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Abstract

This essay aims to examine the entropic landscape in motion that appears in Floating Island by
Robert Smithson, a distinguished earth artist active in the 1970s. Floating Island was a temporary
artificial mobile island made with earth, rocks, native trees, and shrubs, towed by a tugboat
around Manhattan Island. Smithson attempted to combine his artistic imagination with the
theory of science, particularly entropy, a pivotal concept in the second law of thermodynamics
while also developing an original idea of his own, namely “dialectics of entropic change” that
combined entropy with dialectic. He believed that the dialectic could go beyond entropy and
reach toward a continuous ever-changing process, which means that “destruction caused by
entropy” is not the end of objects as static or discrete but fluctuating and entangled processes.
Smithson’s concept relates to open systems that are antithetical to closed systems that succumb
to entropy. Against this backdrop, this paper explores the meanings of entropic landscape in
motion based on Floating Island, for which the artist drew inspiration from dreaming of a
“mobile” or “moving” Central Park from the perspective of the dialectic of entropic change.
Through the island’s movement, which remains elusive from a static viewpoint of a viewer from
a central location like Manhattan, Smithson demonstrates how the geopolitical significance
and values traditionally ascribed to the city by dichotomous thinking are not immutable truths.
The mobility integrated into Floating Island, grounded in the dynamic vitality of nature, draws
upon Smithson’s innovative dialectics on entropic change, blurring the boundaries between
center (life, structure, city, etc.) and periphery (death, debris, island, etc.) through the set of
relationships. This offers a meaningful framework for contemplation on sustainability that
transcends the boundaries of dichotomous thinking, particularly resonant in today’s era
confronted with climate change.
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FLOATING ISLAND, THE ISLAND IN MOTION

In 1970, Robert Smithson came up with the concept of a remarkable earthwork
called Floating Island. This project was a temporary artificial mobile island with
earth, rocks, native trees, and shrubs, towed by a tugboat traveling around the
island of Manhattan. He died in a helicopter crash a couple of years later in 1973
while surveying sites for his work, Amarillo Ramp. It was not until Smithson’s
retrospective exhibition at the Whitney Museums of American Art from September
17to 25,2005, that the drawing of Floating Island was finally shown. The sketch drawn
about thirty years ago made an appearance to a lot of visitors, commuters, as well
as to residents living along the Hudson and East Rivers. Significantly enough, the
appearance of the Floating Island itself was a dire reminder of the threat of climate
change that we are facing collectively. Archipelagos are becoming submerged due
to rising sea levels. The link between climate change caused by greenhouse gas and
sealevel rise is clear and well documented, with burning fossil fuels emitting carbon
dioxide, a greenhouse gas that traps heat in the atmosphere, causing temperatures
to rise. As global surface temperatures increase, the planet’s glaciers and ice sheets
will melt, exacerbating sea level rise. Patrick Nunn, a professor of geography at the
University of the Sunshine Coast in Queensland, Australia, has stated that up to
6.5 feet of sea level rise “is enough to engulf most coastlines, potentially displacing
millions of people” even without sinking whole islands (Chow). Today, the most
stable of all foundations, the earth itself, is now in unpredictable flux (Nail 10). In
that sense, Smithson seemed to have foreseen the fate of submerged islands like the
ones in his drawing, Vanishing Islands, in a time of climate change.

Climate change is not simply a technological problem that we can engineer our
way out of, but is a social, political, economic, and cultural problem that we have
yet to get a handle on (Sheller 4). There is a growing consensus that we need to
change our way of life and turn the direction of civilization toward sustainability.
As we struggle to address these pressing issues, Smithson’s island in motion seems
like a good solution for submerging islands. Interestingly, Bjarkle Ingles Group
(Big) proposed an ambitious project named Oceanix City (a.k.a.a “floating city”)
for the city of Busan in South Korea(Holland). The first prototype of a Floating
City offers coastal areas a drastic solution to the threat of rising sea levels. With the
fate of today’s islands at stake, while continuing to search for sustainability under
the threat of climate change, it is worth asking how Floating Island came into
Smithson’s imagination in 1970 and what the underlying meanings of this work are.

Smithson pioneered earth art, also known as land art, which refers to a
movement that began in the late 1960s, in an effort to escape the commercialism
of the art market at that time. His Spiral Jetty is considered the most iconic
earthwork in contemporary art history. He left a lot of writings that illustrate
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his anti-formalist attitudes. Earth artists used stones, earth, water, and wind-like
elements of nature as their media, and earthworks transcended the confines of a
gallery space and found their place at inaccessible sites, like deserts and lagoons.
In this vein, Smithson’s earthwork is characterized by his choice of the entropic
landscape as a site for his oeuvres. “Entropic landscape,” is the phrase Smithson
used in his writings points to abandoned sites like useless mines and industrial
ruins in the course of industrialization. Prior to working on earthworks, Smithson
was fascinated by entropy, which is the law of thermodynamics that measures the
gradual, steady disintegration in a system. His famous article, “Entropy and the
New Monuments” shows his view of minimalism from the perspective of entropy
(Smithson 10-23). Furthermore, he was the first to introduce the concept of entropy
into art. In his earthworks, islands represent the entropic landscapes.

