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Mirror Réfactions: Robert Smithson’s Dialectical
Concept of Space
Johannes Stückelberger, Universitàt Basel ! Université de Fribourg, CH

Résumé

Cet essai analyse le concept de l’espace dans l’œuvre de l’artiste 
américain Robert Smithson (1938-73). La discussion porte principa­
lement sur ses œuvres avec miroirs. J’avance que Smithson a utilisé 
des miroirs pour en arriver à une perception « polyperspectiviste » 
de la réalité, laquelle correspondait à son concept dialectique de 
l’espace. Pour Smithson, l’espace apparaît dans la dialectique du site 
et du nonsite, dans l’aller et retour entre centre et périphérie, pay­

sage naturel et industriel, réalité et fiction, histoire et temps présent, 
ordre et chaos. Son œuvre avec miroirs lui a permis d’aborder ces 
aspects irrationnels, mystérieux et ouverts qui appartiennent à tout 
site et qui, en même temps, lui mérite un non-site. Smithson estimait 
que le site et le non-site ne sauraient être séparés, se renvoyant l’un à 
l’autre comme un miroir et sa réflexion.

space, site, locality, scene, nonsite, utopia, heteroto- 
pia, situs, locus, topos, chora — our languages would not hâve as 
many different terms to describe the space that surrounds us, in 
which wc live, which we look at, if that space could be specifi- 
cally defined. The way in which it is represented dépends upon 
our concept of it. That it is more than that geometrically 
definable, empty container on which is based the Albertian 
concept of perspective représentation we hâve known since the 
recent space théories developed by Martin Heidegger, Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, Gaston Bachelard, Michel de Certeau, Michel 
Foucault, Marc Augé, and others.1

An extremely complex contribution to the problem of space 
and its représentation is the work of the American land art 
artist Robert Smithson. Smithson himself characterizes it as a 
discussion of the dialectic of site and nonsite. In order to repre- 
sent this dialectic, he repeatedly makes use of mirrors, which are 
my focus in this essay. With the example of his works with 
mirrors and on the basis of his use of mirror metaphors in his 
writings, I would like to demonstrate that Smithson’s dialectic ol 
site and nonsite refers not only to a différence between nature 
(as site) and art (as nonsite) — as it is often describcd — but also 
to his concept of nature itself, which can be describcd as both 
site and nonsite. In Smithson’s opinion site and nonsite cannot 
really be separated; they belong together like the mirror and its 
reflection.

The dialectic of site and nonsite was already a theme in an 
earlier work that drew Smithson to his place of birth. On 30 
Septembcr 1967 the twenty-nine-year-old artist left his home in 
New York and travelled by bus to Passaic, New Jersey. There hc 
visited an industrial area west of the Hudson River in which hc 
grew up and that may well be the source of his interest in the 
dialectic of site and nonsite. Vicwed from Manhattan, Passaic is 
a suburb, an outer perimeter, a no man’s land, a nonsite, but 
from the artist’s perspective it is his home, the site of his origin. 
His observations and expériences during this excursion he de- 
scribed in a kind of travelogue, titled “The Monuments of 
Passaic,” that appeared in the revue Artforum in December 

1967.2 The photos accompanying the article, taken by the 
artist himself, show the monuments he visited, among them 
many industrial constructions connected to the building of a 
highway. These are temporary monuments, which he describes 
as “ruins in reverse ..., the opposite of‘the romantic ruin’ because 
the buildings dont fait into ruin after they are built but rather 
rise into ruin before they are built.”3 This idea brings him to 
question whether Passaic has replaced Rome as the Etcrnal 
City.4 The question itself can be interpreted as a dual reflection: 
on the one hand as a reflection of time, which is the reflection of 
past and présent; on the other as a reflection of space in which 
Smithson exchanges the periphery with the centre, interpreting 
the nonsite Passaic as a site — as the centre that at one time was 
Rome.

