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One of the key points of tension in building a more sustainable 
institution is that between the duty of care museums have towards 
artworks, artefacts, and belongings in their collections, and 
the energy and materials required to preserve those collections. 
Building on the work of groups such as Ki Culture, Gallery Climate 
Coalition, and STiCH to encourage more passive environmental 
controls and the use of sustainable, non-toxic materials in museum 
storage, this project understands art objects (in the words of 
curator and historian Marina Valle Noronha), as “temporal entities” 
that will inevitably degrade and decay over time. 
 
Objects as Temporal Entities comprises a series of documents, 
guides, art objects, and a solar-powered archive designed to 
investigate, trouble, and provide guidance on the storage and 
breakdown of materials in collection. A set of acquisitions contract 
riders, an acquisitions addendum, and a flowchart are designed 
to help artists, museums, and collectors open discussions on 
low- and no-intervention conservation of artworks. The riders are 
supported by The Fiction of Permanence, this series of materials 
guides, each a short handbook dedicated to a single material 
and artwork case study, designed to illustrate what happens 
as different substances degrade over time. Potatotemporal, an 
artwork, provides a collection of potato-like objects in various 
media, some artificially aged and others degrading naturally, to 
visually demonstrate the impact of time, temperature, and humidity 
on different materials. Archivetemporal, a solar-powered archive 
and website, gathers the strands of the project, documenting our 
research and outcomes.  

The components of the project are held together by the object of 
the potato. A humble vegetable which clones itself and rots in 
a spectacularly odorous manner, the potato has been used both 

visually and metaphorically throughout the 
project to explore time, materials, and human/ 
more-than-human interaction. Developed by the 
Centre for Sustainable Curating with members of 
the Synthetic Collective at LUMA Arles as a part 
of the Sustainable Institution (TSI) residency, 
Objects as Temporal Entities is intended to be 
both useful and thought-provoking. Grounded 
in deep research and creative engagement, the 
project aims to help artists and collectors 
factor in the long and short lives and afterlives 
of artworks and objects through the lens of 
health and climate impacts.
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PULL OVER WHERE THE POTATOES GROW: 
RICHARD SERRA’S SHIFT 

In 1970, American sculptor Richard Serra was 
joined by then-girlfriend and fellow artist Joan 
Jonas on the development of a site-specific outdoor 
sculpture, commissioned by a wealthy patron for 
the fields of King City, Ontario. Serra and Jonas 
created a ‘sketch’ of the work by walking toward 
one another across approximately 300 metres of 
what was at the time a potato field, striving to 
keep one another in sight despite the undulating 
topography. Shift (1970–72), the resulting work, 
consists of six low concrete forms that trace 
the complex choreography of two bodies moving 
in relation to one another and to the rolling 
hills of the land itself, each sudden deviation 
in path marking a negotiation of the space. At 
their tallest, the resulting concrete segments 
are around 1.5 metres in height and level with 
one another, although the gradually undulating 
ground along their bottom seams creates the 
illusion of a gentle curve.
 
The work was commissioned by Toronto art collector 
Roger Davidson for agricultural land that he 
owned and leased for potato farming. There was no 
written contract, and Davidson agreed to finance 
construction in exchange for two of Serra’s steel 
sculptures.1 Outside of a few short articles, 
this early work by a prolific artist largely flies 
under the radar. In my network of artists and art 
devotees, most discovered Shift through word of 
mouth before taking their own pilgrimages to the 
site (itself a rather drab swath of land). If you 
know generally where to look (just southwest of 

-
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King City’s Clearview Heights), it is identifiable 
on the satellite view of Google Maps. It won’t 
be potatoes anymore that signal it is time to 
pull the car over, however, as various crops are 
now planted in rotation (alfalfa, soy, corn).2 
And the site also isn’t as rural as it once was, 
now a stone’s throw away from a major suburban 
development that includes Richard Serra Court, 
reached by turning off Sculptors Gate. 

