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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 protocol, and a ɇowchart 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 artiɆcially 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 

OBJECTS AS TEMPORAL ENTITIES: THE

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.

FICTION OF PERMANENCE
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Earth Room

 

At 141 Wooster Street, New York, the former 

location of Heiner Friedrich’s Lower Manhattan 

gallery, Walter de Maria’s Earth Room has been 

on permanent display since 1980, accessible to 

the public except during annual summer closures, 

pandemic shutdowns, or routine maintenance. Over 

forty-plus years, the loft site has remained 

Ɇlled with a level 222 cubic yards of – as the 
name suggests – earth. Visitors are barred from 
walking through the installation or touching 

the dirt, but are offered one viewing point, a 

narrow doorway blocked with a knee-high glass 

barrier that stands ever so slightly higher 

than the earth itself. Accompanying the initial 

installation is a plan and elevation of the 

gallery space, along with a poster that reads:  

 

PURE DIRT * PURE EARTH * PURE LAND/NO OBJECT 

ON IT / NO OBJECT IN IT//NO MARKINGS ON IT/NO 

MARKINGS IN IT//NOTHING GROWING ON IT/NOTHING 

GROWING IN IT.1

Jeffrey Weiss, former director of the Dia Art 

Foundation that owns the work, suggests that 

this text was likely composed with Friedrich, who 

wrote the related press release, and “constitutes 

a tell, since the terms dirt, earth, and land 

implicate a set of value-based distinctions – 
raw material, organic matter, and territorial 

location.”2 Indeed, the terms dirt, earth, soil, 

and land are often used interchangeably yet 

hold distinct associations. Often described as 

an interior example of Land Art, de Maria’s 

work includes listed components earth, soil, 

-
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peat, and bark in various conɆgurations, with transportation and 
delivery credited to Cityscape Landscaping. When Earth Room (1977) 

opened in New York, initially as a temporary exhibition, it was 

technically the third iteration of the installation, preceded by 

versions at Friedrich’s Munich gallery (1968) and at Hessisches 

Landesmuseum in Darmstadt, Germany (1974). The gallerist sold 

Earth Work to the Dia Art Foundation (of which he was a founding 

member) and reopened Earth Room in the same space but as a permanent 

installation in 1980.

In June 2022, Dia closed Earth Room for maintenance, prioritizing 

the addition of an HVAC system to mitigate the growth of mould, 

weeds, and mushrooms (since then, these continue to grow but at a 

lesser rate than before and are routinely culled). While aiding in 

regular maintenance, temperature control has changed the sensory 

experience of the work – its once-pungent scent has been greatly 
diminished by the lower levels of humidity. At this time, the soil 

was also removed and replaced. Other infrastructural changes, 

like the replacement of windows, have similarly improved the seal 

that separates the interior space from ɇuctuating environmental 
conditions outside, but also have changed the auditory dimension 

of the work, dampening the ever-present ambient sounds of New York 

City trafɆc and surrounding street noise. While the installation 
remains awe-inspiring, Weiss suggests it now feels more decorous: 

“whereas the atmosphere of the installation was once thick, it has 

now become thin.”3

“The Keeper of Earth and Time”4  

While major closures of the exhibition are infrequent, regular 

short-term maintenance tasks are required. In 1989, Bill Dilworth 

was hired as the fulltime caretaker and steward of the work, 

routinely watering and raking the soil to keep its dark chocolate 

colour consistent while also tracking visitor statistics. After 

tending to the Earth Room for over 35 years, Dilworth retired in 

2024, leaving his knowledge to a new caretaker, but his reɇections 

and remarks on that time are invaluable, 

particularly after de Maria’s passing. Dilworth 

knew the artist well enough to know that “the 

visual consistency was the thing. People ask 

where the earth is from and that kind of stuff – 
that’s of no consequence.”5  Given its multiple 

iterations and the fact that the work is deɆned 
by the volume of dirt used, not the speciɆc 
interior it occupies, consistency does not mean 

that the work is stable and unchanging; in fact, 

quite the opposite. Dilworth was fond of the fact 

that the installation is anything but static, 

requiring close observation and responsiveness. 

