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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.

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 
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THE WALL OF SALT 

 

In the town of Arles, nestled in the Camargue 

region of southern France, the twisted façade 

of the Frank Gehry designed tower of the LUMA 

arts centre is ever changing. Eleven-thousand 

polished steel panels reɇect the same light that 
brought Vincent van Gogh to the region in the 

late nineteenth century. The tonal changes of the 

sky dance across a central drum that reaches 56 

metres into the air, overlooking the multipurpose 

cultural spaces of Parc des Ateliers and beyond 

to the surrounding coastal city. Inside, the 

main exhibition hall nods to the rocky landscape 

of the nearby Alpilles mountain range, embracing 

a geologic vocabulary in its architectural 

features. The play of light continues on the 

cladding of the central elevator shaft, where a 

glittering surface made up of thousands of salt 

panels covers an area of 560 square metres. 

The result of a four-year collaboration between 

Henna Burney of Atelier LUMA and designer Karlijn 

Sibbel, the panels employ a system of mesh tiles 

and metal scaffolding that are submerged in the 

sea, supporting the natural crystallization of 

salt through solar evaporation in the summer months 

at the Salin de Giraud salt Ɇelds. Variations in 
the crystallization process depending on changing 

cycles of wind, rain, temperature, humidity, and 

water ɇow impact the Ɇnal texture and colour of 
each panel. As the cladding is made of individual 

small-scale panels, damaged panels can easily be 

removed and repaired through reinsertion into 

the waters of the salt Ɇelds – recrystallized 
by natural processes.1  The tiles thus work with 

-
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Figure 1. The Salt Wall at LUMA Arles, detail of 

individual panels. Photo credit: Katie Lawson, 2024. 

the embedded natural resources of the region but 

also with its cultural resources, drawing on the 

historical traditions of salt workers.

At Atelier LUMA, researchers with the Centre for 

Sustainable Curating and the Synthetic Collective 

originated The Fiction of Permanence series, 

thinking through the ways that materials change 

over time in museum collections. Exploring the 

applications of salt in design and architecture 

was an unexpected delight, with prototypes 

of various processes, including 3D printing, 

pressing, and natural crystallization, rooted 

in the studio’s principles of bioregional design 

methodology. What’s more, the abundant local 

material is naturally antimicrobial and Ɇre-
resistant.

Regional Variance: Sourcing Salt   

Not all salt is harvested in the same way. 

Solar evaporation is speciɆc to regions that 
have access to seawater or inland salt lakes. 

Deep-shaft mining can access underground salt 

deposits, which are removed by cutting, drilling, 

or blasting. Solution mining extracts salt 

through the injection of water into subterranean 

deposits, producing a concentrated brine that is 

pumped to the surface to be processed. The latter 

are forms of salt production more familiar to 

our research group, many of whom are based in 

the Great Lakes region of Canada. The Goderich 

Salt Mine, located an hour-and-a-half drive 

from Western University where the Centre for 
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Figure 2. Information placard at the Salin de Giraud 

in Port-Saint-Louis-du-Rhône, France. Photo credit: 

Katie Lawson, 2024.

Sustainable Curating is based, is the largest 

underground salt mine in the world, stretching 

550 metres beneath Lake Huron. The salt found 

here is primarily destined for industrial, 

commercial, and agricultural purposes, supplying 

North America with high volumes of road salt used 

as a de-icing agent in the winter months. 

Unlike coastal solar evaporation, salt mining 

contributes to extensive land disturbance, with 

deforestation, soil erosion, and the destruction 

of more-than-human habitats. In extreme cases, 

large operations can lead to land collapse and 

sinkholes. Beyond processes of extraction and 

processing, the over-application of road salt 

contributes to contamination of surface and 

ground water supplies, posing risks to human 

and aquatic ecosystems’ wellbeing.2  It is also 

a factor in the longevity and care of public 

art, especially works made of metal which may 

degrade when exposed to salt.3  When combined 

with the impact of industrial waste and municipal 

water softening agents, road salt use is steadily 

increasing the salinity of the Great Lakes, the 

world’s largest surface reserve of fresh water.4 

The contextual differences between southeastern 

Canada and the south of France in relation to 

salt production and usage provide a reminder 

that the impacts of materials on different 

ecosystems are geography and industry speciɆc. 
The choice to employ salt, whether to industrial, 

infrastructural, or cultural ends, requires 



Figure 3. The salt port at Goderich, Ontario. Photo 

credit: Alasdair McLellan, 2010. Creative Commons 

Attribution 4.0. Image has been re-coloured.  
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industry, using salt collected from the disused mine, “the salt 

being both the subject and the material means through which the 

image is printed (and becomes visible).”7

Duplicitous Materials: Salt as Shapeshifter 

 

Salt is duplicitous; it functions differently depending on 

atmospheric conditions and other materials it interacts with. 

