
DISPATCHES FROM THE DESERT

Phillip K. Smith III partners with London-based 
fashion brand COS for a large-scale installation 
during Milan Design Week.
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When the promotional video for 
Phillip K. Smith III’s upcoming large-
scale installation went live, some of  
the elements looked familiar: Mirrors 
reflected a moving sky. 

This is not out of  the ordinary for the artist, 
who employed a similar approach in The Circle of  Land and Sky 
during Desert X in the Coachella Valley. He also did it in a pair of  
installations that reimagined the concept: 120 Degree Arc East-
Southeast at Faena Hotel Miami Beach during Miami Art Week 
2017, and ¼ Mile Arc in Laguna Beach for Laguna Art Museum’s 
Art and Nature program in 2016.

This month, the Palm Desert-based artist will use mirrors to 
distill a new kind of  environment – the urbanity of  Milan – after 
being tapped by London-based fashion brand COS to present a 
large-scale sculptural installation during Salone de Mobile Milano, 
April 17-22. Smith joins a long line of  creative partners who have 
made the annual collaboration one that viewers look forward to: 
Nendo, Sou Fujimoto and Studio Swine, to name a few.

“In Milan, in the midst of  urbanity, there will be a direct 
connection to the architecture and sky,” Smith says. His upcoming 
piece will “pull the sky down to the ground, while directly 
interacting with” the 16th century Renaissance architecture of  an 
open-air courtyard, Palazzo Isimbardi. It’s a space, Smith says, “for 
light and air puncturing the core of  the building.” He spent both 
semesters during his fourth year at the Rhode Island School of  
Design working out of  a studio in a similar Rome palazzo.

“In the end, the common denominator amongst 
all of  us as human beings, no matter our race, age, 
upbringing, or beliefs, is the sky,” Smith explains. “It is 
always overhead no matter where we are on the globe. 
My hope is that the people who visit the installation 
will return home with a renewed interest and 
understanding of  the shifting beauty of  the sky (which 
is to say: the shifting beauty of  the environment, of  
light, of  color, of  a sense of  atmosphere).”

The collaboration marks a number of  firsts for 
Smith: his first international installation, the first 
time he’s said yes to working with a brand, and 
the first time he is directly engaging with a more 
urban environment. 

Whether it’s the raw desert or a historic city, 
Smith’s work – and the geometry within it – serves as 
a “welcome mat” to allow viewers to interact with all 
types of  spaces. While rooted in opposing forces of  
light and shadow, his pieces are in consistent dialogue 

with the concept of  universal beauty, and the 
constant state of  change – and tension – 

that exists within it.  
“I’m partly using the beauty of  

the environment to find a space for 
the relief  of  the tension,” Smith 
says. “The experience in Milan will 
be one of  decompression: From 

dealing with the intensity of  Salone 
to the traffic to slipping through the 

door of  the palazzo, to closing the door, 
to the solitude of  the courtyard and focused 

experience to moving out into the garden space, 
there will be a gradient of  slowing down so that one 
can truly see the beauty in front of  them – perhaps for 
the first time.” 
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ON VIEW
Phillip K Smith III’s 

installation will be open 
April 17-22 at Palazzo 

Isimbardi, Corso Monforte 
35, 20122 Milan.
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