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Entertaining Illusion, 2018, Wood, metal, tempered glass, wine 

bottle, wine glass, video monitors, speakers, HD video, light, 

60 x 160 x 162 inches

Entering Orbit: The Art of Robin Mandel
by Andrea Packard, List Gallery Director

The List Gallery and Department of Art and Art 

History are especially pleased to present Robin 

Mandel’s recent mixed media sculptures and projec-

tions at Swarthmore College, where he began his 

artistic journey 25 years ago. Mandel matriculated at 

Swarthmore in 1993 intending to major in Physics. 

He then gravitated to Art, graduating as a studio 

major, but his artistic journey—now distinguished by 

more than 60 solo and group exhibitions—continues 

his fascination with physics. Hold Still, his List Gallery 

exhibition of recent mixed media works, enjoins 

us to probe the interaction of nature’s fundamental 

constituents. Holding our attention and drawing us 

into the orbit of objects and projections, Mandel 

invites us to consider the relationships between 

visible and invisible phenomena; as we do so, we 

reexamine our notions of self, space, and time.

Mandel’s mixed media sculptures, projections, and 

installations are comprised of familiar objects (such 

as tables, boxes and wine glasses), and unfamiliar 

ones (mechanisms that spin cameras and quavering 

projections). Images reproduced here in this 

catalog, such as those of Entertaining Illusion (2018), 

are memorable and evocative in isolation, but it is 

important to note that they are just a small part of a 

much larger system that viewers experience over 

time. Combining the ordinary with the extraordinary, 

Mandel’s installations bring to mind the action of 

a binary star that at first seems to be one thing—a 

singular essence—but turns out to be much more. 

Immersed in Mandel’s world of crafted mecha-

nisms and expressive apparitions, we experience a 

profound sense of the contingency of perception 

in a dynamic world. Time seems to slow, speed up, 

loop in circles, feel infinite.

In her essay for this catalog, “Reveal the Trick: 

Deepen the Riddle,” Elizabeth King notes how 
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the passage of time and the shifting trajectories of 

human perception are central themes in Mandel’s 

work. If you have not experienced his art first hand, 

it is hard to appreciate how one’s own move-

ment completes the meaning of each installation. 

However, as an accomplished artist who combines 

sculpture with stop-action animation, King aptly 

describes the way a Mandel installation not only 

surprises and puzzles, but also prompts analytical 

inquiry. She also places his art in the context of the 

work of contemporary artists such as Ann Hamilton, 

Terry Fox and Paul Kos, who explore the interactions 

between viewers, objects, and video projections. 

Siren (2016), reproduced on pages 20–25, a key 

work in Mandel’s List Gallery exhibition, explores 

relationships between breath, sound, and music. 

Mandel recorded a singer using rotating cameras, 

and displays the footage by using a device he 

designed to rotate projectors. The variable motion 

of both recording and playback results in a visual 

vibrato that Mandel describes as a state of “unsteady 

equilibrium, as much felt as understood.” As in many 

of his works, simultaneous projections alternate 

between motion and stillness; disjunction  

and harmony. 

Chorus (November 5 –9, 2018) consists of a series 

of projections and a performance designed to take 

place over five nights in the outdoor commons 

bordered by buildings where Mandel studied while 

at Swarthmore College: Kohlberg Hall, Science 

Center, Martin Hall, and Beardsley Hall, the last of 

which houses most Art and Art History classrooms 

as well as Swarthmore’s Maker Space. In early fall 

2017, the Department of Art and Art History invited 

Mandel to develop and research Chorus and Hold 

Still, projects that were then made possible through 

a grant from the William J. Cooper Foundation. In 

fall 2018, Mandel invited four Swarthmore College 

students to collaborate with him. He created videos 

of the students singing single notes held steady for 

the length of their breath. Mandel’s Chorus consists 

of those projected images and voices, which build 

over four consecutive nights from a solo into a 

duet, trio, and quartet. On the fifth and final night, 

the student singers stand on the grassy commons, 

performing as an octet with their own projections, 

animating the surrounding stone facades.

