
151.  Spiral Jetty. Great Salt Lake, Utah U.S. 
Robert Smithson. 1970 C.E., Earthwork: mud, precipitated salt crystals, rocks, and 
water coil 
 

 
 15 x 1509 feet 
 video at Khan Academy 
 Construction was documented in a video 

o The video can be considered an “ancillary” (support of the primary 
activity) artwork 

 Water level changes whether it is revealed or submerged 
  Possible future issues: those interested in its fate have dealt with questions of 

proposed changes in land use in the area surrounding the sculpture and of 
the proper amount of preservation, if any. 

 Artistic choices:  
o site based on the blood-red color of the water and its connection with 

the primordial sea. The red hue of the water is due to the presence of 
salt-tolerant bacteria and algae that thrive in the extreme 27 percent 
salinity of the lake's north arm, which was isolated from fresh water 
sources by the building of a causeway by the Southern Pacific Railroad 
in 1959 

o stark anti-pastoral beauty and industrial remnants from nearby Golden 
Spike National Historic Site, as well as an old pier and a few unused oil 
rigs. 
 

 While observing the construction of the piece from a helicopter, Smithson 
reportedly remarked "et in Utah ego" as a counterpoint to the pastoral 
Baroque painting et in Arcadia ego by Nicolas Poussin 

 Context: To move the rock into the lake, Smithson hired Bob Phillips of 
Parson's Construction of nearby Ogden, Utah, who used two dump trucks, a 
large tractor, and a front end loader to haul the 6,650 tons of rock and earth 
into the lake. It is reported that Smithson had a difficult time convincing a 
contractor to accept the unusual proposal. Spiral Jetty was the first of his 
pieces to require the acquisition of land rights and earthmoving equipment. 

 The sculpture was financed in part by a $9,000 USD grant from the Virginia 
Dwan Gallery of New York. A 20-year lease for the site was granted for $100 
annually. 

 Smithson died in a helicopter crash in Texas three years after finishing the 
jetty.[6] 
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 The sculpture has been owned by the state of Utah since June 2011.[7] 
Previously, the area was leased by the Dia Art Foundation of New York, who 
acquired the piece by a donation from Smithson's estate in 1999.[8] The Dia 
Art Foundation is currently seeking a new lease from the state. 

 exposure of the jetty to the elements and to the ravages of its growing 
number of visitors has led to a controversy over the preservation of the 
sculpture. 

o Some want to ‘restore’ it’s original color and add more rocks to make it 
higher (so it will not be submerged or erode as quickly) 

o Smithson had express and admiration for entropy and his intension that 
his work would remain in a “state of arrested disruption and not be kept 
from destruction.” 
 

Nearby proposed drilling  (5 miles away) has been met with resistance from 
the art community 
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