Hidden in Plain Sight: Outdoor Sculpture in 
Public and Private Spaces

The land on which Shift sits is part of a parcel 
that was sold in 1974 to the developer Hickory 
Hills Investments. The artwork on the property 
is not referenced on the land registry records. 
Although the purchaser agreed to not harm, alter, 
or destroy the sculpture, they accepted no duty 
to protect or maintain it. King City Council 
attempted to have Hickory Hills designate the work 
a ‘cultural landscape’ under the Ontario Heritage 
Act (which would ensure upkeep and provision 
of public access), but the developer refused.3  

In 2013, the municipal council voted to extend 
heritage protections through bylaw.4 Although 
the land has since been granted environmental 
protection from further development through the 
provincial Oak Ridges Moraine Protection Act, 
it remains private property, and the decision to 
visit it technically comes with a willingness to 
trespass.

The Fiction of Permanence series illustrates 
what happens to different materials as they 
degrade, with an emphasis on collections and 

Figure 1. Richard Serra, Shift, 1970–72. Six 
sections of concrete integrated into the landscape, 
installation view in King City, Ontario, photo credit 
Chris Mendoza, 2022.
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practices of conservation at cultural institutions. Rather than 
a discrete object in a museum collection, this case study looks 
at a work of Land Art on private property that has been exposed 
to the elements without any documented intervention since its 
creation more than 50 years ago. It reveals the challenges of 
working with concrete, a material frequently used in artworks both 
inside the museum and in public space, in both public and private 
collections. Concrete’s ubiquity in both the built environment 
and across various artworks presents unique challenges; like all 
materials, it degrades, sometimes spectacularly.  

This lesser-known Richard Serra work is rare, one of only two 
concrete works and his earliest site-specific sculpture – Sea 
Level (1996) in the Netherlands is Shift’s younger sibling. Over 
his celebrated career, Serra became synonymous with steel. One 
might argue that Shift was a prototype for works that would adopt 
a similar approach but in weathered corten steel, like The Gate 
in the Gorge (1983–86) at the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art or 
Schunnemunk Fork (1990–91) at Storm King Art Center. In explaining 
his gravitation toward steel, the artist argued that concrete 
was too architectural. But as Adrian Blackwell notes, the two 
pieces of Land Art had an architectural scale and horizontality 
that pushed the artist to work with a self-levelling material 
that catalyzes to a solid, providing “a bridge between the soft, 
sometimes liquid, characteristics of his early works and the 
machined quality of his steel sculptures.”5

  
Concrete and Cement: Material Foundations 

Concrete is ubiquitous in the built environment of our world, 
but it is not a singular material – it is an umbrella term for 
a composite with ranging variations. Adrian Forty describes the 
‘mongrel’ quality of concrete or its capacity to exceed categorical 
classifications.6  What is shared is the basic elements of cement, 
water, and aggregates (sand, stone, gravel, etc.). The ratio of 
each element in the final mix, along with the qualities of the 

sourced materials, all contribute to the unique 
characteristics of any given example. Concrete 
is the most widely used construction material in 
Canada and the world, found in highways, roads, 
sidewalks, bridges, dams, buildings, irrigation 
and waste management systems, piping, and storage 
silos (and the list goes on).7 While abundant in 
its infrastructural use, it is also associated 
with key architectural movements, perhaps most 
notably Brutalism. 

Despite its associations with Western modernity, 
the building material’s long history is multiple, 
from the gypsum and lime mortars of Egyptian 
pyramids to the cement variants used to build 
the Great Wall of China. Historians trace the 
origins of modern concrete in various ways, one 
of which is to connect it to the emergence of 
lime plaster as a hard surface building material 
used from at least 3,000 BCE and made from a 
humble combination of heated limestone rock, 
water, and other additives. The ancient Romans 
improved on this technology through the addition 
of a clay-like silica material found in Pozzolana 
volcanic ash, which reacted with the calcium 
in lime, forming calcium silicates and allowing 
this early concrete to cure under water.8 

