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The Former Mistake
Kirsten Reynolds creates elaborate environments that provoke 
many questions. This installation, designed specifically for the 
Currier and titled The Former Mistake, is no exception. This 
architectural environment offers a visual cacophony of dynamically 
angled elements, bright colors, bold patterns, and a bewildering 
biomorphic creature. Whimsical and tenuous, the structures appear 
frozen in a moment of simultaneous construction and destruction. 
Her title begs the question—is this environment part of the mistake, 
or the solution to a previous mistake?

Regardless of the answer, The Former Mistake is a tour de force 
for the artist. Her largest and most complex project to date, 
the installation conceals the labor-intensive process behind 
its construction, which is the result of careful planning and 
calculated measurements, and a thoughtful creative vision. Her 
diverse influences include the seventeenth-century paintings of 
Dutch interiors by Johannes Vermeer, the Baroque sculptures of 
Gianlorenzo Bernini, the “building cuts” of Gordon Matta-Clark 
in the 1970s, and the photography of obsolescent industrial 
structures in the late twentieth-century by the German couple 
Bernd and Hilla Becher. 

Working in her studio in Newmarket, New Hampshire, Reynolds 
began this project by creating a scale model of the gallery and 
fabricating miniature versions of her structures. To watch the actual 
construction, however, is to witness a bizarre comedic riff on the 
building process, where elements are juxtaposed in ways that defy 
rational thought. Planks appear to pierce walls, fully disrupting the 
staid architecture of the museum gallery. The panels and planks 
of wood appear to have tumbled to the floor or been flung into 
place. Oversized, cartoonish tacks seem to have been haphazardly 
placed, often not securing anything in place but themselves.

Wit and whimsy permeate Reynolds’s installations, but never more 
so than in her use of materials. At first glance, her structures 
appear to have been built solely from standard construction 
materials. Every surface, however, has been painted to disguise its 
true nature using traditional artmaking techniques such as painting, 
printmaking, and carving. The planks of “wood” are a combination 
of real wood and insulation foam cut into strips the same size, all of 
which were painted with a faux wood grain to make it impossible 
to differentiate the two. The floor panels are made of plywood, 
whereas the other wall panels are cut from foam board, but again 

both have been either screenprinted or stenciled to obscure the 
distinction. The tacks have been fittingly constructed from wooden 
toy wheels. 

Reynolds transforms her installations into a theatrical stage by 
inviting visitors to explore her structures actively. As visitors walk 
under, over, and around the elements, they become actors in an 
unfolding, yet undefined narrative. A fanciful creature inhabiting 
the environment also resists identification. Has the oozing blob 
been punctured or is it attempting to devour a remnant tool? Other 
organic elements appear as fractured parts or waste, but from 
what is not clear. 

In The Former Mistake, Reynolds ultimately challenges us to 
question our perceptions of not only her fabricated space, but 
also the world in which we live. How do we navigate our daily 
environments? How often do we stop to consider our choices and 
movements? By creating a space that teeters between the real and 
imagined, Reynolds renders both realms unstable.

Sharon Matt Atkins 
Exhibition Curator

KIRSTEN REYNOLDS: Artist Statement

I create installations as theater, to playfully disrupt the limits inherent to architecture and 
language. This dynamic occurs when the installations are most fully realized as a trickster 
or clown—a persona using irony and humor to question, provoke, and unsettle. The 
contrived drama of these architectural tableaus, poised in a moment between imminent 
collapse and perpetual construction, exist in a state of limbo until the viewer chooses to 
enter, becoming both a spectator and participant in an absurd narrative. 

The Former Mistake transforms the museum gallery into a space of physical and 
perceptual negotiation by disrupting the existing architecture with a baroque cascade 
of architectural elements, reminiscent of scaffolding, coal mining tipples, and collapsed 
buildings. The walls, lumber, and nails are painted or printed representations. By 
calling into question the integrity of these materials, the boundaries between the real, 
the remembered, and the virtual become blurred. The placement of the architectural 
structures is intended to challenge how one moves through the space and attempts to 
make sense of the implied situation. As one enters areas of the installation that appear to 
be structurally unstable, or encounters strange, biomorphic creatures whose fleshy forms 
are simultaneously familiar and strange, the rupture between expectations and perception 
can be sensed within the body. Perhaps it is at those moments that The Former Mistake 
fully unravels and arrives like an uneasy burst of laughter.