Projected more than a story high, Mandel’s portraits 

of students appear monumental, yet the way each 

face is closely framed and each note is simply held 

expresses a humility and openness that are funda-

mental to learning and creativity. The projections 

light, animate, and connect academic buildings and, 

by extension, the different disciplines they represent. 

Collectively, sometimes harmonizing and sometimes 

dissonant, the students represent a larger conver-

sation that embraces close listening, imaginative 

reflection, and communal engagement. 

In a world where digital media habituate us to 

skimming through texts and images, Mandel’s work 

invites us to revel in a slower mode of perception 

and cognition, one that recalls Buddhist practices 

that focus on the importance of breath. Pulled into 

Mandel’s orbit we encounter paradoxes, incon-

gruities, shifts in scale, and poignant imagery that 

reorient us to our environment and ourselves. We 

move onward transformed.

Site test for Chorus, showing a video projection of a vocalist on the 

facade of Kohlberg Hall, Swarthmore College. Photo: Robin Mandel
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By Robin Mandel

On the Occasion of Hold Still  
at the List Gallery, Swarthmore College

The exhibition Hold Still was motivated by a desire 

to draw my varied recent work together into a 

single constellation. Though they are all explora-

tions of time, light, and material, and of motion 

both human and mechanical, the works here may 

initially appear very distant from one another. The 

List Gallery installation, and the nightly outdoor 

events that accompany it, are intended to traverse 

that distance, to help draw the connecting lines 

between song and breath and smoke and wine, 

between empty and full and still and moving.

The series of kinetic sculptures called Relative 

Strangers (2008–present) uses flat silhouettes of 

everyday objects, spinning at high speed to give an 

impression of volume. In Moving (Relative Strangers 

#5) (2011), the empty water bottle at the center 

appears static, but with an uncanny instability, 

perhaps recalling the flicker of an old film. A kind of 

vibratory still-life, it is a paradox materialized: both 

moving and still, or moving to become still.  

The kinetic video installation Siren (2016), repro-

duced on pages 20 –25, uses three spinning 

projectors, each playing a clip of a vocalist singing 

individual notes for as long as her breath can 

sustain. As she sings, her image steadies; as her 

breath runs out, her image spins, and remains in 

motion until the next note begins. A breath is a 

simple physical act, but one with poetic potential 

as it relates to voice, speech, and song. By visually 

linking the breath to the legibility of the video 

image, Siren underscores the fragility, physicality, 

and necessity of that simple gesture. 

Siren became the seed for the site-specific outdoor 

installation Chorus (2018), which grows over the 

course of several nights on Swarthmore’s north 

Moving (Relative Strangers #5), 2011, Plastic bin, cardboard box, 

DVD player, wood, acrylic, mechanical components, light,  

38 x 27 x 18 inches
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campus. Rather than Siren’s single vocalist, Chorus 

features a small group of Swarthmore student 

performers, again singing notes or musical phrases 

to the limit of their breath. The installation takes 

the small, centralized space of Siren and enlarges 

it to the scale of the surrounding architecture; as 

viewers move through the quad, the sounds of 

the singers they hear will mix and blend in shifting 

combinations. Many voices make the music more 

complex; here on a college campus, their song 

also echoes the process of intellectual discourse: 

now harmonious, now discordant, with diverse 

participants adding their unique perspectives.

Always Never (2017), reproduced on pages 26–27, 

a work that combines object and video, is also 

inspired by breath. Instead of emphasizing the 

breath’s bounded and finite nature, Always Never 

takes an ephemeral moment and extends it impos-

sibly in time. A looping trail of smoke, the fading 

sign of a candle just blown out, here (through 

video) persists, always leaving but never gone. 