In the winter, the dirt is typically drier and 

lighter; in the summer it is dark and loamy 

after watering. Alongside watering, the soil is 

turned with a cultivator, a tool whose broad, 

short tines stir the surface of the work. For 

years, Dilworth raked right to left, but later 

he shifted strategies, moving front to back – 
the change, while incredibly subtle, reveals 

a barely perceptible sense of directionality 

(lengthwise versus widthwise). He remarks: “It’s 

meant to be unchanging, but it’s always been 

changing.”6

Walter de Maria’s Earth Room is a fascinating 

case study of the conservation and preservation 

of a mass of earth hosted in an interior space. It 

shows one way that modern and contemporary artists 

have chosen to work with earth as a material. 

It is important to note that the treatment and 

viability as a permanent installation is also 

tied to the fact that it is the sole artwork in 

the space. Soil is, after all, teeming with life—

the occasional emergence of weeds or mushrooms 

-
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are evidence of this, but soil microbiology reveals a rich and 

complex community comprised of bacteria, protozoa and nematodes.7 

To host an artwork featuring living soil in the context of a group 

exhibition or in a collecting institution is seen as a risk for 

contamination. Case in point: in the lead up to an exhibition 

of Toronto-based artist Dana Prieto’s work at the Art Museum 

at the University of Toronto, Prieto proposed a site-speciɆc 
installation, It’s only invisible when it works (2019), which 

included dirt gathered from the land on which the institution 

stands. Due to policies around collection and conservation, the 

artist was barred from introducing this material to the space of 

the gallery when her various proposals of soil pasteurization or 

sterilization were rejected. As an artist who often works with 

ceramic processes, Prieto Ɇred the soil in a kiln at the lowest 
temperature and reframed the material component as a ceramic 

element, thereby keeping within the strict limitations of the 

gallery, but removing the liveliness of the earth and altering the 

conceptual framing of the work.8  

Deep History: Earth as a Building Material 

The use of loose soil as a material by artists is not the only 

way that earth makes its way into artworks, and remarkably, 

when earth is compacted and/or the composition of the mixture 

shifts, the conversation around changeability and maintenance 

transforms entirely. Through compression and variations in 

material composition, earth has played a signiɆcant role in global 
building techniques for thousands of years under the umbrella of 

rammed earth structures. Put simply, through a labour-intensive 

process, subsoil (including clay, sand, and gravel or aggregate) 

is compacted in layers inside a form to create durable, Ɇre-
resistant walls with high thermal mass. Examples of ancient rammed 

earth structures notably include sections of the Great Wall of 

China from the pre-Qin dynasty (221-206 BCE), Alhambra and the 

Torre de la Vela in Granada, Spain (1238 CE), and elements of Figure 1.  Dana Prieto, process images from It's only 

invisible when it works (2019). Photo credit: Dana Prieto.

A -• • 
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• 



15

Aït Benhaddou built in the 17th century as part 

of a fortiɆed village in central Morocco. These 
examples loom large and tend to support a common 

misconception that rammed earth is only viable 

in hot, arid climates. Yet, it is a technique 

that is highly adaptable to a wide variety of 

regional conditions, including the Canadian 

Prairies where its ability to absorb, store, and 

slowly release heat makes it ideal for extreme 

temperatures that necessitate a kind of thermal 

resistance.9 Interiors stay cool in the summer 

and warm in the winter. Rammed earth, however, 

is susceptible to degradation, depending on the 

composition of materials and how the exterior 

surface has been Ɇnished. At the same time, one 
of its strengths is its repairability. As Frank 

Matero notes:

Anyone who deals with buildings at 

close range is fully aware that 

architecture is not static but like 

the world it reɇects, is changing 
at an accelerated pace…. Historical 

and regional methods of addressing 

weatherability vary but all earthen 

construction systems recognize and 

accommodate the need for cyclical 

repair.10

Repairability is rarely prioritized in contemporary 

design/build strategies, unless it “includes 

unitized replacement which favors the economic 

beneɆts of material replacement over labor.”11   

Repairability, however, is a central feature of 

Figure 2.  Dana Prieto, process images from It's only 

invisible when it works (2019). Photo credit: Dana Prieto.
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building and conserving with earth. Contemporary uptake of earthen 

architecture is growing as the historic technology aligns with 

current desires for sustainability in the green building movement. 

