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Introduction

In the history of art two acts were repeated down the centuries: with the first the painter began to portray things
observing them reflected in a mirror, with the other he observed external reality as it appeared beyond a
transparent glass. In the same way, or perhaps at the same time, two tricks were used to fix the accidental world
in the absoliite space of visual representation. Both acts betray what anxieties torment the artist: he wants fo be
in the world, standing before things, observing them, representing them, reproducing them, convinced he can

depart from this humanistic mechanism.

Attracted by the shape and meaning of reality, he tries to transcend its very limits by occupying a metaphysical
position: he yearns for a seeing eye able to fix the world outside the limits of the world, beyond the limits of
matter and technique, that is, he wishes to possess reality and supersede it. Art makes the exact vision of an
image coincide with that of God, the reproduction with the original creation.

- Sergio Risaliti' (Risaliti 2002: 19)

During the Spring of 1969, as if adopting the guise of the explorer/adventurer of
yesteryear, the American artist Robert Smithson (1938 - 1973) and his artist-wife
Nancy Holt (1938 - )2 travelled to the Yucatdn peninsula, Mexico (Roberts 2000: 552).
Over a century earlier, in 1841, the American ‘travel writer’ John Lloyd Stephens
(1805 - 1852)° had embarked on a similar voyage to the Yucatan peninsula and
documented his encounters in his then celebrated book Incidents of Travel in Yucatin
(1843). Smithson, aware of Stephens’ travels and book, published his own account of
his experiences on the Yucatan peninsula in an essay wryly entitled ‘Incidents of
Mirror-Travel in the Yucatan® in the September 1969 edition of the periodical

Artforum. Nevertheless, despite the apparent similarities between these two texts

1 Originally quoted in the introduction of Francesco Gennari's exhibition catalogue published in 2002, See:
(Risaliti 2002: 19).

2 Robert Smithson's art dealer and friend Virginia Dwan was also a travel companion on this tour of Mexico.

$ Throughout the 1830s and 1840s John Lloyd Stephens wrote several books chronicling his travels to Central
America, Turkey, Russia, Egypt and other destinations. He was celebrated in his time, although in present times
much of his writing has been criticised for its imperialist undertones. See: (Roberts 2000: 544 - 545).

4 In all Smithson’s writings on his trip to the Yucatan peninsula, he omits the accent on the last ‘a’ in "Yucatan’.
He also refers to the Yucatin peninsula and other Mexican states collectively, as “the Yucatar'. See an account of
this in note no. 3 in Jennifer L. Roberts’s essay “Landscapes of Indifference: Robert Smithson and John Lloyd
Stephens in Yucatan'. See: (Roberts 2000: 563).
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In review, as illustrated in the art production of Christian Philipp Miiller, Olafur
Eliasson, James Webb and Gerhard Marx, they activate ‘the wrong place’ in
numerous ways, either by means of referencing other places in the world or by
intervening with the world as we know it (as in Eliasson’s case). Nonetheless, if we
accept that the map is a “social construction’ as Harley posits, then the map itself is
‘the wrong place’. Would that then mean that our reference to the world is ‘wrong’

and therefore that the world, as we know it, is really ‘the wrong place’?

Chapter 3
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