Entertaining Illusion (2018), reproduced on pages 

28–33, also merges objects and video, by way 

of Pepper’s Ghost, an old stage magician’s trick 

that superimposed an image onto a live performer 

using a large, angled pane of glass. Entertaining 

Illusion creates a double-sided Pepper’s Ghost, 

with two independent moving images overlaid 

onto two separate objects. A wine glass and a 

wine bottle, at each end of a long table, myste-

riously enact gestures of filling and emptying, 

pouring out and pouring in, giving and receiving. 

The two-sided nature of the piece uncouples the 

technique from its origins on the stage, and creates 

a metaphorical, two-axis space of oppositions, of 

X-object and Y-image, X-motion and Y-stillness. 

Videos loop, motors rotate; both do the same thing 

over and over. My goal in working with motion has 

been to make motion meaningful; to pry open the 

interval of repetition and allow a viewer to inhabit it, 

to find something inside it, even if that thing is just 

an empty space. The ancient Greeks had a term, 

pneuma, which is variously translated as “breath” 

or “spirit.” It also meant “air,” but specifically air 

in motion, air taken in, air that permeates, an 

animating force. It was an attribute not just of living 

things, but of all things. If there were a constellation 

to be drawn from the works in this exhibition, it 

might be a figure that illustrates the air. 

Illustration showing the Pepper’s Ghost illusion at work in a 19th century 

theatrical production, published in Le Monde Illustré, 1862. Image: Wikimedia 

Commons (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Peppers_Ghost.jpg)
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“My piece is down this hall,” Robin says and polite-

ly points to a door at the end of a cluttered corridor. 

It is 2004, and I am visiting the MFA students in 

sculpture at the Rhode Island School of Design. 

Expecting a messy studio, I open the door. A shaft 

of light and my own shadow shoot into a darkened 

room. An identical door, far inside the room, but 

tiny, also swings open, caught in the beam of light. 

Glancing back, I see the bare bulb behind me on 

the hall ceiling; had I heard the click of it switching 

on as I opened the door? Micro-retrospect, already 

launched. But the tiny simulacrum in front of me, 

dancing at the far end of my shadow? Hand still on 

the doorknob, I open the door a little wider. The 

small door opens wider. I close the door a hair; 

the small door closes a hair. Big slam, little slam 

(presumably). Lit perfectly for the valence drop in 

scale and the instant at the doorway, the surprise 

lasts even after you step into the room and spy, in 

the half-light, the 22-foot pantograph that zigzags 

Detail of Door (2004) 

Wood, spotlight, electrical components, 

84 x 72 x 264 inches. Photo: Robin Mandel

View of Door, seen from hallway. Photo: Robin Mandel

Reveal the Trick: Deepen the Riddle
By Elizabeth King

across the floor on low wheels, reducing the swing 

radius of big door to that of the little door. Admiring 

the elegant fabrication of a live pantograph, and 

the very idea of making it an interactive device, and 

the absurdity of its task, you replay the moment of 

entry in your head and suddenly recall the door’s 

loudly squeaking hinge. You missed this?
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The art of fooling people usually depends on a 

stage. It’s harder with a sculpture, a thing you can 

walk around and inspect from all sides. Robin Man-

del goes one step more: fool the eye, but reveal 

the trick. The playwright Tom Stoppard said that 

if there is a surprise in the second act, but word is 

out because the play is performed nightly, his job 

is to still surprise the audience. You go back out to 

the hall and open the door a second time. Playing 

along, you are hit again, this time by the defiant life 

of the tiny door, by its comic persistence, and by 

your will to be fooled.

That was my introduction to Mandel’s work. Here is 

an artist who persuades everyday objects to behave 

strangely. Suitcases, bottles, wine glasses, chairs 

are liberated from gravity, conjured out of thin 

air, released from their proper sizes, from human 

propriety, and animated by the virtuoso sleights 

of the sculptor. He may reveal the trick, but each 

part of the artwork is crafted so well that it is craft 

that disappears. His current work unfolds on the 

interface between object and video. To the kinetic 

sculptor’s electronic toolkit, he now adds cameras, 

projectors, and screens, to challenge our default 

perceptions of motion, sound, and optics. He 

writes, “I situate the art experience where seeing 

and knowing come together at a sharp edge.” His 

works can be funny, instructive, and entertaining, 

as the projected frame itself cartwheels around the 

image. Next he set up two projectors side by side, 

one still and one rotating, and projected the video 

from each one, for comparison. This delivered a 

kind of motion Stroop test: a rotating image in a sta-

ble frame, next to a stable image in a rotating frame. 

