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I know a forest, and in the forest 
I know one modest pool: 
In the thicket of the wood, withdrawn from the world, 
In the shade of a tall oak, blessed with light and schooled in storm, 
Alone it dreams its dream of an inverted world, 
And secretly breeds its golden fish — 
And no one knows what is in its heart. 

From The Pool by H. N. Bialik 

 

In the work Swamp (1971), Robert Smithson and Nancy Holt move with a film 
camera inside a swamp. As in all of Smithson’s works, this piece addresses the 
tension between site and non-site, between perception and process. The meaningful 
site in Smithson’s work is nature, which always tends toward a state of entropy, and 
within which the actual artistic action takes place. The non-site is the exhibition 
space, the white cube of the gallery, where different, man-made rules apply. 

In Guy Nissenhaus’s work “Cu”, the order is reversed: the exhibition space is the 
actual site in which the event occurs, and where materials and processes coalesce 
into the image of a swamp. Like the inlay work of a jeweler, Nissenhaus binds 
together the components of his swamp: dried reeds embedded in a thin piece of 
plywood coated with glossy black surfaces, wrapped in a hand-woven copper mesh. 
The copper-wire net traps the fragment of swamp like a hunter’s snare, uproots it 
from its place and lifts it into the air, defying the laws of gravity that govern the 
sinking swamp. 

In contrast to the inward pull toward the depths of the swamp’s wet, engulfing, and 
digesting substance in nature, Nissenhaus’s “non-swamp” resists the entropic finality 
of nature; it is an artificial fragment, packaged and suspended within the white space 
of the gallery cube. Nissenhaus mocks the perception of nature as a source of truth 
and sets against it an inverted world, in which the surfaces of the swamp reflect only 
themselves, retreat from external reality, and generate an inner expressive image — 
a picture of the artist’s inner world: 
“a dream of an inverted world… and no one knows what is in its heart.” 

 