Research on Robert Smithson can be broadly divided into three categories.
Firstly, there have been studies assessing the characteristics of Smithson’s works
within the context of earth art, often recognizing him as a pioneering figure of
the movement. They explore the distinct features of his works through the prism
of earth art. John Beardsley, in Earthworks and Beyond: Contemporary Art in
the Land, situates Smithson’s earthworks within the landscape of the earthworks
movement and monumental art of the 1970s. Secondly, since the late 1970s,
researchers like Craig Owens have analyzed Smithson’s works from the perspective
of structuralism or poststructuralism. Owens’s “Earthwords” and “The Allegorical
Impulse: Toward a Theory of Postmodernism” stand out as prime examples of this
analytical approach. The former, rooted in poststructuralist philosophy, probes the
materiality and decentering of language in Smithson’s art, while the latter elucidates
the allegorical aspects of his works in the light of postmodernism. Thirdly, various
research endeavors have spotlighted Smithson’s works within broader cultural
and socio-historical frameworks. Since 2003, revisionist studies have emerged,
focusing on the sociopolitical zeitgeist of the late 1960s and early 1970s in the US—a
theme manifested in Smithson’s creations. For instance, Ann Reynolds positions
Smithson’s earthworks against the backdrop of the cultural upheaval prompted
by public outcry in the 1950s against the environmental destruction of industrial
activities (Reynolds XII). Reflecting this sentiment, Smithson’s earthworks dealing
with islands as art objects emphasize the critical role of art and the way of relational
thinking that enables contemplation upon sustainability, resonating powerfully
amidst today’s climate awareness.

My approach here is to find the reason why he focused on islands in the context of
entropy in the early 1970s before the public took on the climate-conscious mindset.
This study seeks to elucidate how he viewed islands as entropic landscapes—not as
the end of Earth, or static endpoints, but as a flowing, moving process—and how
this perspective is reflected in his art. This is an instructive way to reveal why he
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selected islands as his sculptural site and why he brought mobility to islands in
the Floating Island in 1970. To examine this, I will delve into how the islands of
Smithson’s works are involved in abandoned sites from the perspective of entropy
and reconsider the implications of Smithson’s islands against the web of meanings
for islands in art history. In addition, to further clarify the role of motion in his art,
I will explore elements that link his earthworks to motion, including his original
concepts, the dialectics of entropic change, and the picturesque aesthetics. This
exploration will enable us to validate how specific features, such as spirals and
meandering lines in in his earthworks, not only signify motion but also highlight
mobility as a methodology for sustainability, which allows us to confront and
possibly overcome fears arising from climate change.

ISLAND AS AN ENTROPIC LANDSCAPE

Smithson maintained an interest in islands from mobile to spiral islands until
his death in 1973. For instance, one of his exhibitions, titled Robert Smithson:
Hypothetical Islands at the Marian Goodman Gallery, from December 2, 2020 to
January 9, 2021, showed his enduring interest in islands from 1961 to 1973. In his
drawings, the landscape of the islands, as can be seen in Island Project and his other
works, is not a conventional green natural fortress against the blue sea, but rather
an industrial ruin where smoke billows from the factory’s chimney with trash and
rubbles strewn about. His image of the island relates to a kind of industrial ruins
that responds to the allegory of entropy. He tried to visualize how an industrial
society is heading towards entropy, using the depiction of a gravel and dirt quarry
filled with collapsing structures as a contrast to the orderly geometric buildings.

Here, questions arise as to why he saw islands in the context of entropic
landscapes like industrial ruins. Lisa Le Feuvre said that “He loved islands because
they are all about edges” (Russeth). She added that “What’s so amazing about them
is that you always know the coast is behind you and in front of you” (Russeth).
It is worth noting two points mentioned by Le Feuvre. Firstly, the word, “edge;
bears significance in his work. In his article, “The Spiral Jetty, the word “edge;
is one of the composing attributes of a site, in contrast to the ‘center’ of a non-
site. Smithson defines a “site” using the following terms: “Open limits, A series
of points, Outer Coordinates, Subtraction, Indeterminate Certainty, Scattered
Information, Reflection, Edge, Some Place, Many” (“The Spiral Jetty”52). These
attributes delineated by Smithson intersect with the characteristics of the
“Others”—a concept stemming from the dualistic worldview forged during the
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Western Enlightenment. Given this perspective on the nature of a site, one can
discern the relationship between islands and entropy in his works. Geographically,
islands have been regarded as the edges in relation to the land from a dichotomous
perspective. And historically, after islands were colonized, they became a place to
which people such as criminals, lepers, and other disqualified members of society
that the public does not want to be around anymore, were exiled. Reflecting on
this, Le Feuvre said, “Islands are colonized first. They’re where people are sent to if
you don’t want to see them anymore. It’s where you extract wealth from the land;
it's where you see climate change” (Russeth). That is, the island, positioned at the
edge, itself becomes a sculptural object, pointing to things exiled from lands in line
with the dualistic view. This underscores the necessity of discussing the island not
in isolation but in its relationship to land.

