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Distant Mirrors was created with Rose Heydt, Dianne Hebbert, Megan McLaughlin, and Ponnapa 
Prakkamakul with funding from the Robert and Margaret McColl Johnson Fellowship of the Rhode 
Island Foundation, Clay Rockefeller and Doug Bortman, co-produced by Waterfire, and with 
thanks to Artists in Context, the Rhode Island Resource Recovery Corporation, and the Roger 
Williams National HIstoric Park.

Historical map of land given to Roger Williams by the Narragansetts, and divided by him into 52 equal plots for a group of settlers who believed, as he did, 
that Church and State should be separate. The settlement was called Providence and was meant to provide refuge for persons of “distressed conscience”.



















We creep infinitesimally northward through the dirty chaos of a world  
in the process of making itself. 

—Ursula K. Le Guin,  
The Left Hand of Darkness 

Witnessed at dusk Distant Mirrors evokes such a world 
“in the process of making” and unmaking itself; conjuring 
disparate histories through architectural and geographic 
silhouettes that touch along the water’s surface. The 
sculptures glow opalescent suggesting an eerie apocalypse 
configured from hundreds of recycled plastic bottles washed 
and molded into a series of floating white landscapes. 
Tethered yet constantly shifting with the currents, the 
forms render a precarious paradox as utopic hope falls into 
dependent excess. 

During the first two weeks of the installation an 
elaborate latticework cut from plastic then glued and sewn 
together onto floating rafts renders the blueprint of Roger 
William’s vision for an equalitarian and secular community 
in Providence in the 1600s. The individual plots appear as 
voids and crevasses interrupted by “stone enders” and the 
indigenous architecture of the Narragansetts. Nearby two 
other islands shaped like North America (one inverted to 
mirror its double) drift underneath the bridges. Flanked 
by figures of Venezuela, Mexico, Canada, Nigeria, and 
Saudi Arabia, these “sculptural maps” implicate through 
contingent contact. 

On Ellen Driscoll’s Distant Mirrors 



This implication is made more explicit in 
the second phase of the piece when the earlier 
architectures are replaced with miniature 
McMansions and working class homes all under the 
ominous shadows of an oil refinery. Constructing 
a constellation of effects, Distant Mirrors speaks to 
our excessive reliance on oil, on water, on plastic 
and asks that we remember where these products 
come from and go to thus connecting distant 
histories and revealing contemporary alliances. 
The situation in the Providence Canal extends this 
proximate influence as debris accumulates along the 
perimeters and in the crevasses of the work, calling 
attention to the fact that we are never immune to 
the surrounding pressures or the refuse along the 
edges of even our most idealistic thoughts. 

Writing of a distinctly different geography, 
yet one also marked by occupation and contested 
blueprints, Eyal Weizman speaks of a mode of 
spatial organization as “a kind of ‘political plastic,’ 
or as a map of the relation of all the forces that 
shaped it.” Plasticity becomes a responsive social 
morphology, one that Ellen Driscoll extends in 
her material manipulation of plastic as medium 
to propose an interconnected ecology that quite 
literally melts and stitches together a new critical 
geography. Driscoll’s experiment is explicitly 
political in its construction of a constellation, 
rather than any single autonomous site, proposing 
points of contact through contingency and 
associative dispersion that draws attention to 
often unaccounted for economic claims, blatant 
transgressions, and impending environmental 
catastrophe.

Distant Mirrors figures an anticipation and a 
warning: under what conditions will we live and 
how will we live together? What must we be held 
accountable for? Questions that return me to the 
images of the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico in 
2010. Photographs proliferated of black tendrils 
against the pale water stretching out from the rigs; 
images that were in some moments even referred 
to as a kind of horrific contemporary sublime. 
Transposed on the dark water, the pale whiteness 
of Distant Mirrors renders an almost inverse image: 
white topographies spilling across a black viscous 
terrain offering a fragile and tenuous portrait of 
our own irresponsibility.

—Jenn Joy
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