While there are historic and geographic variations 
in the composition of concrete and cement used 
in vernacular building practices, there are also 
the standardized products of industry giants. 
Portland Cement, for example, is an extremely 
stable product, the commodification of which is 
credited with the widespread use of concrete 
globally, an international trade that relies 
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on the very uniformity of each bag. It is a finely ground, grey 
manufactured mineral product produced in Canada since 1889. From 
1900 to 2000, the production of Portland Cement increased 250-
fold.9  

Artist Adrián Villar Rojas proposes an interesting relationship 
between clay and cement in the metamorphoses of materials, 
suggesting that cement is a kind of human-made clay and marker of 
the Anthropocene, or “crust [of] the Capitalocene.”10 This dominant 
material relies on the use of fly ash, a by-product of industrial 
coal firing, which significantly increases its embodied carbon. 
Additionally, there are ever more monomers and polymers added to 
cement products, such as epoxy resin, which expose labourers to 
potentially toxic fumes. In the context of broader work toward 
more sustainable museums and art practices, the issues raised by 
these materials must be considered when choosing to work with 
concrete. 

Interestingly, despite its global reach, the Canadian cement 
industry is strongly regionalized due to the high transportation 
and energy costs involved in production.11 Yet, the land and the 
labour that extracts and transforms the various composite elements 
of cement and concrete are not legible at the sites where the 
material goes on to be used. When I encounter concrete in my 
home region, there is no traceability. As Jane Hutton argues, 
the ubiquitous materials of built environments are fragments of 
other landscapes, most often the result of an unequal geologic and 
ecological exchange between sites of extraction and the resulting 
materials.12 In working toward more balanced dynamics of human and 
more-than-human extraction, exchange, and consumption, there are 
exciting alternatives to concrete. While conducting this research, 
members of the Centre for Sustainable Curating and Synthetic 

Figure 2.  Shelves displaying experimental material 
samples at LUMA Atelier, the variations of aggregate 
texture of the walls visible in the background, photo 
credit Kirsty Robertson, 2024.
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Figure 3. Floor to ceiling salt and concrete 
cladding panels in the Living Archives Gallery 
corridor of LUMA’s museum, March 2024, photo 
credit Kirsty Robertson. 
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Collective gathered at Atelier Luma in Arles, France, surrounded 
by walls made of aggregate reclaimed from the renovation waste 
produced in remediating the post-industrial site Atelier occupies. 
The very selection of materials for built forms can contribute to 
more circular economies. Inside the nearby art gallery, visitors 
will find that the Atelier’s experimental cladding consists of 
concrete and salt harvested from the region’s longstanding and 
abundant salt production to create an efflorescent effect – embracing 
an undervalued local natural resource in new ways. 

Deterioration and Decay
 
In 2024, Serra’s Shift exhibits forms of concrete deterioration 
that will be familiar to most. Thanks to the climatic conditions 
of Southern Ontario, the material has been exposed to varying 
temperatures, levels of moisture, UV rays, weather events, winds, 
pollution, and salt. There are traces of graffiti (fewer than one 
might expect) and a smattering of lichen and vertical streaks of 
staining from precipitation. Rather than a uniform plane of mid-
tone grey, the work has a mottled patina of dark browns, rusty 
orange, and deep charcoal. There is evidence of superficial flaking 
of the concrete’s surface, with bigger chunks of material missing, 
often at the site of substantial cracks that run throughout. 

