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THE RUBIN MUSEUM OF ART ANNOUNCES PLANS  
TO TRANSFORM ITS THIRD FLOOR GALLERIES  

INTO A SPACE FOR  
SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL LEARNING  

 
The Mandala Lab will be a destination where art, cognitive science, and 

contemplative practice come together, offering visitors of all ages tools to feel 
empowered, connected, and resilient.  

 

 
 
NEW YORK, NY, October 20, 2020 — The Rubin Museum of Art announced today that on 
November 10 the Museum will close its third floor galleries, where the permanent collection 
exhibition Masterworks of Himalayan Art is currently on view, and begin construction on a new 
interactive space for social and emotional learning for all ages. Scheduled to reopen fall 
2021, the third floor, renamed Mandala Lab, will bring cognitive science, contemplative 
practice, and visitor-contributed art experiences to the heart of the Rubin, as well as act as 
the new home for School and Family Programs. The Mandala Lab will draw on the symbolism 
of a Tibetan Buddhist mandala, which also serves as conceptual inspiration for the floor.  
 
Launching a design competition earlier this year, the Rubin selected the award-winning 
architecture firm Peterson Rich Office (PRO) to lead the initiative, marking the firm’s first art 
museum project in New York City. The collaborative project is being conceived of in 
consultation with Columbia University Professor of Psychology Dr. Lila Davachi, Columbia 
University Professor of Neurobiology Dr. Stuart Firestein, and University of Wisconsin–
Madison Center for Healthy Minds Professor of Contemplative Humanities Dr. John Dunne, 
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with interpretative teachings provided by Dzogchen teachers Mingyur Rinpoche and Ponlop 
Rinpoche. The Mandala Lab will strengthen the Rubin’s mission by creating transformational 
moments through Himalayan art for visitors, offering pathways to develop calmness, 
resilience, emotional intelligence, and connection. Masterworks: A Journey through 
Himalayan Art will reopen on January 21, 2021, on the fifth floor.  
 
Social and emotional learning teaches skills to recognize emotions for what they are and 
harness their energies in a way that helps the individual. At the Rubin this will become the 
foundation of School and Family Programs, as a way to provide younger generations with 
tools for navigating the world more skillfully. Scientific research shows that contemplative 
practices such as meditation and mindfulness, rooted in Buddhist traditions, can help people 
become more self-aware, compassionate, and focused, as well as find inner peace and 
happiness. By referencing Buddhist wisdoms embedded in the art in the Rubin’s collection 
along with psychological findings, the Mandala Lab aims to offer tools and new perspectives 
for coping with the day-to-day challenges, anxieties, and emotional burdens brought about 
by personal and societal complexities—all heightened by the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
“Our society is struggling right now. We are navigating a pandemic, we are grappling with a 
climate crisis, and we are confronting longstanding inequities and deep divisions in our 
society,” says Executive Director Jorrit Britschgi. “With the Mandala Lab, our hope is to 
empower us to face these challenges: to widen our imagination, understand and manage our 
emotions, enrich our capacity for empathy, and connect with others. Our hope is for the 
Rubin to be a Museum where art, ideas, research, and our emotions connect.”  
 

 
 
Designed and led by PRO founding architects Miriam Peterson and Nathan Rich, the 
Mandala Lab is conceptually and architecturally inspired by a mandala. In Tibetan Buddhism 
a mandala can take the form of a painting on cloth, an impermanent creation made of 
colored sand, a large three-dimensional structure, or a ritual object. It represents the 
Buddhist concept of the universe as well as a palace of enlightened deities. As a widely used 
visual tool in Tantric Buddhism, the mandala serves as a contemplative aid in visualization 
practices aimed to transform one’s ordinary emotions into the more desirable qualities of 
enlightened beings. The Rubin Museum’s permanent collection features over 100 depictions 
of mandalas.  
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The third floor will be divided into quadrants representing the cardinal directions (East, South, 
West, and North) and reference both the symbolic colors and elements (earth, fire, air, water) 
of the mandala practice. Each quadrant will offer an activity that invites visitors to recognize 
an emotional state within themselves that is difficult to control, such as anger, pride, jealousy, 
or desire, and convert it into a complementary wisdom such as equanimity and discernment. 
Contemporary artists working across disciplines are being commissioned to provide art 
experiences for the new floor that are informed by the mandala's insightful teachings on 
emotions. 
 
