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Imagine, for a moment, that you’re a hardboiled detective trying to solve 
a fiendishly difficult case. No matter how hard you try, the clues — among 
them, an abandoned construction site, a dress that emits mysterious puffs 
of white powder and a gas mask capable of fitting a real-life elephant — 
just don’t add up.

Still, it’s clear that someone is up to something — and it’s up to you to find 
out what it is.

If that sounds interesting (and I think anything that involves an elephant-
shaped gas mask is, by definition, interesting), then you’ll want to grab a 
trench coat and a magnifying glass and head over to Brown University’s 
David Winton Bell Gallery. There you will find “VoiceOver,” a new three-
artist exhibit that explores the rise (return?) of storytelling and other 
narrative concerns in contemporary sculpture.

Curated by Dean Snyder, a sculptor and faculty member at the Rhode 
Island School of Design, the show takes its name from movie voiceovers 
— the kind of internal monologues that help directors explain a convoluted 
plot or shed light on a character’s conflicted thoughts and feelings. (As an 
example, Snyder cites the use of voiceovers in noir-style detective movies 
like “Laura” and “Murder, My Sweet.”)

More broadly, the show illustrates how far the art world has come since 
the days of hardcore Minimalism and Process Art in the 1970s and early 
1980s. Back then, it was considered bad form to invest art with meanings 
that didn’t derive directly from the artworks themselves (Minimalism) or 
the processes and materials used to make them (Process Art). Nowadays, 
it’s OK if artists just want to tell a good story.

At the same time, don’t expect the show’s trio of artists — Jon Laustsen, 



Amy Podmore and Charles Jones — to spill all the beans without a 
struggle.

Rather than simple narratives, their works are filled with strange clues, 
odd plot twists and enough unanswered questions to populate a dozen 
detective novels. (In literary terms, they’re closer to Franz Kafka or Lewis 
Carroll than they are to Raymond Chandler.)

Laustsen, for example, creates miniature construction sites that can look 
playful one minute, unsettling the next. Certainly, that’s true of 
“Emergence,” a sprawling installation that greets visitors as they enter the 
List Art Center. A kind of architectural model run amok, it features a 
dizzying array of structures — buildings, plazas, even a vast warren of 
underground spaces — all seemingly frozen in mid-construction.

It’s an impressive piece, especially when you consider that Laustsen 
makes almost everything from the miniature I-beams to the pintsize 
cinder blocks from scratch. But it also raises a question: What, exactly, 
are we looking at? Is it, as the vaguely modernist styles of the buildings 
might suggest, a college campus in the making? A cultural center? A 
corporate headquarters? Or is it something more sinister — a prison, 
perhaps, or even (given the concrete pillars that hold everything up) a 
monster offshore drilling platform?

Laustsen, a Pawtucket artist who’s been getting a lot of attention recently, 
leaves those answers up to us.

“VoiceOver: Jon Laustsen, Amy Podmore, Charles Jones” runs through 
July 11 at the David Winton Bell Gallery, List Art Center, 64 College St., 
Providence. Hours: Mon.-Fri. 11-4 and Sat.-Sun. 1-4. Contact: (401) 
863-2932.
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