James Ashby describes the “forensic pathology of concrete” as 
a highly specialized field, with engineers who ‘diagnose’ the 
underlying causes of concrete decay, which can include: “errors 
made by the original designer; construction mistakes or shortcuts 
that occurred at the job site; lack of maintenance; and natural 
environmental processes.”13  Outside of Simon Rabyniuk’s observation 
that Serra’s Shift are “objectively poor objects,” cast without 
reinforcement like misaligned retaining walls, there is little 

Figure 4.  Documentation of research from 
Derek Sullivan’s visit to Shift, the artist’s hand 
holding a flake of concrete from the edge of Serra’s 
artwork, photo credit Derek Sullivan, 2023.
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available on the production process beyond it 
being cast-in-place concrete.14  

The Glass House – a National Trust Historic Site 
in the US – has published an interesting account 
of their conservation of Donald Judd’s first 
concrete work that serves as an illustration 
of the possible production errors that may have 
predetermined the aging process of Serra’s work. 
Judd’s Untitled (1971), also cast-in-place 
concrete, is a circular minimal form on the 
grounds of architect Philip Johnson’s residence. 
The sculpture was poured into a wooden mould with 
metal supports over two sessions, requiring two 
truckloads of concrete. The first truck arrived 
as scheduled and began to pour, while the second 
became lost en route, ultimately postponing 
the delivery until the following day. By then, 
the previous day’s pour had already begun to 
cure, meaning the two halves may never have 
fully bonded together, the cold-joint becoming 
a visible feature of the work and possible weak 
spot.15

  
Cracks heighten the vulnerability of concrete to 
certain elements as they open the material to 
water ingress. Water contributes to deterioration 
by making salt soluble and mobile. Ashby refers 
to salt as a ‘concrete cancer’ that accelerates 
deterioration.16 For this reason, the proximity 
of concrete to the salts of ocean air, or to de-

Figure 5. Documentation of research from Derek 
Sullivan’s visit to Shift with signs of more significant 
cracking and a missing chunk of concrete from the 
top of Serra’s artwork, photo credit Derek Sullivan, 
2023.
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icing salts (which are abundant in Ontario winters) is a factor 
in the integrity of the material over time. Similarly, water is a 
vehicle for other chemicals like acids, sulfates, and chlorides 
that react with particular aggregates.  

Concrete is sensitive to atmospheric conditions not only once it 
is fully cured, as it endures the elements over the long term, 
but also during the curing process when it must be protected 
from fluctuating temperatures, low temperatures, and freezing. 
Shift was created over the course of two years, without any 
indication of the season the cast-in-place elements were                                        
completed. Serra’s work, like Judd’s, may have already been 
compromised during the curing process. Additionally, as freeze-
thaw cycles become increasingly erratic with the unfolding climate 
crisis, seasonal unpredictability could impact the life cycle of 
concrete. 

When Change Becomes Damage

“‘My work is really very hard to hurt,’ [Serra] told interviewer 
Mark Simmons. ‘I mean, people sit on it, write on it, piss on it, 
you really can’t hurt it. I mean, you can graffiti the fuck out of 
it, there’s not much you can do to hurt it.’”17

 
Concrete is durable but not invincible. Conventional methods of 
cleaning it in the event of staining or vandalism are limited to 
pressure-blasting or the use of toxic chemicals, both damaging 
in their own ways. It is only relatively recently that gentler 
techniques used to clean heritage stone and brick are being 
adopted and adapted to clean concrete. Preventative strategies 
can range from applying film-forming materials to the surface or 
electrochemical cathodic protection to combat corrosion of any 
metal reinforcements. There is, however, a lack of understanding 
of the endurance of such prevention and repair materials and 
methods, and many of them rely on polymers and other materials 
with relatively unknown toxic properties.

Concrete has been a part of human history for 
millenia, but it is only now that the question 
of how to contend with the material’s natural 
degradation is receiving attention from 
independent and industry groups. This lack of 
care is further complicated by the fact that the 
niche field of concrete conservation is at odds 
with the procedures of utilitarian structural 
repair that the concrete industry pushes, which 
rely on standardized approaches, materials, and 
systems rather than attending to the specificity 
of each case in its site and context.18 As Renée 
van de Vall writes, “there are no short cuts 
in ethics: no standardized procedure can ever 
substitute for the careful, informed, sensitive 
and imaginative exercise of judgment of individual 
cases.”19 

This is true for any concrete component, whether 
in infrastructure, a building of architectural 
significance, or an artwork. The treatment of a 
crack on a highway overpass and a flaking artwork 
privilege different aspects of the material’s 
integrity, with a conservation approach placing a 
higher emphasis on the aesthetics of the original 
material. When artists use industrial materials, 
when does change become damage? Specific to this 
case study, questions about authorship and 
ideology complicate how to care for Serra’s work 
– this was true before his passing in 2024, and 
has been amplified by his absence. 