Secondly, encountering the world on islands highlights the emotion of “the
limitlessness of the ocean” in “A Sedimentation of the Mind: Earth Projects” by
Smithson (103). It is related to the state of one’s mind in the “primary process
of making contact with matter” (“A Sedimentation”103). It is linked to the
description of the mind state in “Talking with Tony Smith” commented by Tony.
An Austrian-born British theorist on modern art, Anton Ehrenzweig, called it
“dedifferentiation,” which corresponds with Freud’s notion, the “oceanic” which
appeared in Civilization and Its Discontents: “There is a different experience before
the physical abyss than before the mapped revision” (“A Sedimentation” 104). As
discussed earlier, emotions evoked by islands surrounded by the vast expanse of
the sea are limitless. They link to the primary process, which can be described as an
infinite abyss: “This entropy of technique leaves one with an empty limit, or no limit
at all” ("A Sedimentation” 102). The sensations roused upon making contact with
islands are linked to the entropic experience. As can be seen in Michel Foucault’s
The History of Madness, water and madness have long been interconnected in the
dreams of the Western culture. As such, the location and sensation of islands are
both related to entropy, which represents disorder or a state of chaos. The former is
associated with unusable energy expelled to edge or surroundings within dualistic
worldview, while the latter relates to the sensation of disorder that cannot be
captured by reason.

Recalling that entropy refers to the loss of energy available to do work in the
context of the second law of thermodynamics, it can be said that islands are
attached to the image of death. This relationship can be seen in the way islands are
associated with death in the visual arts. The connection between life and death can
be observed in how islands often symbolize death in visual arts. Within traditional
Western culture, islands frequently represent realms or spaces for the deceased.
An island symbolizing death originates from ancient Greek culture. In Homer’s
The Odyssey, the sea god Proteus reveals to Menelaus how the deceased journey to
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the “Elysian Fields and the ends of the earth” (103). Similarly, in The Republic, Plato
described “the blessed islands (makaron nésoi)” as the final resting place for those
distinguished in philosophy and civic contributions (501). This imagery carried
through to Western art, where a longing for death became particularly salient in
Romanticism. The artistic interest in the afterlife spurred works like The Barque
of Dante by Eugene Delacroix and The Arrival of Charon by Gustave Doré, both of
which drew inspiration from the encounter with Charon in Dante’s Divine Comed)y.
This trend continued into Symbolism. For example, Isle of the Dead, painted by
Arnold Bocklin, a Symbolist painter, was well-known among young Americans in
the 1960s. Bocklin depicted a boat carrying the dead against the backdrop of a
towering island in The Isle of the Dead. While he produced several renditions of
this piece, the second version, commissioned by his patron Marie Berne in 1880,
featured a draped coffin and a shrouded figure in a rowboat. Interestingly, Bocklin
never officially titled the painting. Even so, viewers can perceive the visualized
symbols of death through the boat, island, and cypress trees—the symbols recurrent
in both Romanticism and Symbolist art.

In these regards, Smithson’s islands can be viewed within the context of mortality.
The following passage offers insight into interpreting Smithson’s works through the
lens of Symbolism. Vladimir Nabokov wrote, in his 1936 novel titled Despair, that
the Isle of the Dead could be “found in every Berlin home” (56). Nabokov was also
specifically mentioned in Smithson’s essay, “Entropy and the New Monument.” He
was a writer in America at the time, influential enough to appear on the cover
of Time magazine in February 1968. In this article, Smithson referenced Nabokov
in his forecast of the future as a space-time of entropy, “They bring to mind the
Ice Age rather than the Golden Age, and would most likely confirm Vladimir
Nabokov’s observation that, “The future is but the obsolete in reverse” (“Entropy’
11). Considering this, Smithson also must have known his work. The Isle of the Dead
shows a desolate and rocky islet seen across an expanse of dark water. The tiny
islet is dominated by a dense grove of tall, dark cypress trees, long associated with
cemeteries and mourning in Europe. This atmosphere of the islet in his painting
corresponds with Smithson’s drawings, Island Project. The mood of a vertical and
desolate hill in the drawing reminds us of tall cypress trees as a death symbol. Here,
it is worth recalling his statement, “The view of the earth polluting itself out is a
death fear” (Toner and Smithson 239). The verticality in his drawings serves as a
symbol of entropy, evoking the imagery of a “death fear” All the places that Smithson
contacted for his projects were abandoned, left behind, and forgotten by human
society such as slag piles, wastelands, and polluted rivers. The painting looks like
a place to which waste has been exiled from a clean city, and it corresponds to
his view of islands as entropic landscape. His statement, “The Earth is an island,’
underscores the interconnected nature of land and islands, emphasizing that their
relationship is shaped by their collective qualities, especially in the context of

?
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environmental pollution (Toner and Smithson 239). This concept is exemplified in
his work Floating Island around Manhattan Island, which reflects the juxtaposition
and mutual reflection between industrialized cities and untamed, natural islands,
drawing a mirror image.

