
ON THE COVER

Mirror Mobiles by Summer Yates

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on July 24, 2019.

Summer Yates, an award-winning artist with a lengthy
list of exhibitions, is a painter who creates mirror mobiles.
As a child, she was a dancer who loved to draw. She was
encouraged by her father, a musician who preserves old
houses and restores old barns. Her father observed his
daughter’s tendency to think like an artist. Like many visual
artists, she says she prefers to paint than to talk about it.

Drawn to ballet, she realized that her path to college was
not likely to be dance but rather her artwork, for which she
received a scholarship to the Moore College of Art and
Design in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. This was the first
time she focused completely on artwork, but she found that
a dance influence crept into her work—flowing lines and
theatrical elements. After earning her master’s degree in
fine art from the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, she
worked as a scenic designer for a fabrication shop doing sets
for theaters, worked for cable TV companies, and opened
her first studio. Between the theater work and residential
work, in which she did faux finishing, murals, and other
treatments, she developed knowledge and dexterity with
materials of all sorts.

Friends offered her some mirrors that they were discard-
ing, and this opportunity inspired her to create mirror mo-
biles. She had always liked mirrors—ballet dancers spend
many hours striving for perfection in front of them. By its
nature, ballet compels dancers’ self-reflection on their bod-
ies, and this element is manifest, as her mobiles reflect the
bodies of the viewers. She quickly developed an ongoing
fixation with this reflective material to the extent that she
began searching for mirrors even in dumpsters. Sometimes
the mirrors were already broken; other times she had to
break them. She learned how to drop them or throw them
against walls to achieve an organic look. She also had to
learn how to handle the broken pieces in a way that reduced
the number of cuts she received as she worked with the
glass. A belt sander helped as she rounded the edges,
softening the sharpness of the mirrored glass. The danger-
ous element of working with the glass also held some
appeal—its edginess and its energy are there in the final
work.

Yates’s mobiles are sparkly, magical, reflective, and dan-
gerous. Some people hold back, seeming to react to the
danger, but others walk right up to them. She said the
mobiles embody “audience participation.” Viewers can see
themselves in the mirrors and, along with the environment,
become part of the art. She had to learn how to make her
mobiles safe to put above people’s heads. She hangs them
using ferrules, loops of wire fastened to a hook. She uses
250-lb test steel wire that is thin enough to be “unseen” but
strong enough to land a tuna or a marlin. The adhesive she
uses is specifically made for mirrors. Through repetitive,
long practice, she found the best way to create these mo-
biles. She thought she was someone who did not want to do
the same thing twice but found comfort in the repetition (the
ballet influence?). Even though attracted to that comfort,
she still likes the danger in creating these works of art.

Yates especially likes the aspect of not separating the
viewer from the art. And she responds to work that goes
beyond the boundaries of a frame. Mobiles are an unframed
work. Much of her painting also expands beyond the surface
of the canvas. Light and color intrigue her. The backing on
the mirrors provides some added color to her mobiles, as
can be seen on the cover of this issue of American Psychol-
ogist. This collection of mobiles is meant to be seen as one
piece; it is, however, a cluster of six mobiles, specifically
arranged as a group that conveys the colorful play of light
on the different strands.

The mobiles are layered with meaning for Yates. She
feels that she reclaims herself by taking the broken pieces
and putting them together to create a thing of beauty. For
her, mobiles reflect our multidimensional selves—there is
not just one way to see ourselves in the many bits of glass
but new ways of seeing ourselves as they move in the
slightest breeze. As she writes, “if you find yourself linger-
ing, it may be because you see yourself.”

As she has matured, Yates has discovered that a large part
of her work relates to gender. She looked back on her life
and asked, “Where are the women?” She was influenced by
her male professors, art critics—and her father—and felt
that she had to work like a man. That is no longer the
case—each work tells her story.

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Co-Editor
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