Charles Simonds:
The New Adam

Best known as the peripatetic architect of miniature clay “Dwellings’

’

for a mythical, migrant race of “Little People,” Charles Simonds
has been described as an archeologizing fantasist, as an urban
populist and as the maker of sexually symbolic sculpture. Below,
Simonds’s microcosms are seen in their macrocosmic aspect.

BY TED CASTLE

harles Simonds is a creator, a
philosopher, a progenitor, a
guy who works with clay like a
kid plays in the mud, kind of a
god for a whole ecological system he
has created in order to understand
nothing less than the nature of life. It is
appropriate to make large claims for
serious modern artists; their preten-
sions are great and we have to bestir
ourselves from petty concerns if we
even want to tune in to their wave-
lengths, leaving aside the whole ques-
tion of completely understanding things
that even they are not entirely certain
of. In the case at hand, I want to
emphasize the grandiose aspects of
Charles’s work precisely because its
scale leads one, deceptively, toward the
reassuring conclusion that it is really
just a doll’s house that he’s making.

I think of him as somewhat like the
God of Genesis, although modified by
Christian influence and much more an-
drogyne and epicene than good old God
the dad. Simonds has become famous in
different circles all over the world for
the generation of a whole world for an
imaginary race called the Little People.
Unlike God, however, Simonds stops
short of creating the Little People
themselves. He just makes their world,
a vacant world populated by vanished
fantasies and characterized by rem-
nants of civilization. In November

1981, Charles Simonds opened a large
exhibition of souvenirs of travels at the
Museum of Contemporary Art in Chi-
cago where John Hallmark Neff and
his staff produced a handsome book to
commemorate the show and accompa-
ny it on its anticipated travels to Los
Angeles, Fort Worth, Houston, Oma-
ha, Denver and New York.! I went to
Chicago to see the exhibition in its larg-
est version (a few things won’t travel
and one “Dwelling” was built into a
wall at the museum). Later I talked
with Charles, whom I’'ve known for ten
years, about issues largely concerning
meaning in his work. The meaning of
his work is so near to the bone of mean-
ing in general that it is often, even
usually, overlooked in favor of the
superficial charms of the little environ-
ments themselves. I want to drop ex-
cerpts from the conversations into sec-
tions indicated only by italics so I can
get to the root of the matter without
editorial mechanics getting in the
way.2

I'm much more interested in my thinking
than in my things. The things are extrapo-
lations from what I think. Some of them
are more or less economical in terms of get-
ting what I want done. In a sense it’s sort of
a replacement for writing. I don’t think of
myself as able to write. When I do write, it’s
more like assembling thoughts than writ-
ing. . . .My work is not generated by art.

When I'm thinking about things, I'm not
thinking about art. Which is to say I think
about life, I think about how organisms go
through changes. But I grew up as an artist,
from very young. My brother and I were
very adept at making portraits in clay when
we were young, so we got quite a lot of
attention for that. My parents sent us to
study with Claire Fizano and John DeMar-
co, who did church reliefs. Then my brother
went away to college and left some clay. So
I took this clay and I made this figure with
all the muscles and everything. I couldn’t
believe that I had made this thing, because
it was very realistic. I didn’t know that I
could do that . . . my frame of reference
for myself from then on has always been of
myself as an artist. Making that thing
solved the issue of what you do. I discov-
ered that I could do that, work clay. This
was always the thread that linked every-
thing together, dealing with clay. I studied
with these sculptors who did church sculp-
ture. A lesson was working in their atelier.
I'm very good at angels. There are a thou-
sand ways to touch clay, a million. They're
all expressions of love or intention.

What Simonds fashions now are
what he always calls either Dwellings
or Objects. The Dwellings are not all
houses; many are ritual places where he
imagines, I think, that the Little People
create vegetables and flowers, the sex-
ual organs and offspring of inanimate
forms of life, in some mystical process
analogous to alchemy (the cairns look a
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dreams. The ritual cairns are not like
things we know of—they are them-
selves, and by examination and imagi-
nation we can think of what went on in
them in a past time that never was.

When I'm working, I never see Little
People. I'm not insane. But I do think about
them. What are they doing in that corner?
It’s a place you let your mind relax into.
Then you fill in what happened in that
place. I don’t think about the Little People,
I think about me in there. It’s a mental
positioning inside. But I also think of
them—they’re incorporeal, but they're
quite alive. It’s tricky because since I'm not
crazy I don’t live like they live; they do
things I wouldn’t do. They drag me into dif-
ferent situations. They also take me all
round the world. But there is a separation
and I’'m not crazy enough not to realize that
they come from my imagination.

he works in which the analo-
gies have time to develop and
sometimes literally flower are
those Simonds calls the Objects.
The largest part of the exhibition which
started in Chicago last fall is composed
of 16 of these objects, 12 of which are a
series called “Circles and Towers
Growing,” first shown in Europe in
1979. Three more are a 1981 series
called “House Plants.” It is with these
objects that Simonds makes his living,
selling as many as he makes to mu-
seums and art collectors. It is also with
these objects that he has the time to
develop his ideas.

