not make 'history' in order to impress those 

who believe in one history."
 Ultraism "knows that belief is groundless, and so accepts groundlessness with a measure a skepticism" yet "does not resort to despair".
 He concludes the article with the sentence that "nothing is new, neither is anything old."
 Ultraism stands for the rejection of the absolutes and the celebration of infinity and nothingness. 


Repetition and the attention to surface qualities help to subvert high modernist values. Another approach is the juxtaposition of pure and impure elements such, as the juxtaposition of gorgeous colors with an otherwise reductionist context. Again, the structures of Judd come to mind. This is what Smithson calls “impure purism”
. Other artists that earn Smithson's respect for their mannerism include Parmigianino, Duchamp, Warhol, and Robert Morris.
 They refused the simplistic niceties of their times and focused on the ignored, the ugly, the 'other' side of the physical world. This leads us to idea of dialectics in art, one of the key elements of Smithson's theory: 


"There has to be this dualism which I'm afraid upsets a lot of 


ideas of humanism and unity. I think that the two views, unity 


and dualism, will never be reconciled and that both of them are 


valid, but at the same time, I prefer the latter in multiplicity."
 

The use of dialectics means for Smithson the capacity to be in touch with the physical world so that prisons remain prisons. "No particular meaning can remain absolute or ideal for very long"
 if a dialectical language is employed. To use dialectics is to show the periphery and the fringes that the centrist approaches ignore. Contrary to the anthropomorphic ideologies that "isolate the art object into a metaphysical void", the dialectic approach incorporates "external relationships such as land, labor, and class."
 This seems to contradict Smithson’s non-moralist approach. However, Smithson wrote “Art and Dialectics”, which contains the above statement, only in 1970 when he was already reacting to the aloofness of conceptual art. Furthermore, he did not publish it even then, most likely in order to maintain his dialectical position in relation to the humanist and liberal views.


Fiction is another important tool for the non-anthropomorphic artist. It helps to expose the myth of a constructed anthropomorphic reality, or as Smithson puts it, "True fiction eradicates the false reality."
 Smithson's somewhat bitter article on "The Establishment" has one great message. It describes the establishment as just another fiction, another construct, a nightmare from which one can wake up:


"Fictitious social structures uphold stupid hierarchies and protect


legal criminals. Unreality becomes a 'hard-nosed' fact."

Smithson views the establishment as only a state of mind that can be changed. The awareness of fiction and its use is indispensable for this. Smithson believes that "artists seek the fiction that reality will sooner or later imitate."
 Thus fiction can both undermine reality and replace it with an alternative, nonanthropomorphic reality.


While Smithson views contemporary society as an artificial social construct, nature and the inorganic world represent for him its direct opposite. This is not because nature is innately 'natural' but rather because nature contains the beautiful as well as the ugly, the good as well as the bad, and it destroys and creates simultaneously and perpetually. The inseparability of dialectical opposites is one meaning that the word 'entropy' assumes in Smithson's vocabulary after he broadens it from the early definition of energy-drain. Entropy also represents that uncontrollable negative force that the physical concept of irreversibility entails. Entropy is a shorthand for the statement that "Nature is not subject to our systems."
 It is the disasters, earthquakes, avalanches, and deserts that constantly and inevitably upset man's attempt to transform the world into an anthropomophic vision. 


Two more recurring themes of Smithson's art have to be mentioned in connection with the concept of the nonanthropomorthic: crystals and mirrors. Smithson keeps the crystals not because they are necessarily entropic but rather because they become the symbol of inorganic matter for him. His interest in mirrors has several reasons. On one hand they stand for illusion and fiction; on the other hand they have the capacity to reflect remote places and thus to bring the periphery into focus. They also express temporality and absence. Although strictly speaking mirrors are rigorously rational, this rationality is a blind one. Once placed into the complex environment, such as the mirror displacements of Yucatan (1969), their rationality becomes confusing rather than helpful and thus problematizes rationalism itself. They have another internal contradiction, the difference between their appearance and the physical reality of their structure. Their solidity is comparable to the solidity of crystals but their actual atomic structure is chaotic because glass is really a congealed liquid. 


There are a number of clues that give away Smithson's frustration hidden underneath the veil of indifference. For example, even though he denies discontent in the opening lines of an interview - "I'm not really discontent. I'm just interested in the apparatus I'm being thread through"
 - the word choice of the second sentence suggest that he is not at all in an indifferent position. His unpublished reaction to the Art and Technology Show at the Armory titled "An Esthetics of Disappointment"
 and his response to Irving Sandler's Questionnaire
 are two, more explicit examples. They are both from 1966, just before he began to publish seriously, and they are directed against what will be later identified as anthropomorphic art. He describes the art scene as

"the sensibility of inauthentic boredom" and "the avant-garde of almost complete blindness."
 This expression of dissatisfaction with late modern art practices appears in many of his later writings too. In a 1967 letter to the editor of the magazine Artforum Smithson responds to Michael Fried’s “Art and Objecthood” article:


“Michael Fried has declared war on what he quixotically calls

 
‘theatricality’. In a manner worthy of the most fanatical puritan, 


he provides the art world with a long overdue spectacle - a ready-made 

parody of the war between Renaissance classicism (modernity) 

versus Manneristic anti-classicism (theater).”