You orient to the image one moment, the frame the 

next, and soon lose your own bearings. All the while 

watching a man losing his balance on a bridge.

In the ambitious installation Siren (2016), repro-

duced on pages 20 –25, Mandel takes his rotating 

cameras and projectors into the world of breath 

and voice. A singer stands before the camera, in 

her hand a remote switch to the motor. She presses 

the switch while she sings a sustained breath-length 

single note, and the camera spins. She releases 

it when she takes a breath, and the camera rests. 

Played back via rotating projector, the camera’s 

Illustration based on Video Spin Tests (2012), showing the relationship 

between the rotating image and the stable frame, and vice versa. 

Image: Robin Mandel

but they are also mobile experiments for testing 

how the mind experiences time.

Influenced perhaps by Charles Ray’s Rotating Circle 

(1988) —a disc set flush into a gallery wall and 

spinning so fast it appears fixed, no different from 

the rest of the wall—Mandel has explored the motor 

rotation of a host of objects, mirrors, and lights in 

his work over many years, often to sublime effect. 

Moving (Relative Strangers #5) (2011), reproduced 

on pages 18 –19, is one of the best of these works, 

for its nod to the art of deadpan: making something 

difficult look casual. But only at first glance. In 2012, 

he built a device to slowly spin a video camera on 

the axis of its lens—in essence to spin his own eye—

and tried filming an array of events with it. Video 

Spin Tests (2012) includes outdoor footage he shot 

of himself, performing in front of the camera as it 

rotates on a stand. My favorite is a short clip of him 

losing his balance as he tries to climb and then walk 

along a shaky bridge railing. When projected, the 

video makes you dizzy, as the image of bridge and 

figure turns slowly counterclockwise in the rectangle 

of the projection. Then he tried putting the projec-

tor itself on the same motor, and projected the vid-

eo. This time, the projected rectangle rotates, but 

the bridge and figure framed by that turning rectan-

gle hold their vertical. The camera’s spin is canceled 

by the projector’s spin. It’s a crazy, fragile stability, 

spin is again canceled out: the image of the singer’s 

face stabilizes only when her voice holds its note, 

then spins as she takes her next breath. The sound 

of the voice is clear and unmediated. But the 

briefly stationary face trembles as in a dream, for 

it has survived a preposterous (“pre” and “post”) 

electronic intervention. The arrest is provisional and 

fleeting, almost as if she sings to hold steady. She 

sings six notes and takes six breaths. In a second 

video, she sings a different sequence of six notes. A 

third video has yet a third sequence. The resulting 

three projections, each with a different solo, make 

up the installation. You might hear just one voice, 

occasionally all three—fugue, chord, harmony, 

or dissonance. Or silence. The lengths of breaths 

drawn in and breaths sung out determine a vibrant, 

non-repeating chorus.  Each face is captured and 

held aloft by its note, like a visiting ghost, before it 

spins away from your eye’s grasp.

 

True to his promise, the means for generating the 

three apparitions are in full view. “How was this 

made?” the viewer can ask, and then proceed to 

figure it out. This is a second-order gift of each of 

Mandel’s works, for figuring it out is rewarding in 

itself, his process is so operation-rich. The extent 
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to which the effect is greater than the sum and 

invention of its parts is the test of a work’s hold on 

us. Even then, what is the half-life of such a work, 

as memory and retrospect play out in the aftermath 

of seeing it, or of seeing it for a second time? Are 

the illusion and its apparatus urgent to one another, 

beyond a one-way cause and effect? The relation 

of end to means, now both in view, may be the 

third-order gift of the work, and perhaps of any 

successful work of art: its ability to seize the world 

outside of itself by seizing metaphor, meaning, or 

time. Siren takes the length of one human breath 

and renders its brevity visible. 

