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The Medium in Post-Minimalism: An Analysis of Rosalind
Krauss’s Essay, “Video: The Aesthetics of Narcissism” and Robert
Smithson’s Corner Piece (Cayuga Salt Mine Project)

Kenjin Miwa

This essay attempts to shed light on the distinctive characteristics of thinking about the medium
among Post-Minimalists by connecting the issue of a narcissistic medium posed in Rosalind Krauss’s
essay, “Video: The Aesthetics of Narcissism” in 1976 to an analysis of Robert Smithson’s sculpture,
Corner Piece (Cayuga Salt Mine Project).

First, in introducing Krauss’s paper, I marshal the points she raises in it.  Before and after 1970 in
the United States, a movement broadly labeled Post-Minimalism sought a new form of expression
through, for example, video art, body performances, and earthworks.  Krauss took up video as a me-
dium particularly characteristic of that period and considered its potential as a new medium.  Observ-
ing that the structure of video forms a closed loop between the self and the projected double on the
monitor, she proposed that the essence of the medium in video art was self-reflectivity, i.e., narcis-
sism.

I then link the set of issues such as subject/object, reflection/reflexiveness, self/other that develop
concerning that narcissism (or “the mirror and the reflection”) to an analysis of Smithson’s Corner
Piece.  An artist who exemplifies Post-Minimalism, Smithson began to incorporate mirrors as impor-
tant compositional elements from early in his career.  Among them, Corner Piece, in which three
mirrors are combined and set in a corner of a room, was one he included in the epoch-making exhibi-
tion, Earth Art of 1969.  This work is one that shows Smithson’s thinking most clearly.  In this essay,
I analyze the functions of the mirrors in that work in detail, following the observer’s experience in
perceiving it, and make clear how the observer’s perception of time and space are reorganized and
extended.  Furthermore, through this analysis I show that in “the dialectics (displacement) of site/
non-site” that is the fundamental principle underlying Smithson’s work, the mirror itself is the model
for that principle.

Connecting the issues that Krauss’s essay on video raises to Smithson and his sculptural works, a
medium very different from video, provides some clarification of the characteristics of the medium
shared by the works of Post-Minimalists in general.  Those characteristics have a sharp critical aspect
with respect to the formalistic view of the history of modernism based on “sheer opticality,” “medium
specificity,” and “instantaneousness,” a line of thought that continues from Clement Greenberg to
Michael Fried.

In addition, the phenomenological methodology adopted in this analysis of Corner Piece can
serve as a model for starting from the analysis of specific works in rethinking Smithson’s principle of
the dialectics of site/non-site, of which interpretations have been apt to flow in a philosophical, specu-
lative direction.