Other articles, “Some Void Thoughts on Museums”
 and “The Establishment”, criticize the collecting habits of museums, while the somewhat later “Cultural Confinement”
, written for the 1972 Kassel Documenta 5, is an attack on new contemporary trends such as conceptual and process art. It is important to notice that in spite of all these examples of Smithson’s criticism of art practices he does not raise his voice in a similar manner for environmental issues. We will return to this later in the discussion of Smithson’s relation to nature. 

Beyond the articles:


While Smithson was formulating and articulating his theories of nonanthropomorphic art he was also producing artworks, minimalist in appearance. With the exception of the early glass and mirror stratum, works like Alagon, Plunge, Leaning Strata (Fig. 7), and Gyrostatis are only minimalist on the surface, because, as Lawrence Alloway notes, "their complexity is in excess of the tolerances of minimalism."
 They are certainly of reduced simplicity, but they are not serial in the sense of being repetitions of identical objects. It is not the object-as-such which is emphasized, but rather the internal relationships within the works. These minimalistic sculptures are sequences that combine linear and quadratic progressions. Their subversive quality lies in the awkward unfamiliarity of the visual manifestations of these relationships and not in the non-compositional aspect of repeated motifs.
 Leaning Strata  (from 1968) for example is based on the combination of two rationalistic modes of representation, the linear perspective and the projective mapping. The result is an object in which the rationality of its ‘parents’ is lost.


The minimal element does not disappear from Smithson’s later works. It shows up in the shapes and arrangements of nonsite containers and the simple forms of his large earthworks, however the minimalistic aspect’s role is increasingly perfunctory. 


 Smithson’s minimalist period is followed by his site-nonsite works. (Fig. 1) They are works where containers installed in a gallery space, the nonsite, hold samples of materials such as rocks obtained from an outdoor site, often an industrial wasteland. A documentation, which can include written description, maps, and photography, and sometimes even an actual physical trail connecting the site with the nonsite, serves as the link between the gallery space and the site. The 1967 Artforum article describing a tour of Passaic, Smithson’s birthplace in suburban industrial New Jersey, is the first stage of the big jump from the relatively simple minimalistic sculptures to the complex dialectics of the site-nonsite works, from objects to relationships.
 


The Passaic article (Fig. 5) is not so much a theoretical article as an application of his developing theory. As Smithson moves from the center, represented by New York and gallery spaces, to the fringes of outdoor New Jersey, the autonomous object is replaced with the complex situation of a large outdoor area, entropy is demonstrated with words and images, and the categories of good and bad are blurred by his sincere interest in decay and banality. Time is extended to include distant past and future when he compares the immobile bulldozers to “pre-historic creatures trapped in the mud, or better, extinct machines - mechanical dinosaurs stripped of their skin,”
 and the direction of time  is also put into jeopardy as constructions are described as “ruins in reverse”. In the industrial sites of Passaic, the issue of abstraction fades into the background together with the anthropomorphic. 


Smithson’s fascination with the natural environment and geology is well-documented. He organized excursions from an early age on. His first published article, “The Crystal Land”, was the account of a trip he made with Judd to a New Jersey quarry. However, land aquires a new meaning in Smithson’s art by the time of the site-nonsite works. It gradually becomes the active physical material of his art as an extension of what was originally ‘only’ passively experienced. This process is already on the way in the Passaic article; the presentation of photographs take the site from a private experience to the public domain. His involvement as an art consultant with a Dallas Air Terminal project played a crucial role in the move toward the actual incorporation of land into his art works. There he encountered the issue of using the land for its aesthetic potential, using it to create a work of art in its own right.
  He learnt about maps, mapping procedures, and his interest in the fringes (periphery of the airport) also became more conscious during the year long collaboration.


As mentioned earlier, Smithson’s theory of the non-anthropomorphic is in large part a reaction to late modern art practices. As such, it is not limited to his art. Nevertheless the curator Robert Hobbs goes as far as saying that


“Only with Smithson’s work does a truly non-anthropomorphic


art appear - an art that refuses to make man’s visual 
 

 
apparatus as well as his sense of time and space a raison d’être.”