The inɇuence of rammed earth extends beyond the practicalities 
of dwellings, as visual artists adopt related techniques and 

materials towards different ends. In the section that follows, 

earthen artworks are considered in relation to sustainability, 

production, and conservation – the central tenets of The Fiction 
of Permanence series. Making such works Ɇrst requires a turn to the 
wealth of literature available on rammed earth from the discipline 

of architecture. Advantages of the building material and technique 

include its aforementioned durability, Ɇre-resistance, thermal 
mass, and reparability, but also its versatility, use of locally 

available, non-toxic materials, creation of better indoor air 

quality, and its low cost of production. This is especially true 

in cases where the composition of the earth used integrates waste 

or recycled materials, as in many of the case studies highlighted 

in this publication series. For example, Atelier Luma’s renovation 

of the Magasin Électrique incorporated in situ demolition debris 

and stone dust from regional limestone cutting into the interior 

rammed earth walls.12 

Rammed Earth in Contemporary Art 

Rammed earth has also shown up in galleries in supports for 

work, for example in rammed earth plinths designed by Synthetic 

Collective artist Kelly Jazvac. Increasingly, it is also used as a 

material for art works. In 2025, artist and Centre for Sustainable 

Curating member Danielle Petti expanded her existing practice 

of working with sediment to create pigment, paper-based work, 

and small sculptures to experiment with rammed earth. Site (re)

Figure 3.  Danielle Petti, Site (re) Earthed (2025). 

Compressed gravel, reclaimed concrete, lime, natural 

ochre pigment, biochar, and seeds. Installation view, 

Environmental Sciences Field Station in London, 

Ontario. Photo credit: Danielle Petti. 
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Figure 4.  Danielle Petti, Site (re) Earthed (2025). 

Compressed gravel, reclaimed concrete, lime, natural 

ochre pigment, biochar, and seeds. Installation view, 

Environmental Sciences Field Station in London, 

Ontario. Photo credit: Danielle Petti. 

Earthed (2025) consists of six round rammed earth 

pillars of varying heights, installed on the 

grounds of Western University’s Environmental 

Sciences Field Station in London, Ontario. The 

pillars contain layers of compressed gravel, 

reclaimed concrete, lime, natural ochre pigment, 

and biochar sourced through the University’s 

Institute for Chemicals and Fuels from Alterative 

Resources (IFCAR). Biochar is made through 

pyrolysis, a form of heating organic matter, 

in this case, agricultural waste like stems, 

shells, husks, and crop residue, without oxygen 

at high temperatures, creating a charcoal-like 

substance. When added to soil, biochar helps to 

retain critical nutrients and micro-organisms 

that improve plant growth. It is remarkably 

stable and sequesters, for hundreds of years, 

the carbon from plant material in soil that would 

otherwise be released during decomposition.13 

As an artist new to the technique of rammed 

earth, Petti consulted with Aerecura Sustainable 

Builders, a Canadian company that grew out 

of architect Sylvia Cavalier’s interest in 

sustainable building techniques, beginning 

with the construction of her own home in Prince 

Edward County, Ontario, using stabilized and 

insulated rammed earth walls.14 Petti layered her 

chosen materials, listed above, inside readily 

available sonotubes, lightweight cylindrical 

forms typically used to pour concrete columns and 

footings for structural supports. For Southwestern 

Ontario’s climate, Aerecura recommended that the 

artist Ɇrst dig a hole and establish a gravel 
base layer for each pillar below the frostline 

(or frost heave) before setting the sonotube 
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into position. Interestingly, irregularly shaped gravel will 

pack together better than more uniform aggregate). Then each 

material layer was packed by hand and compressed with a tamper – 
an incredibly labour intensive and time-consuming process – before 
the sonotube was removed. Two key aspects set apart Petti’s artwork 

from the structural builds of Aeracura: Ɇrst, Petti worked with 
manual steel tampers while Aeracura uses large pneumatic tampers; 

and second, Petti used various kinds of sediment and earth while 

Aerecura uses binders (they do not specify what kind). There is 

also a clear difference of scale.15  

To document Site (re)Earthed, which is not only ever-changing but 

also intentionally ephemeral, Petti installed a solar powered 

video camera to record its change over time. This footage forms 

the basis for the work’s presentation in a gallery context and 

was included in the exhibition Carbon Flurry at artLAB Gallery at 

Western University, curated by Imogen Clendinning.16 In the gallery, 

the timelapse video was projected onto curved earthen walls made 

by repurposing the halved sonotubes from the creation of the 

rammed earth columns and coating them in a mixture of paper pulp, 

soil, and biochar.17 Site (re)Earthed was produced in the summer 

of 2025, and in speaking with Petti in December of the same year, 

she mentioned that the edges of the work were already starting to 

crumble.18 This was not a surprise. The artist’s intention from 

the installation’s conception was for the pillars to break down 

and return to the earth, taking with them the added beneɆts of 
biochar. In consultation with artist Christina Battle, Petti also 

embedded seeds of marigolds and native plants in the rammed earth 

and around the base of each pillar. As the work becomes undone 

through natural processes, it will transition into a garden, 

having also secured funding to ensure care and maintenance in the 

growing season to come. 