Smithson argued that the attitude of solely pursuing life, while disregarding
the interplay of life and death, is problematic. “Most people just overlook one for
the other-either death-directed or life-directed. The life-directed thing upsets the
balance. That is one of the problems with the ecological thing” (Robert Smithson
239). Originally, Island of Broken Glass was intended to be installed in Vancouver,
Canada, between 1969 and 1970. The Island of Broken Glass was a development
of the hypothetical continents and led to the large-scale works, in the early 1970s,
among which, notably, is the infinite number of island forms depicted in the later
drawings. The plan was to cover a small Miami islet with one hundred tons of
green-tinted glass. However, it was stopped by the Canadian government due to
the possibility of endangering wildlife. In fact, his idea of bringing tinted glasses
into the island can be seen as guilt (or sin) that pollutes nature from the authorities’
perspective. This “ecological” controversy, according to Eva Schmidt, led later to
Smithson’s etymological argument that ecology is the guilty side of economics and
that the “belief in ecology and the infernal agents of pollution” has the function
of a cheap religion (197). It is worth noting that he saw islands as a site for his
works, not as an island itself in relation to the environment at that time. His saying,
“[t]he Island is not meant to save anything or anybody, but to reveal things as they
are” (Eva 197) supports this assertion.

However, the experience of not being able to produce his work due to government
intervention led him to consider the relationship between nature and his works
and create the concept of reclamation projects through which he introduced Spiral
Jetty and Broken Circle and Spiral Hill. In these works, he was trying to mediate the
conflict between ecologists and industrialists. But his reclamation projects were
not a blueprint that followed the reclamation laws of the American government
and the views of ecologists at that time. They wanted industrial ruins to be erased,
turning into green parks, as they aimed to disguise the detrimental remnants of
industry. On the contrary, he desired to leave the remnants of industrial ruins as
they were. He thought that the most beautiful world is like a heap of rubble tossed
down in confusion (“A Sedimentation” 102). In essence, he embraced the industrial
ruins that evoke remnants of death in his reclamation project. As Vilém Flusser
noted, it is common to associate the “green color” with the global ecological
environmental movement, which primarily focuses on aspects of life. However, his
earthworks uncover a different dimension of green, an aspect frequently overlooked
by environmentalists.
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If Island of Broken Glass had been greenlit in Vancouver, Canada, between 1969
and 1970, one hundred tons of tinted glass would have made the island sparkle and
visible from far away. Up close, we would have gotten to see that it was nothing more
than industrial waste like marine waste, microplastics, and so on, moving along the
waves of the sea and coming into formation. So, it is the landscape fabricated by
tinted glass that could have reminded the work’s spectators of the sins of mankind
that caused climate change. The site of his island project is associated with actual
catastrophic so-called entropic events. On the morning of January 25, 1900, a
collier steamship called Miami ran around in the island. According to Eva Schmidt
who edited Four Conversations Between Dennis Wheeler and Robert Smithson, “[a]
n esthetic experience for [Smithson] was an important experience only when it was
risky and dangerous” (197). However, the entropic landscapes in his earthworks are
not merely symbolic of catastrophe but represent ongoing transformation in the
course of time. Thus, it is crucial to understand how Smithson depicted entropy as
a dynamic interplay that swings back and forth between life and death.

MOBILITY AS DIALECTICS OF ENTROPIC CHANGE

Goingback to Floating Island to Travel Around Manhattan Island, the configuration
of Floating Island which is landscaped with earth, rocks, and native trees seems to
be nature-friendly, unlike the way the above drawings remind us of the industrial
factory complex. Just a glance is enough to tell that the project suggests a figuration
of a naturalistic site against the backdrop of Manhattan, an urban city characterized
by a closed system. It is crucial to pay attention to how the island as entropic
landscape for Smithson transforms into attributes of sustainability like the lush and
green Floating Island. Interestingly, landscapes of vertical ruins and piles of waste
in his drawings for islands in 1969 and 1970 had turned to horizontal arrangements
and signs like spiral or forking jetties and meanders, concrete seas, and so on since
1971. It is worth noting what created these differences.