Smithson developed the theory of nonanthropomorphic to a level of surprisingly great consistency, as we have seen earlier. He was especially successful in the case of the site-nonsite projects which are the meeting ground not only between gallery and wasteland, two sides of culture, but also the chronological meeting ground in the development of Smithson’s art between his minimalistic gallery constructions and the later large scale earthworks. Not only is the periphery put into focus, as in the case of the Passaic article, but there is also a dialectic set up between the center and the periphery, the nonsite and the site. The documentation becomes crucial for the nonsites works proper. It is the mapping procedure that allows the nonsite to point to the site. In terms of linguistic vocabulary - one of Smithson’s many interests - the nonsite is the signifier, site is the signified, and together they constitute a sign. The center (nonsite) became a way to divert attention to the periphery (site). They are in an intentionally reciprocal relation that suggests the inseparability of their respective categories: the nonsite includes elements of the site, and the site is chosen not as an example of romantic, uncorrupted nature but rather as a site of human intervention with nature.
 Natural and artificial elements are present in both site and nonsite and thus purity is debased in both contexts for different reasons. Smithson’s writings and interviews indicate clearly that the sites were supposed to be a disorienting experience, no doubt in order to enhance the sense of entropy and desolation: 


"the site is the unfocused fringe where your mind loses its 


boundaries and a sense of the oceanic pervades... there's nothing


to grasp onto except the cinders and there's no way of focusing


on a particular place."
 

The encounter of such sites is disillusioning for the rationalists and ideologists because "The site is a place where the piece should be but it isn't."
 This is true for the Yucatan Mirror Travel too (Fig. 6), another documented trip, this time of Mexico, which ends with the disclaimer sentence - “Yucatan is elsewhere.”
 Smithson maintains an indifference in his comments on the site-nonsite works such as when he acknowledges that “it’s rare that anybody will visit these fringes, but it’s interesting to know about them.”
 His attitude toward the site is that "One does not impose, but rather exposes the site."
 Thus the self of the artist takes a backseat because the site does not claim to be an expression of the genius of the artist as an individual.
 The site-nonsite works put the issues of specific objects, gallery spaces, and the self of the artist into question.


Smithson introduced mirrors into the site-nonsite works in the Cayuga Salt Mine Project. The mirrors reinforce the dialectic with their capacity to reflect; on one hand they reflect their immediate environment, on the other hand they are symbolic of the site’s and nonsite’s reflections on each other. 


Smithson’s approach to nature apparent in the site-nonsite works is the same as his general approach to art and life, a non-moralist, non-utopian approach, often going against the radical spirit of his own time. As the artist Will Insley notes


"Landscape architecture is always made for visual pleasure,


whereas Smithson's earthworks are made purely to exist. What


pleasure we may derive from them is of our making. [Smithson’s] 


sites and earthworks are not tailored to the human body."

The sites are unspectacular, unremarkable, desolated areas whose role isn’t to comfort the observer.  Smithson refuses a simple-minded cult of nature, embracing almost romantically the decaying industrial wastelands,
 a choice which frustrated many supporters of the emerging environmentalist movement.  The aesthetics of entropy that Smithson’s writings advocate is the uneasy middle ground between the positions of ecologists and businessmen. Instead of the out-of-sight approaches at the ends of the spectrum, beautifying wastelands versus simply ignoring them, Smithson's approach is a direct confrontation, acknowledging the irreversibility of some of mankind's actions. The Glue Pours that materialize entropy and the Island of Broken Glass, never executed because of the protest of environmentalists, are actually damaging to nature and also attest to Smithson’s nonmoralist approach to nature.  The ecologists are too puritanical in Smithson’s eyes because they “have a kind of picture book sentiment, very trite romanticism of what nature is.”
 Nature destroys and creates simultaneously and unceasingly.  It has no morality and in order to identify with nature one has to acknowledge and even adopt its double-sidedness. Smithson does this and thus he can say that “right now I feel that I am part of nature and that nature isn’t really morally responsible. Nature has no morality.”
  Smithson intentionally seeks out sites where natural and human elements interact because as Lawrence Alloway notes


"He does not tolerate ideas of man and nature in separation; his 


interest is in systems that contain both."

New York is as natural for Smithson as the Grand Canyon. The industrial lands he chooses for his sites are just the most obvious overlaps of the natural and human domains.


The ambiguity of Smithson’s works and his refusal of simpleminded solutions shows up in his approach to art galleries. He viewed art industry and the art establishment as an unhappy artistic compromise, just as other artists did:


“Once the work of art is totally neutralized, ineffective, abstracted, 


safe, and politically lobotomized it is ready to be consumed by society.”

The Partially Buried Woodshed (1969) at Kent State University was as much a political statement as an illustration of entropy. According to Smithson’s instructions, dirt was piled up on the shed until its central beam cracked. It is true for all of Smithson’s output that 


"His work must never fit the concept of art too well, lest it be 


swallowed by the concept. Thus the work is awkward, abrasive,


unattractive, but homely, not seductively ugly."
 