In the context of his practice, Serra was 
particular about the integrity of his work and 
its relationship to place – famously, his Tilted 



24

Arc (1981) that once bisected Federal Plaza in New York City was 
removed in 1989 at the artist’s request. Despite negative public 
reaction to the work, Serra opposed any proposed change of location, 
claiming that “to move the work is to destroy the work.”20 While 
distinct from conversations about material change, issues around 
relocation and removal of artworks contribute further nuance to 
considerations of the creative rights of the artist once a work 
leaves their hands. When site and material are fused, the forms of 
care and treatment are impacted. In regards to Shift, Derek Fleck 
notes that it “serves as a reminder of the relationship between 
humans and their surroundings and as a model that illustrates the 
possibility of our mutual and non-destructive co-existence.”21   

Embracing An Uncertain Future

As this case study developed, I put a call out to my network for 
images of Serra’s King City work and was met with an overwhelming 
influx of photographs from artists, writers, and curators in 
southern Ontario who had at one time made a pilgrimage to Shift. 
Among personal cell phone snaps of friends perched on the edge of 
the crumbling concrete were a number of artists who have taken the 
work of Land Art and its changing conditions as the basis for the 
creation of new work. Instead of framing degradation as loss, these 
practices encouraged me to see the continued evolution of the work 
as an accumulation – the engagement of other artists contributes 
to the slow unfolding of the work and its legacy, both material and 
immaterial. The majority of the images in this publication come 
from Toronto-based artist Derek Sullivan, who has been studying 
and documenting Shift, having grown up in nearby Richmond Hill but 
only engaging with the site later in life, identifying and tracing 
all that intersects in this place: agriculture, flora, fauna, 

Figure 6.  Documentation of research from 
Derek Sullivan’s visits to Shift, the artist’s hand 
spread over the surface of Serra’s artwork with 
blooms of rust coloured lichen, photo credit Derek 
Sullivan, 2023.
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colonial appropriation of land, property development, trespassing 
and community use, personal history, and preservation tactics. This 
has resulted in an artist book (2023), and a series of drawings for 
a solo exhibition at the McMichael Gallery in Kleinberg, Ontario. 
Maryanne Casasanta shared photographs of her 2021 collaboration 
with Lauren Runions of a site-responsive dance performance that 
would not have been possible with any other work of Serra’s. Chris 
Mendoza offered his medium format images from loosely connected 
research. The material changes that come with time are embraced, 
not resisted, and I am reminded of Hanna Hölling’s provocation, 
which feels well suited to the case of Shift and of concrete:

Conservation also has the power to reroute the past 
and reshape what it is supposed to conserve. Can we 
reconceptualize matter as something unfolding? By 
embracing the performative paradigm, we can appreciate 
artworks, not as isolated events that already happened, but 
as entities that are continuously happening, accumulating 
traces and stories and gesturing at us cross-temporally 
and -spatially?22 

Embracing the continual unfolding of Serra’s concrete work is not 
limited to human actors like Sullivan, Casasanta, Runions, and 
Mendoza, but extends to the more-than-human networks that exist in 
the rapidly changing landscape of King City. Much in the way that 
felt serves as a generative incubator for new generations of moth 
life (see Materials Guide 2: Felt), concrete becomes a substrate 
for the growth of lichen and vegetal life, creating blooms of 
abstract forms that contribute to the ever-shifting nature of the 
work.  

Figure 7.  Documentation of research from 
Derek Sullivan’s visit to Shift, the edge of a 
concrete segment surrounded by overgrowth, photo 
credit Derek Sullivan, 2023.
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