The image of islands, in fact, arises in the relationship with the land, not the island
itself. As we will see below, Smithson consistently emphasized the importance of
reasoning within relationships through correlational ontology. Moreover, images
of islands and those of lands with the sea in between are different depending on the
positions of perspective of the viewers. For instance, the land beyond the sea gives
the islanders a sense of isolation, like imprisoning themselves on the island, whereas
the site of islands seen from the land presents an unknown world for exploration.
Against this background, islands have, aside from death, another meaning in art
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history, that is, love or life. Pilgrimage to the Isle of Cythera by Jean-Antonie Watteau
in 1717 shows lovers boarding a ship bound for the mythical island of Cythera. The
Isle of Cythera is the birthplace of Aphrodite of love. BXcklin also created the Isle of
Life in 1888, showing an island with signs of life. Like this, symbols of islands in art
history swing back and forth between life and death. Death and life are inevitable
processes occurring not in separate bodies but in the same body in the course of
time. Moreover, Eros and Thanatos, the Greek gods of sex and death, respectively,
according to Sigmund Freud in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, look like two sides
of a coin but they represent the same impulse of desire.

In his writings, he comments on how the artist used to be wary of looking at
only one side of things: “Most people just overlook one for the other- either death-
directed of life-directed” (Toner and Smithson 239). On this note, it is natural that
the implications of the island by Smithson proceed from death to life from the
perspective of circular thinking. For him, life and death are not separate events
but rather events of vitality. Matters regarding different perspectives occurring
between land and island with the sea in between can be seen in his work, Broken
Circle and Spiral Hill in 1970. Against a sand quarry composed of white and yellow
sand, red and brown loam, and blue-green pond, he built out a slop-graded flat,
cut a curving channel into it, and built an arced jetty at one edge of the water,
forming Broken Circle about 140 feet in diameter. On the slope above, Spiral Hill
was constructed from overburden topped with a layer of topsoil. A path of white
sand wound counterclockwise to its peak. The viewer’s perspective at the latter is
like Lander’s, while a viewer at Broken Circle reminds us of islander’s perspective.
These works give a chance to experience different perspectives between islands and
land via dialectical relationships.

In this respect, a moving island reflects the desire of the islanders, which suggests
that the viewpoint of Smithson is that of the islander. Floating Island deals with
how islands escape from isolation through mobility. Here, I aim to investigate the
role of mobility in islands, which are fixed points between land and sea, and what
Smithson proposed through the island in motion. Spectators viewing this work
from Manhattan are unable to define the location of features of the island because
they are looking at the ship in constant motion from a fixed perspective which
symbolizes the closed system of modern industrial societies. The environment of
isolation is a kind of closed system in which it is impossible to communicate with
the surroundings. In the case of such a system, if entropy reaches its maximum value,
the system stops. From this point of view, the island in the context of isolation can
be viewed as a sign of a closed system. To escape from this,the principle of an open
system that exchanges materials and energy with the external environment must
be introduced. Smithson believed the closed system’s entropy could be overcome
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through movement occurring in nature, which represents the open system. He said
that nature is not subject to our system in his essay, “Art and Dialectics” (371).

In particular, Smithson sensed the possibility of transformative force from death
to life in a dialectical process. This part allows us to see the vitality of dialectical
processes in the context of motion. He thought the closed system which caused
destruction can transform into a feedback process via a kind of movement of the
dialectical process. Dialectics, for him “is not only the ideational formula of thesis-
antithesis-synthesis forever sealed in mind, but an on-going development” (“Art
and Dialectics” 371). His point of view reminds one of Henri Bergson’s Levolution
creatrice. Bergson argued that nature was a continuous “universal transformation”
(209), instead of fixed states.

A discussion between Sky and Smithson about entropy lends support to the
viewpoint that illuminates the mobility of Floating Island as an embodiment of
change inherent in dialectical processes.

Sky: Isn’t entropy actually metamorphosis, or a continual process in which elements
are undergoing change, but in an evolutionary sense?

Smithson: Yes or no. In other words, if we consider the earth in terms of geological
time, we end up with what we call fluvial entropy. Geology has its entropy too, where
everything is gradually wearing down. Now there may be a point where the earth’s
surface will collapse and break apart, so that the irreversible process will be in a sense
metamorphosized, it’s not evolutionary in terms of any idealism.

(...)

Sky: I wish the architectural profession would recognize that. In their grand
masterplan schemes for the world, architects seem to find the “final solution” to all
possible situations.

Smithson: They don't take those things into account. Architects tend to be idealists
and not dialecticians. I propose a dialectics of entropic change. (“Entropy Made Visible”
303-4)

Through this, we can conclude his point on the relationship between entropy and
dialecticsasfollows. Unlike the perspective ofidealistsand architects, Smithson, who
identified himself as a dialectician, considered entropy as “a sense metamorphosized”
and he called it a dialectics of entropic change (303-4). In this regard, it is necessary
to keep in mind that the notion of Norbert Wiener’s cybernetics is behind the
interpretation of entropy as a process of transformation. Wiener, an American
mathematician, and philosopher, coined the term “cybernetics,” the science of
communication as it relates to living things and machines, encompassing a variety
of fields like engineering, systems control, computer science, biology, neuroscience,
philosophy, and the organization of society. In particular, cybernetics, along with
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entropy, was a popular concept in the American art movement in the 1960s and
1970s. Entropy is a formal representation of the tendency of a closed system to
degenerate from a highly organized, differentiated, and more difficult state toward
a chaotic state without differentiation. This process is symbolized by the increasing
entropy of the closed system. Wiener’s argument is that, unlike the general system
where entropy increases, living creatures (including humans) or machines become
local islands where entropy decreases (i.e., more orders are made). The relationship
between entropy and living creatures led to Wiener’s invention of cybernetics
(Wiener 35).

