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I have always loved the damp and cold smell of concrete in unfinished buildings. I 

associate that smell with walking through construction sites while imagining how the 

space will look finished and what might take place there once completed: who will live 

there and how will the future occupants inhabit a place? Similarly, that experience is 

echoed in stories we make up when walking through old, dilapidated structures, 

imagining what came before, what may have transpired there some time ago.

Sculptor Jon Laustsen's work falls at the intersection of these experiences. He 

presents what at first glance seems like a doll-house-sized construction site as part of 

the exhibition VoiceOver  at the David Winton Bell Gallery at Brown University. Staged 

on top of an 8'x8' base, constructed from framing lumber and placed on life-sized 

concrete pilings, sits a miniature architectural landscape built in 1:8 scale from milled 

lumber and Lilliputian cast concrete blocks, all painstakingly made by hand in 

Laustsen's studio in Pawtucket.

As in his earlier piece The Reachers and the Dwellers, seemingly showing a 

project in process, the "construction sites" invite the viewer to take an imaginary walk 

through his sandbox construction fantasies. There are individual structures with 

doorways, framed openings for windows and partially covered walls. Earlier work 

included forms for pouring concrete, Tyvek construction paper and pink fiberglass 

insulation. The structures are connected by walkways, bridges and (secret) passages. 



While the sites are constructed with attention to scale, they play with the viewer's sense 

of proportions, including openings at odd heights and unexpected locations forcing the 

viewer to shape-shift numerous times while mentally "walking" through this 

architectural model-meets-labyrinth-meets Legoland wonder world.

Unlike in real life construction, a project like this does not start with a set of 

finished plans. Instead, Laustsen, who has a degree in sculpture from RISD and is a 

recent recipient of a Rhode Island State Council for the Arts fellowship in 3-D Arts, says 

he likes to approach his miniature construction sites like a sculptor, not a builder. While 

using the methods, means and materials of construction, he is building a form 

organically, always including an element of surprise as the project is emerging. The 

resulting skeleton of a building, looking abandoned in mid-project at first glance, is 

condemned to remain in a permanent state of transience, pointing at things yet to come 

while the resemblance to an archaeological dig leaves the viewer wondering what may 

have been there before.

[...] He uses an unfinished building and the process of building as a metaphor - a 

rigid structure meant to last, its presence suggesting endurance - and juxtaposes this 

metaphor with the impermanence and suggested instability of the imaginary 

dreamscapes he builds. By doing so, he purposefully undermines [what] the meaning, 

the process and the materials are implying in his attempt to express fluidity: he crafts his 

meticulous sculptures with obsessive attention to detail while at the same time trying to 

peel away layers of time to expose ephemera.

Jon Laustsen's work, together with the sculptures by Amy Podmore and Charles 

Jones, is on view in VoiceOver  at the David Winton Bell Gallery through July 11. 

Curated by Dean Snyder, head of the Sculpture Department at RISD, the exhibition aims 

to explore narrative traditions in sculpture and points to the importance of choice of 

material, technique and the presence of the artist's hands in the delivery of those 

narratives.


