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By Brigitte Micmacker, Co-Owner, Sculpturesite Gallery.

Brigitte Micmacker:   Jeffery, you now almost exclusively create kinetic sculpture. When did you design your first kinetic piece and would you please describe it?

Jeffery Laudenslager:   My first kinetic piece was a commission for American Airlines in 1988.  It was a wall hung installation in the admirals club at LAX and it required that someone actually start the piece in motion.  Once the movement was started it would continue for only a few moments, but it did have some unusual characteristics; a variant on chaos motion in which the sculpture at one point would actually stop between a pendulum movement and a rocking movement.  It is difficult to verbalize, but enjoyable to watch.  It would be years before I made another kinetic work: 1996.

B.M:   What was the impetus for becoming a sculptor in the first place?

J.L:   I couldn’t paint, but wanted to be an artist.  More accurately, I started making objects in my father’s workshop by the age of six or seven.  At first it was small wooden boats that I would float down a local seasonal creek.  Later I began to carve fish out of wood and plastic that became quite realistic as well as working with plasteline clay.  Between the ages fifteen and twenty-one, I was a poet.  At age twenty-one I became a dedicated 3-D artist and have never looked back on that choice.  Three dimensions are the proper fit for my thinking and my personality.  I am told that I have a special understanding about shapes and how they relate in space.  And while I’m not certain that is the case, I do have a strong intuitive awareness of space that I discovered after I began working with the kinetics seriously.  I am a sculptor, even in default mode.

B.M:   You use titanium in your works –an extremely strong and light metal, in addition to the more commonly used stainless steel. How did you discover titanium for sculpture and how did this discovery expand your vocabulary?

J.L:   I started thinking about titanium at the same time that I took up the kinetic challenge.  The first kinetic pieces were made of either very thin stainless steel or slightly thicker aluminum.  Both proved to have drawbacks in a couple of areas.  I thought stainless steel was too heavy and difficult to work in the thin dimensions necessary to keep weight down.  Aluminum is fine in the weight department, but it was necessary to use thicker material for strength.  So it became a wash.  Titanium is only slightly heavier than aluminum and is stronger that stainless steel.  I could make objects that were on average fifty percent lighter AND stronger than either of the other metals.  And titanium is virtually immune to corrosion.  My choice became an easy one.  The only drawback is the cost, which can be ten times that of the others by weight. 

B.M:   You work with a computer software program to predict not only the various compositions that the sculptures will make as they move through space, but even the speed variations. I have seen the computer models and the sculptures realized from these models, and been truly amazed by the accuracy of these predictions. How does this work?

J.L:   I use a software program called SolidWorks, which is an engineering and modeling program.  The amount of information that can be gotten from this program is, to me, truly amazing.  It can determine center of gravity for single parts as well as the assemblies that become my sculptures.  It can also predict moments of inertia, where balance weights need to be placed and the size of bearings and shafts necessary for the dynamic loads created by each particular piece.  I can also make animations of the kinetic pieces, and with a bit of intuition these can be a fair predictor of what they will do in a wind.  A small art program suffices to create Photoshop ready images for clients wishing to visualize what a commissioned piece would look like, even in their own environment.  And my final observation is that without this program, I could not make the more complex pieces.  There are so many variables involved in, for instance, (the work) Mikoshi, that I could never sort them out sans computer.

B.M:   I have noticed that your sculptures bear another signature beside your own. Daniel Camarena has been your assistant for a few years, but most sculptors do not give their assistants so much credit. Would you say a few words about this relationship?

J.L:   Daniel Camarena has been my assistant for nine years.  I have had other people assist me in the past, but never with the same dedication and pride that Daniel has.  In reality, at this point in my career, I could not do both the tasks of creative thinking and making.  In recognition and celebration of this relationship, Daniel co-signs all of my work.  Perhaps a bit unusual, but important to me that I share and preserve the moment and experience of creation.  

B.M:   You create exquisite garden sized pieces, designs that you refine to perfection for small editions, works that are at the estate scale, and substantial public and corporate projects. What do you enjoy doing most?

J.L:   I definitely have an affinity for the human-scale pieces.  By that I mean anything up to about ten to twelve feet tall.  Smaller and larger both bear strategic burdens of scale.  Small becomes limiting in terms of bearing sizes and the finesse needed to do them accurately enough to be good performers.  I love the big pieces, but the effort in production can be a bit of a damper on having a good time with it.  

B.M:   What is your favorite project to date?

J.L:   Making Mikoshi was both an exhilarating and exasperating experience.  I have done several renditions and sizes of this work.  They are simply very difficult to make and make accurately.  Over time I have developed a modicum of control over the complexity of the piece, but it is still a love-hate relationship.  A runner-up is Running Man in The Woodlands in Texas.  After all, they built a small lake to accommodate it.

B.M:   Is there a particular piece that you have been hoping to build, or a specific effect you are anxious to create –your dream commission project?

J.L:   I am not certain I have an ultimate dream commission in mind at this time.  I have individual pieces that are only in the computer, as yet un-built.  These have not been done for various reasons; in one case, because I’m not sure that my fabrication methods are refined enough to guarantee a happy outcome.  I like happy outcomes, but eventually the challenge will be too much to resist.  My goals as an artist at this time in my productive life are quite straight forward:  to do the best work that I can produce, to do nothing mercenary and to create a sense of place and wonderment and delight for those in the presence of my work.  It’s a marvelous tradition that I hope to carry proudly forward.

B.M:   Some viewers have mentioned that your work reminded them of the late George Rickey’s majestic kinetic sculptures. How have you been influenced by his work? And in what ways is your sculpture different?

J.L:   George Rickey is a master artist.  He is indeed the father of much of what we know about kinetic sculpture.  Calder deserves mention in this regard, but George carried those preliminary ideas much further towards a truly choreographed movement of sculpture.  George and I differ in several ways.  I have a penchant for using curved pieces in my work.  And while this seems a minor difference, curved shapes are much more difficult to control in terms of balance.  Assemblies of multiple curved shapes – like Hokusai – can get dramatically out of balance without extreme care in the fabrication process.  Another difference, more difficult to assess without an intimate knowledge of both bodies of work, is just how the individual parts of a sculpture interact in space.  George has taught me to pay attention to the small things, to not be afraid of the big things and to learn from the bad things.

B.M:   What other sculptors do you admire?

J.L:   I admire many sculptors, current and historical.  Richard Serra is important.  Bob Irwin has an ethereal grasp of space that can be quite arresting.  Michelangelo, especially the bound slaves, will always hold the power.  Chillida will become an increasingly important artist historically.  But I need to hold Picasso up for review.  Considering his time frame, I believe that he produced not only the best paintings, but the best sculpture of his contemporaries.

B.M:   Thank you Jeffery. Anything else you would like to add?

J.L:   You and John and your galleries Sculpturesite and A New Leaf have been my best and most trusted allies in the last ten years of my career.  I look forward to many more years of working with you for large and small projects and a constant eye toward the future.