In water, salt has the power to erode rock and concrete, and 

to corrode metals through oxidization, but in the biologic body 

it supports life, and it preserves food by inhibiting microbial 

growth – hence its long-standing association with longevity. 

The vulnerability of salt-printed photographs has more to do with 

the paper-as-host than the use of salt. In ceramics, when sodium 

chloride is introduced to a kiln Ɇrebox at high temperatures, it 
vaporizes and combines with silica in the surface of clay to yield 

an incredibly hard-wearing sodium-silicate glaze. In this ancient 

atmospheric pottery technique, common table salt is introduced to 

the kiln during Ɇring to create a distinctive pebbled and cratered 
texture.8  The juxtaposition of these two distinct media (ceramics 

and photography) illustrates the broad spectrum of material 

transformation that can result when salt is introduced to other 

elements or undergoes a chemical reaction. 

Sculpted by Weather 

But what about when salt itself is the primary material embraced 

by artists, as in the case of LUMA’s cladding? Since 2010, Ottawa-

based artist Deborah Margo has worked with large, commercially 

produced salt licks procured from local feed stores. Intended for 

wildlife and livestock, these blocks come in an array of colours 

depending on the minerals present (iodine, cobalt, zinc, copper, 

selenium, iron, etc.). For the products’ intended purposes, these 

modiɆers are tailored to support different vital bodily functions 
in the animals attracted by the salt, much as in humans. After 

consideration of these interdependent and contextual factors. In 

one context, an abundance of salt may be critical to supporting 

more-than-human life, in another, it can easily disrupt and destroy 

a delicate balance. In much the same way, for some human bodies 

with certain medical conditions (cardiovascular, kidney, and heart 

disease, among others), the consumption of salt is a threat to 

be avoided, while for others sodium is a crucial supplement (in 

regulating dysautonomia, for example). 

Salt Printing 

While it remains rare to encounter salt as the primary material 

in artworks, it nevertheless played a signiɆcant role in the 
development of early photography processes due to its chemical 

properties. Developed by William Henry Fox Talbot in the 1830s, 

salt printing produces prints on paper treated with salt and 

silver nitrate (forming silver chloride) when exposed to light 

under a negative or object and stabilized with a Ɇxative solution. 
The prints have a distinct quality with a matte, reddish-brown 

tint. Unsurprisingly, and like many forms of photography, the 

prints are particularly vulnerable to environmental pollutants, 

moisture, and chemical instability. Protective gold toning, Ɇxative 
solutions, and paper selection in the process of producing prints 

can help to mitigate degradation, but stability and longevity 

depend on controlled storage, handling procedures, and limited 

light exposure.5  

Although salt print photography was largely replaced by the silver 

albumen process in the 1850s,6  it is still practiced as an 

alternative photographic technique today after a revival in the 

1960s. A recent contemporary example is UK-based artist-researcher 

Sam Nightingale’s project A Crystalline World (2017), which engages 

with the history of industrial salt extraction in the Mallee 

region of Victoria, Australia, whose large-scale inland seas that 

run dry in the summer season once supported high-yield harvesting. 

Nightingale prints photographs of the site, long abandoned by 



Figure 4.  Deborah Margo, Hurricane Remnant (2011). 

Salt and mineral traces block. Collection of the Ottawa 

Art Gallery. Photo credit: Tom Evans, courtesy of the 

artist.  
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discovering that the blocks are resilient when 

immersed in water – refusing to dissolve or 
substantially change – the artist decided to 
expose them to other external environmental 

stressors to witness how variables of sun, 

temperature, wind, and rain erode the material. 

For the exhibition Exposed (2011) at the Helen 

Art Center in Stowe, Vermont, Margo installed 35 

salt licks across the property suspended on rebar 

and left them to be sculpted by weather over 

the course of the exhibition. The installation 

period happened to coincide with the passage 

of Hurricane Irene through the area, whose 

intense wind and rainfall radically shifted the 

sculptural outcome. This occurrence would give 

the series its name: Before and After Hurricane 

Irene.9  Some of the blocks were swept away 

entirely, while others were left radically 

altered. The artist then faced a choice from the 

hosting institution: to replace all the blocks, 

to replace just those completely eradicated, or 

to leave them all as they were. Margo chose to 

leave the work as the conditions had shaped it. 

