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Dustin Farnsworth (b. 1983) a Michigan native, currently lives in Montreal, Quebec. Since receiving his
undergraduate degree from Michigan’s Kendall College of Art and Design in 2010, his work has appeared in over 
55 exhibitions nationally, including solo exhibitions at the Cameron Art Museum in Wilmington, North Carolina, and 
the Huntsville Museum of Art in Alabama. In addition to both museums, his work is in the permanent collections 
of the Museum of Fine Arts in Houston, Texas, the Arrowmont School of Arts and Crafts in Gatlinburg, Tennessee, 
and other institutions. With the support of grants and fellowships, Farnsworth has continued his studio practice at 
a number of residencies including the University of Wisconsin - Madison, Penland School of Crafts in Penland, 
North Carolina, Arrowmont School of Arts and Crafts and the McColl Center for Art + Innovation in Charlotte, North 
Carolina. Farnsworth completed a 12-week residency at 701 CCA from October 1 through December 23, 2017. 
Farnsworth is among four artists in a group exhibition scheduled to open at the Smithsonian American Art Museum’s 
Renwick Gallery in Fall 2018.
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finished piece. As I completed each [part of the] process, 
a wash of relief was followed by the pressure of the next. 
It’s been a scary way to work in the studio, especially with 
that pressure of putting so much time into a single piece.” 

When Farnsworth looked for Charlotte architecture to 
emulate in creating a “crown” for this new, massive bust 
of Justin, he found a place that was actively destroying 
the longstanding buildings that gave the city’s visual 
landscape character. So instead of a headdress, the top 
of this bust is removed—punctuating both the realities of 
gentrification and what this metropolitan area promises 
to leave its impoverished youth. As is the case with 
earlier sculptures, such as Looming Genes and Rooted 
Dreams, what is missing from the piece is as important 
as what the artist is presenting, even at this scale. 

This “grand experiment” has taken place as Farnsworth himself has become a father to twins, adding 
another layer to the sculptor’s ongoing charge to look toward the future, no matter where he finds 
himself making sculptures. In an expansive sense, Farnsworth has said he wants his work to operate 
like jazz. Each of the pieces in his sculptural puzzles represent players in a composition whether it is 
the material, the personal stories, the process, the varying mediums, or the recordings of children’s 
voices. The goal is to add to the broader conversation in each city (and country) he inhabits, he says. 
As Farnsworth’s work evolves, the players in each piece become more numerous, more diverse.  

Jazz great John Coltrane, who emerged out of the Carolinas following the economic strife of the 
Great Depression, said that through the possibilities of music, listeners “desire to do something 
good for people, to help humanity free itself from its hang-ups.” Farnsworth’s own brand of jazz 
toys with our expectations, offering both bold and grave imagery, bursts of beauty and grandeur 
despite showing our contemporary “hang-ups.” The unfinished sculpture in this exhibition is 
a rare opportunity to see the artist’s pursuit in its rawest form. And we see how, still, Farnsworth is 
searching for and developing ways to bolster the voices of the youth when they need it the most.  

Andy Smith is an arts journalist and critic based in Charlotte, N.C. He is the arts editor at Charlotte Magazine,  
a writer for Hi-Fructose Magazine, and a contributing writer for the book Hi-Fructose: New Contemporary Fashion.
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The youth presented in Dustin Farnsworth’s harrowing sculptures are as delicate as the cherubic faces 
of classical representations of children, yet the stakes are much higher for the children in Farnsworth’s 
work. The Lansing, Michigan native has spent several years wrestling with the issue of inheritance by 
pondering the future of humanity. Farnsworth has garnered widespread praise for his busts of weary 
children with cumbersome structures adorning their heads. Each of the “headdresses” worn by the kids in 
these sculptures carries autobiographical notes for the artist. They are also among some of his most 
ambitious works.   

Three headdresses are represented in The Devil’s Work exhibition.  Promontory (2013), one of his 
most ambitious architectural undertakings, takes influence from water towers, stadiums, and theaters 
observed by Farnsworth. The “J. W. Felpausch Heights” sign is an amalgamation of Farnsworth’s 
Michigan high school and the grocery store that employed his grandfather, a meat cutter. The 2014 
sculpture Succession, with its “Kill the King” graffiti, endorses a move from society’s patriarchal state, 
while The Haunt (2014) touches on industrial ruin and Farnsworth’s research on Saint Sebastian. 

The tension of these works goes beyond the unwieldy nature of 
the wooden structures, burned, crumbling, and choking its bearers. 
These are crowns, anointing future leaders with possessions that are 
quickly eroding. Yes, “Kill the King” is empowering in its usage on the 
tower in Succession. But the female wearing it has suffered in the 
process. The wooden planks at the top of the sculpture—forming, 
again, a crown—are painted in gold. The girl’s rise to prominence is 
hard-fought and sobering, yet somehow, triumphant, despite the state 
of what she is acquiring. For Farnsworth, she’ is no young female in 
particular: She represents an idea he wholly supports. The brilliance 
in these works is how each repels and absorbs the viewer. Further, 
these worn juveniles and their sagging habitats provide multiple 
points of entry: As both the child and the culprit of his or her burden. 

An early sign of Farnsworth’s interest in inheritance was the 2009 piece 
Looming Genes and Rooted Dreams, Farnsworth’s first experiment 
with the miniature. The 2008 recession and housing crisis inspired 
this image, a shuttered home at the opposite end of an empty seesaw 
seat. Likewise, the 2010 work The Myth of Life and Truth of Love looks 
at dreams lost. In this case, Farnsworth’s parents are an inspiration. 
The boat’s occupants are caught inside a tragedy, its waves endlessly 
trapping them in forward and backward motions. The realities of 
the underprivileged have permeated each stage of Farnsworth’s 
professional practice, whether focused on the generations to 
come or the grown individuals who are caught in previous cycles. 