Highlights of the 2,700 square foot design will include:  
 

 A multipurpose open floor plan bounded by light, both natural and internally sourced, 
that converts for education, exhibition, or event needs 

 A small amphitheater for experiential and digital educational content  
 A flexible space for lights-on learning with tables and chairs  
 Modular, art-lab-like furniture 
 A wide digital screen with flexible seating for visitors 
 Rounded walls to make the space feel larger  

 
“The Rubin has long fostered dialogue between art, contemplative practice, and 
contemporary science, but the Mandala Lab is an ambitious experiment,” says Rubin 
Museum Chief Programmatic Officer Tim McHenry. “By developing a simulacrum of a tantric 
Buddhist teaching that anyone of virtually any age and cultural experience can take part in, 
we equally provide a platform for scientists to investigate the benefits that these practices can 
offer us in our world right now.  We are fortunate to have had guidance from scholars like 
John Dunne and teachers like Mingyur Rinpoche who actively explore this intersection of the 
mind sciences and wisdom traditions." 
 
 
Renderings: © Peterson Rich Office / The Rubin Museum of Art 
 
SUPPORT  
The Year of Impermanence at the Rubin Museum is made possible by Bob and Lois Baylis, 
Fred Eychaner, Christopher J. Fussner, Agnes Gund, Matt and Ann Nimetz, Rasika and 
Girish Reddy, and Shelley and Donald Rubin. 
  
General operating support of the Rubin Museum of Art is provided by the New York State 
Council on the Arts with the support of Governor Andrew M. Cuomo and the New York State 
Legislature, as well as by generous donations from the Museum’s Board of Trustees, 
individual donors and members. 
 

 
 
ABOUT PETERSON RICH OFFICE  
Peterson Rich Office (PRO) is a Brooklyn-based architecture and design firm recognized for 
its cultural and residential projects at multiple scales. Founded by Miriam Peterson and 
Nathan Rich in 2012, the firm’s early work included artist studios, and in recent years has 
expanded to include New York City flagships for the international art gallery Perrotin and the 
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beauty company Glossier, multi-unit residential design for both public and luxury housing, 
and private residential projects for creative clients. In addition to designing Mandala Lab at 
the Rubin Museum of Art in New York City, PRO is leading the design of a new gallery and 
arts center in Detroit and a ground-up exhibition building on a university campus. PRO was 
named a 2020 Emerging Voice by The Architectural League, which spotlights North American 
architects and designers who have significant bodies of realized work and the potential to 
influence their field.  
www.pro-arch.com 
 
ABOUT THE RUBIN MUSEUM OF ART  
The Rubin Museum explores and celebrates the diversity of Himalayan art, ideas, and culture 
across history and into the present. With its globally renowned collection, the Rubin fosters 
understanding and appreciation of this extraordinary region by connecting its art and ideas to 
contemporary issues that are relevant in our visitors’ lives today. Largely inspired by the 
philosophical traditions of Buddhism and Hinduism, the Rubin offers innovative exhibitions 
and programs that examine provocative ideas across the arts and sciences. In doing so, the 
museum serves as a space for reflection and personal transformation, opening windows to 
inner worlds so visitors can better navigate outer ones.  
www.RubinMuseum.org  
 
 
MEDIA CONTACT  
Sandrine Milet |Communications & Marketing Manager| 212-620-5000 x228  
press@rubinmuseum.org 
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