Mandel’s newest work for this show, Entertaining 

Illusion, reproduced on pages 28–33, is still in 

progress as I write, so I can but speculate about the 

direct experience of it. What will the first seconds of 

the encounter reveal? Where will you walk, where 

will you stop, and what will your location in the 

room show you, say ten seconds in? The order of 

things will matter, both right away and later. He is 

gambling on a double (no, quadruple) optical feat, 

complete with soundtrack, borrowing the famous 

19th-century stage trick called Pepper’s Ghost. A 

bottle, a wine glass, two spotlights, one pane of 

glass, one very long table, and two video screens 

comprise the setup. The proposition? To make that 

bottle and that wine glass surprise us.  

light and sound: Janet Cardiff and George Bures 

Miller, Paul DeMarinis, Ann Hamilton. Terry Fox’s 

uncanny The Labyrinth Scored for the Purrs of 11 

Different Cats (1977) leaps to mind for its capture of 

sound and breath. Mandel speaks often of the work 

of Arthur Ganson, Nina Katchadourian, Paul Pfeiffer, 

and Roman Signer. He joins a group of high-octane 

younger artists who combine traditional and elec-

tronic media to address the real-time paradoxes 

(and surprises) of eye and mind. His works show us 

the reversal, dwell, and leap of our thoughts. He 

fools us, not to take something from us, but to give 

something to us. 

Elizabeth King combines figurative sculpture with stop-frame 

animation in works that blur the boundary between actual and 

virtual object. Her most recent solo show, Radical Small, was on 

view at the Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art from 

February 2017 through January 2018. She is a professor emerita 

at Virginia Commonwealth University, where she taught from 

1985 to 2015 in the Department of Sculpture and Extended 

Media. For more information, visit www.thesizesofthings.com.

Mandel’s skill in the production of the choreo-

graphed image spans many platforms: kinetic 

sculpture, installation, photography, video, sound, 

and protean combinations of them all. Many works 

are viewer-interactive, and most entail motion. A 

consummate craftsman, his work always begins 

with real stuff in real time and real space. Video it-

self is a material like any other, to be taken apart and 

transformed. The interweaving of plastic and cine-

matic space in a gallery setting has become a genre 

unto itself in recent decades. The direct interaction 

of video and object, central to Mandel’s latest 

piece, finds him working in the lineage of pioneer 

artists like Gary Hill, Paul Kos, Tony Oursler, and 

Alan Rath, all of whom pushed video beyond the 

screen. Kos’s REVOLUTION: Notes for the Invasion: 

mar mar march (1973) is one of the most unfor-

gettable interactive installations I’ve experienced. 

Mandel’s Door made me think of it again, for both 

works put you at the wheel before you know it. For 

sheer camera manipulation, Mandel inherits some 

steps from the great Polish video artist Zbigniew 

Rybczyński. In Rybczyński’s 10-minute video New 

Book (Nowa ksiazka; 1975), nine interlinked stories 

unfold across nine windows, and nine surprises 

happen at the same moment. Similarly, many of 

Mandel’s works  harbor traces of narrative: props 

imply actors, things happen, timing is paramount. 

Other affinities connect him to artists using object, 

Paul Kos, REVOLUTION: Notes for the Invasion: mar mar march, 1972-

73; wood, typewriter, and video; dimensions variable. To approach 

the small video screen the viewer must step over a set of 2 x 4s, laid 

out in parallel and equally spaced on the floor, for the length of the 

room. Halfway there, a soundtrack becomes audible: a march,  

precisely matching the timing of the viewer’s steps between the  

2 x 4s. The video, mounted above an old-fashioned typewriter, shows 

the phrase “MAR MAR MARCH” typed over and over again on that 

typewriter, the sound of the keys themselves creating the drumbeat of 

the march, with the score scrolling out on the paper in the typewriter.  