Yet, in the past two years, Farnsworth has shifted the introspective nature of his subjects to the actual 
children whose future he is pondering. “My work with youth and headdresses were based on personal 
projections of youth and their experiences, largely based on my own experience growing up,” Farnsworth 
says, when asked about the broader evolution of his work. “As time passes, I find myself less interested 
in this invented landscape, instead focusing on the true experience as related by the youth of today. 
The figures in my works have leaned to the side of caricature, and although I’m sure some of that 
will still be evidenced in the finished larger piece, my intention is to break away from that and create 
a piece that inhabits this specific youth. I feel that there is a different source of power behind that 
representation, one that grounds the work differently but that still allows room for creative interpretation.” 

His figures’ evolution from “archaic marionettes” 
to more realistic appearances rests in two 
factors: the sculptor’s growing confidence and an 
urge to reflect reality on a deeper level. Beyond 
that, he no longer looks to show the everyman—
or rather, the everychild—but renders from 
reality. Our confrontations, in turn, become 
that much more personal and conversational. 

This artistic journey has occurred in parallel 
to Farnsworth cross-country travels. After 
graduating from Kendall College of Arts and 
Design in Grand Rapids, Michigan, he began 
both exhibiting and taking on artist residencies 
across the country (and finding a homebase 
in Quebec). More than 50 shows as well 
as residencies at University of Wisconsin-

Madison, Penland School of Crafts, and Arrowmont School of Arts and Crafts led to a stint at 
McColl Center for Art + Innovation in Charlotte, North Carolina. It was there that Farnsworth began 
interviewing local kids about their own hopes and fears. He collected the audio of these stories and 
continues to do so, and in one youngster named Justin, found the subject of his largest bust to date.  

Farnsworth arrived in Charlotte just weeks after the police shooting of Keith Lamont Scott and the subsequent 
protests. He found a community at odds with itself: Conversations around race and police relations, 
economic mobility, and yes, the future for Charlotte’s impoverished children became more common and 
frank. He had also been in Madison, Wisconsin during the uproar over the police shooting of unarmed 
19-year-old Tony Robinson. All of this further inspired the sculptor to dig deeper into reality for inspiration.

Robinson’s death was part of the inspiration for styx / vodun. While in Wisconsin, Farnsworth shared a 
residency with third-generation coffin-carver Eric Adjetey Anang. Their conversations fueled the concepts 
behind the mammoth construction. The sculpture is a funerary vessel envisioned by Farnsworth, based 
on cultural traditions across the world. 

Farnsworth’s enormous bust of Justin, presented in an unfinished form during his solo exhibition at 701 
Center for Contemporary Art and the Jones-Carter Gallery is what the artist calls “an aggressive expansion” 
on his prior work. Its size is 75 percent larger than his previous “headdress” pieces. His busts and 
headdresses are crafted from varying types of wood, steel, human hair, and rope. Using clay on his bust 
of Justin, Farnsworth’s process shifts from subtractive to additive, from meticulously planned to something 
new for the artist. For the first time, he works from photographs of a single subject, yet the process is far 
more complicated. “In previous works I usually have the pieces thoroughly planned and I have a clear 
understanding of the processes and procedures that will happen throughout the piece,” he says. “With 
all of these new processes and 
components, I found that I was 
not able to think far beyond one 
particular part of the process, as 
I was researching, testing, and 
problem solving as the project 
unfolded. The last year has been 
spent as a grand experiment, 
working through unfamiliar and 
uncomfortable processes. I’ve 
kept myself on my toes, learning, 
failing, and correcting, unsure 
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Looming Genes and Rooted Dreams 
2009
Reclaimed wood, MDF, plywood, 
aluminum, poplar, mild steel, Plexiglas, 
soil, concrete, various polychrome
4 ½' x 10’ x 1 ⅓' (teeter totter)
37” x 42” x 37” (house)

The Myth of Life and Truth of Love 
2010
Mild steel, poplar, bendable plywood, 
MDF, hardware, various fabrics, various 
polychrome
46” x 72” x 30” 
(12’ diameter while in motion) 

Promontory, 2013
Pine, basswood, poplar, plywood, 
veneer, bendable plywood, steel, luan, 
human hair, various polychrome
44” x 42” x 42”

Succession, 2014
Basswood, poplar, steel, bending 
plywood, resin, rope, human hair, various 
polychrome
44” x 22” x 20”

The Haunt, 2014
Basswood, poplar, rope, steel, veneer, 
plywood, resin, various polychrome
32” x 32” x 32”

styx / vodun, 2016
Poplar, hardware, flowers, various 
polychrome
7' x 18’ x 2 ½'

The Reconstruction of Saints, 2017 
Original Sculpted Maquette 
Foam, oil based clay
64” x 76” x 42”

The Reconstruction of Saints, 2017 
Mother Mold I
Plasti paste II, rebound 25, plywood, 
pine, steel, hardware
46” x 67” x 72”

The Reconstruction of Saints, 2017 
Mother Mold II
Plasti paste II, rebound 25, plywood, 
pine, steel, hardware
50” x 80” x 38”

The Reconstruction of Saints, 2017
(In Process) 
Aqua Resin, fiberglass, foam, plywood 
64” x 76” x 42”

The Reconstruction of Saints
2017– 2018, Mask
Gold leaf, aqua Resin, fiberglass, foam, 
plywood
42” x 30” x 18”