A subsequent iteration of this work, A Garden of 

Salt Invites the Dandelions (2023), was presented 

in Winnipeg at La Maison des artistes. Curator 

Laura Demers notes that in this instance, as in 

previous editions, a system of funnels captured 

the excess salt out of consideration for the 

well-being of surrounding ɇora and soil, thus 
avoiding the contamination of ecosystems that 

shifts in salt levels can cause (as in the case 

of road salts).10

After the exhibit, the transformed salt licks 

Figure 5.  Deborah Margo, Before Hurricane Irene’s 

Visit (2011). Salt and mineral traces block, rebar, and salt 

collector funnel. Installation view, Helen Art Center in 

Stowe, Vermont. Photo credit: Paul Rogers, courtesy of 

the artist.
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returned to Margo’s studio, where she continues 

to live with them. I was surprised to learn 

that indoors the forms stabilized and have shown 

little to no evidence of continued change. The 

Ottawa Art Gallery recently acquired a large 

number of Margo’s works as an example of a 

site-responsive project, including not only 

her salt licks but also more volatile sugar 

licks. The artist worked closely with curator 

Rebecca Basciano during the acquisition process 

to frame this collection of temporary artworks 

and develop didactic strategies to communicate 

their state of ongoing change to audiences that 

might encounter them in the gallery setting. 

She wished for no intervention to prevent their 

continued degradation.

Likely factors contributing to the relative 

stability of the salt licks include the sheer 

volume and compression of salt. At a certain 

scale, the material’s behaviour changes, as is 

evident in the Nazis’ use of underground salt 

mines as stable and secure environments to hide 

stolen art during World War II. The dark rock 

salt tunnels of Salzwelten Altaussee in Austria 

have a consistent temperature of eight degrees 

Celsius and are relatively dry with an average 

relative humidity of 40 percent.11  

In lower volumes, and without compression, 

salt is less stable and more responsive, more 

fragile. Montréal-based artist Kuh del Rosario 

has introduced salt water into several recent 

installations, which she allows to evaporate over 

a given exhibition period, leaving a delicate 

salt crust on the sculptural components of the 

Figure 6.  Kuh del Rosario, Doble Panganib / Stunt 

Double / Double Casquette (2022-2024). Coffee 

grounds, wood frame, road salt, borax crystals, table 

salt, PVC glue, aquarium glass, marine-grade silicone, 

low-fire ceramic, water, turmeric/curry/cinnamon 
powder, black computer toner, plastic bottle, wooden 

frame, chicle, tar, weeds from Gotland, dried gingko 

leaves. Photo credit: Guy L’Heureux / Centre des arts 
actuels SKOL, courtesy of the artist. 
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work. The crystals respond to environmental 

changes as an extreme register of humidity 

levels,12  and in their dry state are prone to 

ɇake off when the work is moved. If, in the 
interests of sustainability institutions allow 

greater temperature and humidity ɇuctuations in 
their storage areas, salt-based artworks will 

respond, and this fact must be considered in any 

acquisition conversations.

Circular Systems  

While Deborah Margo’s way of working with salt 

yields distinct objects that can continue to 

circulate, several artists have chosen to work 

with salt as a sculptural material in a more 

ephemeral and ultimately circular fashion. 

American artist Meg Webster has been working 

for over four decades with natural materials in 

large-scale installations such as Wall of Beeswax 

(1990) and Stick Spiral (1986), inɇuenced by 
the visual language of minimalism and land art. 

Cono di Sale (Cone of Salt) (1988) is a six-foot 

tall cone of salt crystals Ɇrst assembled for 
the Venice Biennale but recently re-created as 

a part of a large body of work on longtime view 

at Dia Beacon. These works are remade anew every 

time they are installed, always using locally-

sourced materials and no binding additives.13  

Dia Beacon describes Webster as “part engineer 

and part gardener,” and explains that, “the 

artist’s instructions for her works outline 

Figure 7.  Detail of the glass tank from Kuh del 

Rosario’s Doble Panganib / Stunt Double / Double 

Casquette (2022-2024), in the studio post-exhibition, 

post-evaporation. Photo credit: Kuh del Rosario, 2025. 



Figure 8.  Reena Kallat, Drawing on the Invisible 

(2025). Salt drawings. Installation view, Dr. Bhau 

Daji Lad Museum, Mumbai. Photo Credit: Anil Rane, 

courtesy the artist. 
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