At the end of his tour the artist came across an abandoned 
playground. The photograph taken of this location is titled The 
Sand-Box Monument (also called The Desert) (fig. 1). These two 
titles lead us to think that he was already interested in the 
dialectic of site and nonsite. The sandbox is defincd - with clear 
boundaries - as the centre of the playground, but at the same 
time sand is outside the box. The spécifie site, which the sand­
box represents, changes at its periphery to a nonsite: a desert. 
From the perspective of this periphery the pre-existing centre 
becomes a nonsite, and the periphery the site. In addition to the 
dialectic of space there is also one of time, in that this place of 
friendly children’s games becomes for the artist a metaphor of 
“infinité disintegration and forgetfulness.”^

The Sand-Box Monument can be read as a model for 
Smithson’s dialectical concept of space. This concept of site and 
nonsite is also the main theme of his sériés of the so-called 
“Nonsite” works, such as Double Nonsite, California andNevada 
from 1968 (fig. 2), a work similar to The Sand-Box Monument J 
It consists of two éléments: a sculpture of many pièces on the 
floor, and a picture hanging on the wall. The picture is com- 
posed of two sections taken from maps showing areas in Cali­
fornia and Nevada in which Smithson collected the volcanic 
stoncs that are exhibited in the floor piece. The way the stones
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Figure I. Robert Smithson, The Sand-Box Monument, also called The Desert, 1967. Photograph, Museet for samtidskunst, 
Oslo (Photo: reproduced from Ann Reynolds, Robert Smithson. Learning from New Jersey and Elsewhere, Cambridge, Mass., 
2003, 119; © Estate of Robert Smithson / Licensed by Vaga, New York, NY).

are presented in one rectangular and four trapezoid boxes re- 
flects the présentation of the map, one being the frame and the 
other the picture.

By calling this work a nonsite, Smithson créâtes a dialogue 
with the site from which the material originates and that he 
encourages spectators to visit. The artwork is a nonsite (similar 
to the rectangular container of the sandbox) in the sense that it 
is only an abstract model of a site that in reality is characterized 
by its lack of boundaries, by fragility, and by its chaotic and 
entropie nature (similar to the desert surrounding the sandbox). 
By distinguishing site and nonsite, Smithson turns our atten­
tion away from the spécifie object, which was the centre of 
interest of Minimalism, to the unspecific site - to nature and 
landscape - which hc perceives as open, unlimited, and subject 
to constant change. As these sites in their boundless existence 
are not rcally perceivable, the artist créâtes a dialogue with the 
nonsite of the artwork.

The différentiation between nonsite and site that in this 
work désignâtes the relationship between the artwork in the 
protected space of the muséum and the entropie nature outside 
is a différentiation that Smithson also employs for the site itself. 

For him the space outside, in nature, is also 
subject to the dialectic of site and nonsite, 
which was already obvious in the example of 
The Sand-BoxMonument. In his report about 
his trip to Passaic, there is a passage in which 
Smithson explicitly addresses this dialectic 
of real space. He describes an expérience 
that took place in the centre of Passaic, in a 
large parking lot. It seemed to him as if this 
place in the city was transformed into a 
mirror and at the same time a reflection, 
mirror and reflection becoming interchange­
able so that “one never knew what side of 
the mirror one was on.”7 I assume it was the 
monotonous form of the row of houses sur­
rounding this area, or the reflective bodies 
of the parked cars, or perhaps the shimmer- 
ing light that helped to crcate the artist’s 
vision of a place that in no time changcd to 
a nonsite and back: a place that was mirror 
and reflection at the same time; a place where 
reality and fiction interchanged. Alices Ad- 
ventures in Wonderland and Alice Through 
the Looking Glass by Lewis Carroll — favour- 
ites of the artist - give their regards.

In the same year, 1967, that Smithson 
travelled to Passaic and studied the dialectic 
of site and nonsite, Michel Foucault gave a 
lecture in Paris about a similar subject: “Of 

Other Spaces.”8 Not published until 1984, today this lecture 
finds a lively réception in the context of recent discussions of the 
problem of space. There are certain parallels between Foucault’s 
and Smithson’s conceptions of space, which - I believe - hâve 
not been discussed up until now. With this comparison I am not 
assuming there was a dependency between them. But the paral­
lels are more than coincidence, considcring the wide reading of 
the artist and the fact that Smithson and Foucault were contem- 
poraries.9

Like Smithson, Foucault was interested in space in terms of 
its dialectic of site and nonsite. “Other spaces” he defines as 
being characterized by the fact that they refer to ailother spaces, 
in the sense that they simultaneously represent and criticize the 
conditions of these places. In Smithson’s terminology, Foucault’s 
other spaces are nonsites referring to real sites. Foucault distin- 
guishes two types of other spaces: utopias and heterotopias. In 
his lecture he is exclusively interested in heterotopias, defining 
them as real spaces, in contrast to the unreal spaces of utopias. 
But heterotopias hâve in common with utopias that they are 
also a kind of counter-site. Foucault’s examples of heterotopias 
include muséums, libraries, théâtres, cinémas, cemeteries, psy-
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Figure 2. Robert Smithson, Double Nonsite, California and Nevada, 1968. Steel, obsidian and lava, 12 x 71 x 71 in. 
Christie’s New York, 3 June 1998 (Photo: reproduced from www.askart.com; © Estate of Robert Smithson / Licensed 
by Vaga, New York, NY).