In other words, Smithson regarded destruction as the irreversible process of
entropy as part of metamorphosis in the course of dialectics, and it is relevant to
the order of nature running open system. Considering these aspects, his island
in motion indicates not a determinate being but a process of transformation’ as
continuous vital energy as Bergson described. Spiral Jetty demonstrates not only
visualized entropy, but regeneration after entropy as well. When it was built in
1970, it was only a black spiral formation submerged in the Great Salt Lake, but
when it emerged in 2002, it turned white due to salt encrustation. Spiral Jetty is
based on the “dialectics of entropic change,” which is different from architectures
in industrial society, that is based on “a closed system which eventually deteriorates
and starts to break apart and there’s no way that you can really piece it back
together again” (“Entropy Made Visible” 301). Smithson’s “dialectics of entropic
change” is not the “destruction of entropy” or the end of the process but ratherthe
part of the process of circulation. In other words, he was trying to show the mutual
compatible relationship via mobility. In that way, he can transform useless ditched
places from the human industrial society to places where nature and art can meet.
This suggests that whether a material is useful or useless is determined by the
system it is placed in.

While Smithson was working based on the dialectics of entropic change and
looking for the possibility of a reclamation project from 1971 to 1973, it was also
an era of the second-generation environmental movement in the United States.
At the same time, a couple of different concepts of Ecology were founded such as
Deep Ecology by Arne Ness and Ecology of Mind by Gregory Bateson. Smithson was
exposed to ecology during the second-generation environmental movement in the
1970s. Silent Spring, written by Rachel Carson in 1962, is about the environmental
problems caused by human beings. With this book, people started realizing the
harmful effect of industrialization on nature. Songs, like Bob Dylan’s “A Hard Rain’s
A-Gonna Fall,” accelerated this kind of environmental movement, and increased
the count of members in environmental groups. On April 22, 1970, Earth Day was
proclaimed in the United States, and finally, environmental issues were firmly
established as a political agenda.
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The environmental movement was started as a civil rights movement along
with the anti-Vietnam War movement in the mid to late 1960s. To differentiate the
environmental movements in the 1970s from those done in the 1900s, we call it
either the second-generation environmental movement or eco-activism. The second
movement looks at nature through Ernst Haeckel’s Okological view. As you can see
from the origin of Haeckle’s Ecology in Generelle Morphologie der Organismen,
which is Okologie in German (from the Greek, oikos; family + logos; study) (Foster
409), it is about studying nature as a big family consisting of all the living creatures.

In addition, Smithson believed that “nature does not proceed in a straight
line, but it is rather a sprawling development” (Lippard 35). “Labyrinthine design,
including Forking Island, Forking Jetty, and Forking Paths, Island Maze and Maze,
show Smithson’s interest in nonlinear trajectories and recalls Jorge Luis Borges’
short story The Garden of Forking Paths in which author describes the infinite
diverging narratives of a novel, itself an allegory of time” (Storey). Therefore, the
spiral which he selected as the shape for earthwork shows the process of nature in
time. Spirals, in Smithson’s works, are the allegory of movement.

His concept of the island in motion evokes what Foucault said, “Space has
been regarded as dead, fixed, non-dialectical, and stationary, while time has
been regarded as fertile, generating, and dialectical” (Soja 21). Unlike time, space
originally has been regarded as an unchangeable, stationary object. People leave
the devastated, useless earth and no longer search for it, and in the end, places
disappear from the map of mankind’s memory. On the other hand, Smithson tried
to combine the attributes of space as death with those of time in dialectics. Thus,
Smithson’s earthworks recall such sites that had disappeared from our memories.

As a result, the idea of mobility for his works, which he found in the movement
of nature, is a methodology to overcome the entropy of the closed system. Thus,
he tried to combine the island with mobility in the Floating Island. And that’s the
reason that he chose spirals, zigzags, or broken circles instead of a straight line. The
spirals, zigzags, and broken circles serve as an allegory for the mobility that drives
change within an entropic landscape.

PICTURESQUE, AESTHETICS OF ENTROPIC LANDSCAPE IN MOTION

In 1971, Smithson was once invited to the international exhibition, Sonsbeck 71-Out
of Bound, where like other participants, he was supposed to create his Broken
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Circle and Spiral Hill in a park. Having looked around the site, he asked a curator
if there was a different site where he could work, like a quarry or a disused mining
area, because he thought the park was already picturesque enough without his
intervention: “I didn’t want to impose an object on such an area, or in any way deface
a land that was already cultivated. I was looking for an area that was somewhat raw
because Holland is so pastoral, so completely cultivated and so much an earthwork
in itself that I wanted to find an area that I could mold, such as a quarry or a disused
mining area” (“The Earth” 253). As such, it is evident that Smithson’s earthworks
are aimed at the reclamation of abandoned land, site-specific works based on the
industrial society of the United States.