(http://siteworks.exeter.ac.uk/interviews/paulkos) Kos has said of 

the piece, “It sounds like it looks and looks like it sounds.” 

Photo: Paul Hoffman
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Moving (Relative Strangers #5), 2011 

Plastic bin, cardboard box, DVD player, 

wood, acrylic, mechanical components, 

light, 38 x 27 x 18 inches
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Siren, 2016 

Three-channel video installation 

with sound 

75 x 192 inches  diameter
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Siren, 2016 

Three-channel video installation 

with sound 

75 x 192 inches  diameter
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Siren, 2016 

Three-channel video installation 

with sound 

75 x 192 inches  diameter
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Always Never, 2017 

Pedestal, video monitor,  

HD video (no audio), candle 

65 x 14 x 8 inches
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Entertaining Illusion, 2018

Wood, metal, tempered glass, wine bottle, wine glass, video monitors, speakers, 

HD video, light, 60 x 160 x 162 inches



Entertaining Illusion, 2018

Wood, metal, tempered glass, 

wine bottle, wine glass, video 

monitors, speakers, HD video, 

light, 60 x 160 x 162 inches
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Entertaining Illusion, 2018

Wood, metal, tempered glass, 

wine bottle, wine glass, video 

monitors, speakers, HD video, 

light, 60 x 160 x 162 inches
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Born in 1976, Robin Mandel grew up near 

Milwaukee, WI. He began his studies at 

Swarthmore College as a physics major before 

switching to visual art, graduating in 1997. He 

worked for five years as a furniture maker in 

Somerville, MA, while maintaining his own studio 

art practice, co-curating shows, and twice receiving 

grants from the Somerville Arts Council. He earned 

an M.F.A. in Sculpture from The Rhode Island 

School of Design in 2005; while there, he was a 

two-time recipient of the Award of Excellence, for 

outstanding graduate work.

Working in sculpture, installation, video, and 

photography, Mandel has been featured in over 

60 solo and group exhibitions, in both the U.S. 

and abroad. Highlights from his recent exhibition 

history include CURRENTS 2016, the Santa Fe (NM) 

International New Media Exhibition and Festival; 

Constructed Video, at Boston Cyberarts Gallery; 

Seeing the Sky, at the Wassaic Project, Wassaic, 

NY; Present, at Real Art Ways, Hartford, CT; Still/

Live, at the Eastern Connecticut State University 

Art Gallery; and InLight Richmond 2017, organized 

by 1708 Gallery, Richmond, VA. Internationally, 

his work has been seen at venues in Montreal, 

Barcelona, Venice, and Jerusalem.

Mandel’s work has garnered the support of 

numerous grant and residency programs. He 

has held residencies at Vermont Studio Center, 

Johnson, VT, Micro Art Space, Cleveland, OH, and 

Anderson Ranch Arts Center, Snowmass, CO; he 

is also a former fellow of the MacDowell Colony in 

New Hampshire, and of the Fine Arts Work Center 

in Provincetown, MA, where he lived and worked 

during an eight-month residency in 2009 –10. 

He has received grants from the Rhode Island 

State Council on the Arts, the St. Botolph Club 

Foundation in Boston, and substantial research 

support from the University of Massachusetts 

Amherst, where he is currently an Assistant 

Professor in the Department of Art. 

Previous academic appointments include posi-

tions at Colby College in Waterville, ME, Maine 

College of Art, Rhode Island School of Design, the 

School of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, and 

the University of Maine, Farmington. He has been 

invited as a visiting artist to institutions ranging from 

Virginia Tech and the University of Minnesota to 

Hampshire College in Hadley, MA and Bowdoin 

College in Brunswick, ME. His work can be found 

online at www.robinmandel.net.

Artist’s Biography
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The catalog was published on the occasion of Hold Still, Robin 

Mandel’s List Gallery exhibition, and Chorus, his accompanying 

series of projections and a performance on the north campus of 

Swarthmore College. Funding for this catalog and related events 

were provided by the William J. Cooper Foundation. 
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