chiatric clinics, and prisons. What ail these other spaces hâve in 
common is summed up by Foucault at the end of his lecture 
using the metaphor of the boat, which for him epitomizes 
another space: a kind of nonsite, a floating piece of space, closed 
in on itself, and at the same time — what makes it so fascinât- 
ing - given over to the infinity of the site that surrounds it: the 
infinity of the sea. Foucault’s metaphor of the boat and Smithsons 
metaphor of the sandbox thus both seem to be based upon the 
same dialectical concept of space.

A further parallel between Smithson and Foucault is that 
they both use the metaphor of the mirror to cxplain their 
dialectical concepts of space. According to Foucault, the work- 
ing of a mirror can be compared to utopias as well as to 

heterotopias. “The mirror functions as a het- 
erotopia in this respect: it makes this place that 
I occupy at the moment when I look at myself 
in the glass at once absolutely real, connected 
with ail the space that surrounds it, and abso­
lutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it 
has to pass through this virtual point which is 
over there.”10 In a similar way, Smithson uses 
the metaphor of the mirror when speaking 
about arts relation to nature. He says: “It’s like 
the art in a sense is a mirror and what is going 
on out there is a reflection. There is always a 
correspondence.”11 And, he states: “You’re al­
ways caught between two worlds, one that is 
and one that isn’t.”12 Like Foucault on “other 
spaces,” Smithson interprets the relation be­
tween art and world, not by assigning the art 
to fiction and the world to reality, but in terms 
of a permanent interchange between fiction 
and reality. At one moment the mirror is per­
ceived as reality, and what it reflects seems 
unreal. In another moment, it is the reflection 
that represents reality, and the mirror seems to 
be a fiction.

After this general and thcorctical intro­
duction to Smithson’s dialectical concept of 
space, I would like to discuss in greater depth 
the methods the artist used to represent this 
concept. In the first part I only touched on 
this question of représentation. I will now 
explore it more concretely with two further 
works that are characterized by the use of 
mirrors. The artist used mirrors not only as a 
metaphor in his thcorctical texts, he worked 
with them in a concrète way as well, in a 
direct transfer of his theory on his praxis. 

Both works belong to a larger group of so-callcd “mirror 
displacements,” which Smithson developed starting in 1968.

Chalk-Mirror Displacement of 1969 (fig. 3), a further de­
velopment of the nonsite works of the preceding years, can be 
interpreted as an attempt to make the dialectic of site and 
nonsite visible in the work itself.13 The piece consists of a pile of 
chalk rocks with eight double-sided mirrors protruding from it 
in a star-shaped formation. The arrangement is reminiscent of 
Smithson’s 1967 work entitled Entropie Pôle (fig. 4). A section 
of a map of a swamp zone near Passaic was the basis for this 
work. This map, eut into a dodecagon, was covered by Smithson 
with a star-shaped screen instead of the more usual horizontal/ 
vertical screen. The lines of the screen draw the eye into a
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Figure 3. Robert Smithson, Chalk-Mirror Displacement, 1987 version of a 1969 work. Double-sided mirrors and chalk, 10 x 120 x 120 in. Art Institute of Chicago (Photo: reproduced from
Jennifer L. Robert, Mirror-Travels. Robert Smithson and History, New Haven and London, 2004, 46; © Estate of Robert Smithson ! Licensed by Vaga, New York, NY).

middle area, the swamp zone, which in this manner is inter- 
preted by the artist as the centre, a site. The désignation “entropie 
pôle” indicates, however, that this site is at the same time a 
nonsite in the sense that although the orientation of the work 
draws the focus to this site, the site itself is without orientation. 
It is a black hole in which the needle of a compass would spin 
without being able to point in any one direction.

Chalk-Mirror Displacement functions in a similarly dialec­
tical manner. In the centre, at the highest point of the pile, there 
are only rocks. Here we hâve nature in its pure form, while at 
the same time, on the edges, the mirrors stand out of the 
amorphous pile like coordinates or artefacts. In this constella­
tion the middle is emphasized as the actual site, a physical 
somewhere, while the periphery becomes a nonsite in the sense 
of being an abstract nowhere. Simultaneously, one can read the 
work in reverse fashion: taken from the perspective of the 
centre, the stone pile has a limited expanse, making it a nonsite 
in the sense of an artistic artefact. At the same time, as it is 
revealed to the observer looking in from the perspective of the 
edges, placing his or her head in between the double reflecting 
mirrors, it becomes a site of infinité depth. In Chalk-Mirror 
Displacement Smithson attempts to free the work of art from its 

rôle as a mere limited analogy of the expansive implications of 
the natural original. Smithson libérâtes artworks from the 
boundaries of the nonsite by opening them up to the infinity of 
their own inner possibilities.

