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Kids tend to rush around the Exploratorium, but the young boy whizzing around me stops short 
with an impressed "Whoa!" He stares at the life-size upside-down image of himself that has 
appeared in front of a giant spherical mirror and experimentally waves his hand at himself, 
mesmerized by how real his doppelganger appears. 
 
Once used by NASA for a flight simulator, the enormous mirror comes to the Exploratorium via 
the Chabot Space and Science Center, and it greets - and entrances - visitors to the museum's 
latest exhibition, "Reflections." 
 
"Can you shake hands with yourself?" his father asks, unconsciously invoking a classic 
Exploratorium exhibit in which you can extend your hand toward a curved mirror and feel as 
though your reflected double is reaching back to shake hands. 
 
In fact, "Reflections" is a mixture of new and enduring Exploratorium mirror exhibits - like the 
kaleidoscope you can duck into and two-sided part-reflective windows that allow you to merge 
your face with that of a friend. New pieces - like Toposcope, which casts lines of light across your 
face or hand to create a contour map - boast a serious wow factor, but at its heart "Reflections" 
really taps into the core phenomenon that the museum was founded to explore, that of 
perception, playing with ideas of how we see, sense and process the world around us. The 
exhibition, which runs through Sept. 20, also highlights the work of New York-based artist Daniel 
Rozin, whose digitally maneuvered mirrors and computerized shadows of the viewer investigate a 
different, highly delightful, reflection of reality. 
 
Art and science have always gone hand in hand at the Exploratorium. Founder Frank 
Oppenheimer pointed out that both rely on the human ability to recognize patterns. 
 
"At the simplest level," he wrote once, "artists and scientists alike make it possible for people to 
appreciate patterns which they were either unable to distinguish, or which they had learned to 
ignore in order to cope with the complexity of their daily lives." It's a subtle point, but one that is 
worth spending some time on with the kids. Some of the exhibits require two people to make 
them work, and because a few take some thinking about - especially those that help to "see" the 
inner workings of the eye - it can be an even richer experience for kids to have an adult walking 
around with them, helping them to focus on the whys and wherefores of each exhibit. To top 
everything off, take them upstairs to the mezzanine for the ever-popular cow's eye dissections, 
which happen every hour from noon to 3 p.m. Far from being a gruesome demonstration, it can 
teach kids a lot about how and why we see what we do in a way they won't soon forget. 
 