Earthen material exploration is a growing Ɇeld, also taken 
up by faculty member Sheri Osden Nault. In the Fall of 2025, 

Nault exhibited work in the Art Gallery of Guelph’s (Ontario) 

exhibition Unsettling Conservation Collective: 

Reworldings, curated by Alexandra Nordstrom.19 As 

a part of their longer-term collaboration, this 

group troubles the settler colonial framework 

of conservation and preservation in relation to 

Indigenous knowledge systems. Nault, a two-spirit 

Métis artist, contributed their sculptural work 

ni wahkoomow (2025), animal skulls formed of 

unɆred clay and experimental material composites 
(including biochar and lime concrete). In a panel 

discussion coinciding with the exhibition, Nault 

spoke of a shift in their practice away from 

ideas of permanence to work that beneɆts the land 
through decomposition, reframing sculpture as a 

seed bomb.20 The composition of earth materials 

here tips away from soil and towards clay, 

unɆred so that the sculptures retain the ability 
to break down. While works like de Maria's 

appear static but require constant supervision, 

Petti and Nault's respective work emerges from 

a different impetus: they both intentionally 

embrace the ephemerality of the artwork from the 

onset, purposely returning the various elements 

back to the earth from which they were drawn.

Considering Cob

With Nault’s work, this guide veers towards 

the immense possibilities that can be realized 

by adjusting the ratios of earthen materials 

used in the production of ceramics and clay. 

To conclude this guide, let’s remain with the 

techniques of earthen building as they are 

increasingly adopted by contemporary artists in 

pursuit of more sustainable ways of producing 

and maintaining artwork. While rammed earth 
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looms large in historic earthen architecture, the techniques and 

materials of adobe, cob, and wattle and daub are also applicable 

for contemporary artists. Each of these building materials is 

rooted in the history of a region with its own speciɆcities, yet 
share a reliance on a sticky clay mixture. At the time of writing, 

Toronto-based artist Kara Hamilton is working on a commissioned 

temporary public sculpture for the new Lassonde Art Trail as a 

part of Ookwemin Minising, an artiɆcial island being created in 
Toronto’s harbour as a part of the redevelopment of the Port Lands, 

restoring former wetlands.21  For the Ɇrst time, Hamilton is working 
with cob – traditionally a mixture of clay or subsoil, sand, 
water, and Ɇber (usually straw). The production of the work has 
been deeply process-based, experimenting with atypical ‘recipes’ 

alongside Fine Arts students from York University (Toronto) who 

had the opportunity to assist Hamilton in the studio. Hamilton, who 

has a background in architecture, has made cob her own, choosing 

to forgo the addition of sand and working with materials that are 

locally available, sourcing a sticky red clay from Mar-Co Clay in 

nearby Bright, Ontario, who process clay for baseball diamonds. I 

visited her studio in 2025 as she was deeply immersed in a trial-

and-error process to develop a custom surface coating for the work 

and thinking about the kinds of seeds that might be embedded into 

the sculptures.22 As artists like Hamilton—and all those featured 

in this guide—take up and expand on the materials and techniques of 

historic earthen building, it remains to be seen precisely how these 

works will endure, change, and deteriorate in different climates. 

New questions will undoubtedly arise concerning the conservation 

of this kind of work, complicating ideas of permanence and the 

lifecycle of contemporary art, whether intended for interior or 

exterior spaces. What is certain is the desire for more forms of 

sustainable production, aligned with locally available materials, 

and the possibility that a work’s inevitable deterioration might 

actually benefit the ecosystem in which it is embedded. 
Figure 5.  Kara Hamilton in her studio at York 

University applying cob to the wire frame base of her in 

process sculpture for the Lassonde Art Trail in Toronto, 

Ontario. Photo credit: Adam Krop, 2025.   
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