“Circles and Towers Growing”
chronicles various epochs in the “life”
of a bit of earth. Really made of clay
and set on pieces of plywood about 30
inches square, these 12 objects refer to
events and undertakings that are totally
imaginary. They are presented like
stills from two or three movies that
were never made. There is a beginning.
The earth has been flooded and has
dried. In the next age—rather in the
next one we see—bumps of a somewhat
mammary type are beginning to bur-
geon on the land, some of them smooth
(immature?), others with prototypical
orifices, lips, nipples. Something ob-
scure but lifelike is happening to
parched earth. In the next frame there
are unmistakable evidences that an in-
telligence that walks around and builds
things is at work. Seemingly useless
sticks humanize the desert in a pur-
poseful manner—though we can’t real-
ly recognize what they’re there for, like
lots of art—and the central hillock has
been developed or is developing itself.
The metaphor of growth, and building
as growth, the end of the distinction

between the organic and the inorganic
(and the distinction between the animal
and the vegetable), is central to Si-
monds’s vision and it is in these works
that he has most clearly expressed it. It
would take more than 20 questions to
sort out the practical meaning of these
object-structures, but they are clearly
all animal, vegetable and mineral at
once. As the “‘story of civilization” pro-
ceeds, it divides into circular and tower-
ing variants. It could be that two spe-
cies of builder with these different pre-
dilections succeeded each other in the
same place or that one species followed
the other, but it makes no difference.
The circles come to dust as do the tow-
ers. In the twelfth frame there is only
chaos and a few bricks on the earth.
The “House Plants™ are a far less
geological work. In this series, the
ground erupts and gives rise to a conical
tower with a spiral staircase on it;
Ground Bud, Stone Sprout, and Brick
Blossom are three of what could be

The metaphor of growth and
the end of the distinction
between the organic and
the inorganic (and between
animal and vegetable) are
central to Simonds’s vision.

thousands of imagined possibilities. It is
not clear if they are developments of
the same thing or of familiar things, as
there are some plants that will present
the bud and the blossom and interme-
diate stages at the same time, but their
nature is both architectural and organ-
ic. The ground around the plants is
curiously fluid, like leaves, like buds,
like waves in metamorphosis, as well as
like earth. They also resemble what
they are—a kind of geography in
clay.

When he was beginning to work on
the Objects, but before he had started
using his characteristic bricks, he wrote
three little descriptions of different
strains of Little People—those who live
in straight lines, those who live in a cir-
cle and those who live in a spiral. This
often quoted and much referred-to text
I find somewhat too definite and clear
in its delineation of the possible activi-
ties of the Little People. I prefer the
enigma of not altogether knowing.
When we look at Simonds’s work, we
are like archeologists on another planet,

or maybe extraterrestrial archeologists
here. One could easily imagine a com-
plete misreading of an abandoned site
of any human undertaking, particularly
if it were overgrown, and we had not
the habits of mind that we have.

Daniel Abadie, curator at the Centre
Pompidou in Paris, wrote an essay in
the Simonds catalogue, one paragraph
of which sums up much of what
Simonds is about:

It was in order to obey the implicit dictates
of the clay that Simonds’s first construc-
tions were of ritual places. He strove to
transfer his intimate knowledge of the ma-
terial to them, to make himself, in miniatu-
rizing them, both their creator and witness.
This remote possession is in fact identical
to that obtained by the witch doctor from
his doll: it tends to confer upon one who is
at first a submissive participant, the powers
of a high priest. Thus it is not without rea-
son that Simonds has naturally reproduced
the successive periods of Genesis: life
created from dust, the peopling of a former-
ly deserted world—and this to the very
point of creating a miniature cosmogony.
Man forms the link between the infinitely
great and the infinitely small, between the
universe that surpasses him and that he
masters.’

I think it is here, between the scales,
between the layers of the mind, be-
tween the beginning and the end, be-
tween the barriers of species and
genres, between the epic and the
domestic, between the feminine and the
masculine and between here and now
that Simonds carries on his unique
activities. I imagine that the Little
People still have much to do, but
Charles is developing what might be
called his own work in other ways too.
Although he has been asked to do it in
situations that were for some reason
unsuitable, he wants to continue with
ideas for building life-sized dwellings.
He started this in his Excavated and
Inhabited Railway Tunnel made at
Artpark, New York State’s unique re-
creation area oriented to art in Lewis-
ton on the Niagara River, during its
first summer season in 1974. The fol-
lowing year, on an infertile toxic waste
dump in the park, Simonds built a
Growth House. Burlap bags of earth
were seeded with flowers and vegeta-
bles; by the end of the summer, some of
the resident artists were getting their
food from this dike-like house.

n Banff, Alberta, this past spring,
Simonds organized a long-planned
event that might be called a house-
cleaning. Before arriving at the
Walter Phillips Gallery at the Banff
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