It was in keeping with Smithson’s larger artistic practice 
that he chose to move his further reflections on the dialectic of 
site and nonsite out of the confines of the gallery, to the actual 
site itself. A great number of the mirror displacements were 
conceived outdoors, including what is probably his most fa- 
mous mirror piece, Incidents of Mirror-Travel in the Yucatan, 
which the artist published in Artforum in 1969 (figs. 5, 6).14 
This work was the resuit of a trip in the Yucatan région in 
Mexico. Smithson visited nine sites, performing the same ritual 
at ail of them. In this ritual he placed approximately a dozen 
mirrors at the site, burying some in the ground and nesting 
some in the branches of trees, and then he photographed the 
resuit before removing the mirrors. Our only source for Smithson’s 
activities is the report that the artist himself published. Because 
ail traces of the mirror displacement were removed, the report 
serves as more than just documentation; it becomes itself a part 
of Smithson’s work by performing the function of a nonsite that 
makes references to a site by reflecting it. This aspect of the
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Figure 4. Robert Smithson, Entropie Pôle, 1967. Map, 24 x 19 in. Collection: Estate of Robert Smithson (Photo: 
reproduced from Robert Hobbs, Robert Smithson: Sculpture, Ithaca and London, 1981, 97; © Estate of Robert Smithson / 
Licensed by Vaga, New York, NY).

relationship between report and the work of mirror displacements 
has been discussed in depth in the literature on Smithson.15 
Therefore, I will limit my analysis to the actual act of mirror 
displacement.

What did Smithson intend with these outdoor mirror 
displacements? We first notice the large number of mirrors that 
he used. If onc sces the mirror as an instrument that serves the 
artist by capturing nature on a two-dimensional plane, as did 
the original myths concerning picture-making, one could see 
Smithson using his mirror displacements to confront nature 
with simultaneous, identical pictures of itself. One may think of 
Leonardos Treatise on Painting, where the use of a mirror is 
rccommended to test the construction of the image in compari- 
son with nature.16 However, while a single mirror was enough 
for Leonardos needs, Smithson used many, such that a different 
section of nature appeared in each mirror. In this work, the 
artist confronted the conventional perspectival or monocular 
view of nature, a view represented by the medium of the pho- 
tography used by Smithson for the documentation of the mirror 
works, with a polyperspectival view, represented by the numer- 

ous mirrors that he displayed and displaced. 
Smithson was interested not only in a tradi- 
tional view, focused on the centre, on the 
site in the sense of the real places visible in 
his photographs; he was also interested in 
expanding the focus to the edges of the site 
to which the mirror images refer.

This interprétation is based on the large 
number of mirrors used, and is also made 
more plausible by the manner in which 
Smithson placcd the mirrors at each site. It 
is remarkablc that he generally laid them on 
the ground horizontally, sometimes even cov- 
ering them with soil. In general, they reflect 
the sky or the sunlight. While the photo­
graphs of the mirror displacements are shot 
facing the earth, the mirrors direct our per­
ception in the opposite direction by bring- 
ing the sky into the picture. In their 
materiality the mirrors, along with the soil, 
the sand, and the rocks that surround them, 
mark a centre, a site, at the same time as 
they make visible the periphery: nonsites 
like the sky and the light. The mirror 
displacements in natural settings gave 
Smithson access to the open, irrational, mys- 
terious aspects of each site, which at the 
same time made nonsites of them.