Yet Smithson also believed that there was no way of escaping limits. He was aware that existing limits can be destroyed, but he knew that new limits will be created in turn. He opens the Yucatan travelogue with a discussion of the horizon. "One is always crossing the horizon, yet it always remains distant."
 No matter how much one progresses in its direction its end can never be reached. This could be a metaphor for his understanding of limits:


“There is no way you can really break down limitations; it’s a kind 


of fantasy that you might have, that things are unlimited, but I 


think there’s greater freedom if you realize that you have these 


limits to work against...”
 

And if one could break down the limits of the art world “then he still has the limits of the world.”
 This is why Smithson opted to keep exhibiting in galleries. Of all the land artists "only Smithson figured out a way to use the support system as part of the meaning of the work."
 Instead of the utopian hope to eliminate the system, Smithson attempted to take advantage of it.

Conclusion:


Smithson’s nonanthropomorphic approach began to shift when conceptual art, soon after its arrival, began to turn into a trend. Once again Smithson took a critical stand. He redirected his cultural dialectics and exchanged his nonhumanist position for an affirmative one to counter the disengagement of conceptual art from material production. Conceptual art in its extreme form ignored completely the art object in favor of the art as idea (as idea). Smithson sensed vanity and potential inconsequentiality in such an approach, and declared that “the only artists I respect are the ones who admit that there is a physical aspect.”
 Like Sol LeWitt - the ‘originator’ of conceptual art, a friend of Smithson and one of his favorite contemporary artists - Smithson preferred to keep a balance between material and conceptual aspects:


"dialectic can be thought of ... as a bipolar rhythm between 


mind and matter. You can't say it's all earth and you can't say it's


all concept."
 

Thus Smithson reacted to conceptual art by accentuating the physical/social aspect in his work. The ecologically disinterested fascination with wastelands, the apathy in the face of ‘entropy’ akin to the Zen of Cage and the cool of Warhol, is gradually replaced by more and more socially conscious works as Smithson turned to reclamation projects that could be useful and accessible to the public.
 The Spiral Jetty represents a transitional state. It already deviates from the nonsite works but it does not exhibit the social commitment of the reclamation projects. (Fig. 4) Although the landscape offered by Salt Lake and its water colored red by bacteria is desolate enough, the disorienting quality of Smithson’s earliest sites is replaced with the very definite human construction of the spiral. The presence of this object can create a false sense of accomplishment in those who arrive at the site. Its toilsome completion meant perhaps even a sense of fulfillment for Smithson, connotations that are not at all, or at least much less overtly, present in his previous works.


The most significant writing by Smithson that reveals his new stance, his reaction against conceptual art, is the “Frederick Law Olmsted and the Dialectical Landscape”
 article. Smithson keeps his commitment to dialectic, and celebrates Olmsted for refusing to idealize nature which “in fact is not a condition of the ideal.”
 However, he turns away from a fiction that remains bogged down in the domain of concepts and ideas, and he emphasizes physical reality instead. He stresses that “Olmsted made ponds, he didn’t just conceptualize about them.”
 Smithson’s voice also becomes increasingly political. He dissociates himself from the writers who admittedly had a great influence on him
 - Wyndham Lewis, Ezra Pound, and T. S. Eliot - for their antidemocratic tendencies. Instead, he picks Olmsted as a role model for being a “forerunner of dialectical materialism applied to the physical landscape.”
 The materiality and the social commitment of the reclamation projects as Smithson envisaged them would have been an appropriate answer to concepceptual art. 


Robert Smithson’s death in a plane crash in 1973 - while surveying his last work, Amarillo Ramp - prevented him from realizing his reclamation projects. We can be certain however that Dan Graham was right when he said “if he [Smithson] were alive, it wouldn’t be a myth out of that one piece (Spiral Jetty), he would have continued to make all sorts of connections.”

Smithson is so eager to locate a dialectic in Olmsted’s Central Park design that he ends up distorting Olmsted’s own views of nature by calling Olmsted’s dislike of deserts a contradiction.

“This is not being an ecologist of the real, but rather, a spiritual snob”


“I’m just making a plea for more consciousness ...


Their purity is their opiate ...” - WS p201


“The thought of a film with a ‘story’ makes me listless. How many 
stories have I seen on the screen? All those ‘characters’ carrying 
out dumb tasks. Actors doing exciting things. It’s enough to put 
me into a permanent coma.” - WRS, “Cinematic Atopia”,

film based on alphabetical order:


“Logic threatens to wander out of control”

“Minimal was closer to disillusioned existentialist intellectual, say from Antonioni to Beckett, which is a disillusioned left position. As it veered to Conceptual - Conceptual would be moral, utopian puritanical and personal.”
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