Furthermore, Smithson and his wife bought Little Fort Island, a thin silver rock
off the craggy coast of Maine for work in 1971 without seeing it in person. Smithson
had made drawings for his earthwork projects that would include a curving and
land bridge, but after visiting the island, he changed his mind because this island’s
environment is already picturesque like Sonsbeck Park in the Netherlands. These
episodes show that his earthworks are a process of transformation from an entropic
landscape to a picturesque landscape and that he considered the picturesque as the
aesthetics of his reclamation project.

Floating Island was intended as a homage to Central Park known for its
picturesque aesthetics. Frederick Law Olmsted whom Smithson picked as a pioneer
of Land Art is the designer of Central Park in New York City: “One wonders what
the likes of Gussow would make of American’s first “earthwork artist” (“Fredrick
Law Olmsted” 164). Olmsted built the park on a giant pile of trash and made
the park not an artificial monument but a part of nature. Reflecting Smithson’s
admiration for Olmsted’s Central Park, Floating Island was finally realized in
2005 whose rocks were borrowed, and for which its trees are destined. The fact
that he much respected Olmsted and was fascinated with Central Park points to
the following, his earthworks, especially the reclamation projects, advocated the
aesthetics of Central Park, picturesque.

Against this background, it is worth outlining the objectives and aesthetics of
Central Park. In the early 1800s, as the city’s urban development accelerated, there
was a growing need for an open public space within the city that could serve as a
ventilator in both figurative and literal senses, providing the residents with a parcel
of pasture land to stroll around in, thick with trees and shrubs, an oasis sitting
smack dab in the middle of the most rapidly developed concrete jungle in the
world. During the 1810s and 1820s, the city continued its inexorable expansion. By
1833, traffic pressures were so great that the legislature authorized two new avenues,
later named Madison and Lexington, to be inserted into the grid. In the face of
such rapid growth, public opinion about open space began to shift. In January 1832,
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the Assistant Board of Aldermen’s Committee on Lands and Places went on record
about the importance of securing land as a ventilator in the city (Heckscher 9).
Thus, Central Park is about the role of open space on the island of Manhattan:
the dynamic tension between pavement and pasture, between city noise and rural
quiet, between fresh air and foul: between private and public land, between city
and state government; between city square and urban park (Heckscher). In this
regard, Central Park appeared from the perspective of the dialectical relationship
between the city and nature. This part corresponds with the process of dialectic
thought as well as the objectives of reclamation art that he proposed.

Also, it is picturesque that Smithson regarded as aesthetics for his earthworks,
which is to say, he saw Central Park by Olmsted as the canon for his aesthetics.
Picturesque is a term formulated as an aesthetic category in eighteenth-century
England. Starting from this, picturesque was added to the two existing aesthetical
concepts of beauty and sublime, which were at the core of European art and
aesthetics. This is a term especially applied to the design of landscape gardens, and
it was initially limited in the literal sense, such as painting, but it was later expanded
to take on other attributes such as “irregular,” “natural,” “old,” and “various” This
refers to connecting the garden with the surrounding nature and decorating the
garden in a way that represents its most natural state. It can be said that it is the
emergence of artificial gardening that resembles nature. Smithson himself explained
the picturesque in his “Frederick Law Olmsted and The Dialectical Landscape” as

the following:

Inherent in the theories of Price and Gilpin, and in Olmsted’s response to them, are the
beginnings of a dialectics of the landscape. Burks’s notion of “beautiful” and “sublime”
functions as a thesis of smoothness, gentle and delicacy of nature, and as an antithesis of
terror, solitude, and vastness of nature, both of which are rooted in the real world, rather
than in a Hegelian Ideal. 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 “picturesque” depart from a static
formalistic view of nature. The picturesque, far from being an inner movement of the
mind, is based on real land: it precedes the mind in its material external existence. 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 Thoreauian 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 seeing things in a manifold of relations, not as isolated objects.
Nature for the dialectician is indifferent to any formal ideal... (159-60)
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He paid attention to picturesque as aesthetics dealing with a process of ongoing
relationships “based on the real land” (160). Here he emphasized the need to
see nature in the relationship. His ideas like these fly in the face of the view of
ecologists who led the environmental movement at that time. They were sticking
to a metaphysical attitude, not the ruined land they actually faced: “Modern day
ecologists with a metaphysical turn of mind still garden leaves one without a
solid dialectic, and cause one to suffer ecological despair. Nature, like a person,
is not one-sided. Another factor to note is that Olmsted’s tunnel is in the real
world, whereas Martin’s is a pictorial representation derived only from the mind”
(“Fredrick Law Olmsted” 161). In fact, the industrialists who followed the ideas
of ecologists considering nature in the context of beautiful and sublime did not
like Smithson’s reclamation project since it is different from their thought of
ideal reclamation which is covering up the destroyed nature with trees and lawns.
This made Smithson move more towards picturesque. As mentioned above, he
illuminated islands as the dialectical process of entropic change including “chance
and change in material order of nature”:

THE WORLD NEEDS COAL AND HIGHWAYS, BUT WE DO NOT NEED THE RESULTS
OF STRIP-MINING OR HIGHWAY TRUSTS ECONONIMS, WHEN ABSTRACTED FROM
THE WORLD, IS BLIND TO NATURAL PROCESSES. ART CAN BECOME A RESORCE,
THAH MEDIATES BETWEEN THE ECOLOGIST AND THE INDUSTRIALISTS.
ECOLOGY AND INDUSTRY ARE NOT ONE-WAY STREETS, RATHER THEY SHOULD
BE CROSSROADS. ART CAN HELP TO PROVIDE THE NEEDED DIALECTIC BETWEEN
THEM. (“UNTITLED” 376)

For him, both ecologists and industrialists wanted to recover nature is getting
rid of ruined nature and asking for forgiveness. He would rather build a bridge
connecting us with abandoned nature made visible via his reclamation project.
Thus, waste for him does not literally mean uselessness: “In the technological mind
rust evokes a fear of disuse, inactivity, entropy, and ruin. Why steel is valued over
rust is a technological value, not an artistic one” (“A Sediment” 106). He thought
that islands against ruined environments could deal with the endless process of
creation and extinction in nature through picturesque.

It is worth noting above “UNTITLED” was written in all capital letters. This
reminds us of the novel, The Crying of Lot 49 written by Thomas Pynchon, who has
another famous novel, Entropy. In the novel, a popular slogan, “W.A.S.T.E” (We
Wait for Silent Tristero’s Empire), that was extensively graffitied by college students
in the 1970s, appeared. This slogan is attached following meanings: Firstly, it is
a warning of human civilization’s extinction based on entropy theory. Secondly,
it is a return to the era of the underprivileged group who were treated as waste
by the dominant society. Both relate to the meanings of earthworks by Smithson.
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Especially, both could see the meaning of Floating Island in relation to the island of
New York. For instance, the former links to the site of New York, and the latter links
to Floating Island. This means that the underprivileged, which the ruling culture
treats as waste, as well as the warning of the extinction of human civilization in
relation to entropy theory, wait for the arrival of a new world (Lee 18).

Smithson aimed to offer an experience of a site that could transform the
relationship among nature, humans, and society. To this end, he sought to capture
the dynamic energy of entropic landscapes through the incorporation of motion.

CONCLUSION

This essay examines what Robert Smithson’s Floating Island suggests in the face
of environmental catastrophes resulting from climate change. Floating Island is a
mobile island of earth, rocks, native trees, and shrubs, towed by a tugboat around
the island of Manhattan. Through this project, Smithson illustrates the transition
of modern industrial societies from a closed, entropic system to one of vitality,
facilitated by motion.

Historically, islands were understood solely in terms of isolation. Smithson
conceptualized islands as sites or objects for sculptural intervention, the challenging
notion that linked entropic landscapes with waste marginalized at the city’s fringes.
It was not until the late 1960s, with the rise of structuralism and system theory, that
new perspectives emerged, redefining islands through the relationship between
the center and the edge.

Smithson intriguingly explored the concept of entropic landscapes of islands
as a process of continuous transformation, viewing them through the lens of
open systems akin to natural processes in his earthworks. This innovative idea is
grounded in what he termed “the dialectics of entropic change” In Floating Island,
he transformed the typically entropic sites of his earthworks from mere symbols
of life’s end into embodiments of vitality, in line with Bergson’s definition of
mobility as a life force. His Floating Island proposes mobility as a process of change.
Furthermore, Smithson considered the picturesque an attribute of landscape in the
context of the dialectics of entropic change, particularly evident in his reclamation
projects. The picturesque is linked to nature’s ever-changing transformation, which
is never static and constantly flows.
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Just as Central Park emerged in relation to the city of Manhattan, Smithson’s
mobility in Floating Island serves as a critique of the urban mobility governed
by closed systems. It prompts a reconsideration of what the system of industrial
civilization has alienated. Consequently, his project is “driving a global search for
new forms of urban planning, transport, resource use, and infrastructure design
sometimes referred to as ecological urbanism or sustainable urbanism” (Sheller 5).

Floating Island provides viewers with a new perspective, highlighting how
entropy can be part of transformation within the dialectical interplay between city
and island in the context of the mirror image. The mobility of nature, embodying
vitality, instills in us ecological imagination in the face of climate change.
Smithson’s works are certainly pioneering and have the potential to herald the
emergence of eco-conscious architects and spark creative innovation in the realm
of industrialization and urbanization.
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