Smithson’s report on the performance 
in the Yucatan is full of references to the history ofthe area.17 As 
the text encourages us to believe, the old gods who were wor- 
shipped by the Mayans in these places accompanied the artist’s 
every step. For example, he describes how he looked into his 
rear-view mirror and saw Tezcatlipoca, démiurge of the “smok- 
ing-mirror,” who told him: “You must travel at random, like the 
first Mayans; you risk getting lost in the thickets, but that is the 
only way to make art.”18 The mirror, usually known as a 
symbol of truth because of its enlightening function, mutâtes in 
Smithson’s text as well as in his mirror displacements into the 
opposite. It becomes an instrument that confronts the artist 
with the infinité vastness of the heavens, and also, as he himself 
says, brings him “into a groundless jungle.”19

Smithson published his nine photos of the mirror 
displacements in the Yucatan ail on one page in Artforum, in 
three rows of three (fig. 7).20 Here he uses a form of présenta­
tion that he used for many of his works and that is based on the 
model of maps. This aspect could be the subject of a separate 
article, and I can only touch briefly upon it now. Why the map 
as a model, when these are photographs? Onc parallel can be
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Figure 5. Robert Smithson, Yucatan Mirror Displacement #/, 1969. Chromogenic-development slide. Solomon R. Guggenheim Muséum, New York (Photo: reproduced from Jennifer L. Robert, 
Mirror-Travels. Robert Smithson and History, New Haven and London, 2004, 98; © Estate of Robert Smithson / Licensed by Vaga, New York, NY).

found between the coordinatcs uscd in cartography and the grid 
of the spaces between the photos in Smithson’s présentation. 
More important, however, is the multiplication of images, which 
can be seen as analogue to the définition of the map in a purely 
mathematical sense: as an abstract visualization of an infinité 

number of pictures. In the multiplication of images in his 
présentation of his works, Smithson echoes and emphasizes the 
multiplication alrcady présent in his initial act of displacing 
multiple mirrors and of repeating the ritual of the displacement 
not once, but nine times.

95



RACAR/XXXI, 1-2 / 2006

Figure 6. Robert Smithson, Yucatan Mirror Displacement #2, 1969. Chromogenic-development slide. Solomon R. Guggenheim Muséum, New York (Photo: reproduced from Jennifer L. 
Robert, Mirror-Travels. Robert Smithson and History, New Haven and London, 2004, 99; © Estate of Robert Smithson / Licensed by Vaga, New York, NY).

Around 1970, many artists, in addition to Smithson, used 
the map as a model. Gerhard Richter was one of these artists. As 
a conclusion, 1 présent a single work of his and compare it to the 
work of the American artist I hâve been discussing. I hâve 
selected one of the panels from Richter’s Atlas, an enormous 
work the artist began in the 1960s and is still working on today 
(fig. 8).21 The panel, dated 1970, unités ninc cloud photo- 
graphs ordered in a formation that, at first glancc, suggcsts a 

window. Howevcr, whcn studied closely, each photograph shows 
a slightly different cross-section of the sky. The composition 
does not follow the model of the Albertian window, but rather 
of a map. The grid or net of coordinates, formed by the spaces 
between the photos, créâtes the illusion of a whole composed by 
different parts, while at the same time the varicd sections of 
images indicate that the reality is too multiform and complex to 
be represented by a single view. The latter is one of the reasons
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Figure 7. Robert Smithson, Nine Mirror Displacements, as reproduced in ArtforumWW, I (September 1969), 29 (Photo: reproduced from Ann Reynolds, Robert Smithson. Learning 
from New Jersey and Elsewhere, Cambridge, Mass., 2003, 178; © Estate of Robert Smithson / Licensed by Vaga, New York, NY).

for Richter’s interest in clouds and cloudy skies, which for him 
are a perfect example of complexity, variance, and contingency 
in nature.22

The marriage of photograph and map may at first seem to 
be an attempt to create order in the chaos of natural phenom- 
ena. In the end, however, it can prove to be the opposite.23 
Richter’s cartographie view, which forms the basis for the entire 
Atlas, is not meant to create order or structure in nature, but 

rather to reveal the chaos and unpredictability of natures diver- 
sity. This diversity, synonymous with infmity, can only become 
visible — and this is why Richter subjects himself to the enor- 
mous undertaking of his Atlas - within a certain order: within 
the finite order of this instrument.

To see finiteness and infmity as related to each other is also 
the intention behind Smithson’s borrowings from the world of 
cartography. It is the theme of his distinction between site and
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Figure 8. Gerhard Richter, Clouds, 1970 (Atlas, plate 211). 9 color photos, 36.7 x 51.7 cm. Stâdtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich (Photo: reproduced from Gerhard Richter, Atlas der 
Fotos, Collagen und Skizzen, ed. Helmut Friedel and Ulrich Wilmes, Cologne, 1997, plate 211; © Gerhard Richter).

nonsite, and it is the dialectic represented in his mirror works. 
The artist found a particularly mémorable image for this dialec­
tic, comparing it to the relationship between a shell and the 
océan. For a long time art critics and artists would hâve seen 
only the shell in isolation, whereas Smithson was considering 
the shell within the context of the océan.24
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