





One kind of abstraction in Simonds’ work is represented by his vi-
sionary architectures, such as his 1978 Floating Cities. A very large
scale model in the current exhibition shows a seaborne community
composed of discrete units—housing, factories, farmland, and so
on—which may be rearranged in various configurations according
to economic necessity or changing social needs.

Another sort of abstraction, one revealing a basically philo-
sophical intent, is achieved by the works he calls emblematic. These
are an attempt to make a kind of architectural emblem for a life pro-
cess, much as an incinerator might approximate digestion. Circles
and Towers Growing is the most ambitious of these emblematic
works. It approximates the process of creation itself.

GROWER

Simonds’ organic architectures embody the concept of growth in
both literal and metaphoric ways. His 1975 Artpark project Growth
House was a circular, seasonally renewable dwelling constructed
from ‘‘growth bricks’’—bags of earth containing seeds. ‘“What you
build as your shelter,”” he explained, ‘‘turns into food; you harvest
it and eat it. And so it sets up a kind of marriage of building and
growing, shelter and food.”

Growth is a dominant metaphor in Simonds’ thought. Col-
laborating with Rudy Burckhardt, the well-known photographer
and filmmaker, Simonds has made three short films that establish
the basic mythology of the Little People and demonstrate in a
ritualistic way how the dwellings ¢‘grow’’ out of a landscape.

In the first, entitled Birth, we see a raw-earth landscape. A
mound in the middle ground begins to move. A head emerges, and
Simonds slowly stands, his body covered with the multicolored clay
and earth. Body —— Earth, the second film, is again set in a
primitive landscape. Scale is uncertain. In the foreground we see
shapes that resemble frozen gray waves. An abrupt cut reveals
Simonds’ body writhing in wet muddy clay, which when it had dried
became the beautiful landscape we were first shown.

Simonds is born of the earth in the first film and, in effect,
copulates with his mother in the second. In the third, Landscape
—— Body—— Dwelling, he ““gives birth’’ to little dwellings that he
builds on a clay landscape molded onto his own body. The architec-
ture literally grows on him.

Simonds conceives of clay as a living substance. Consisting of
hydrous silicates of aluminum, clay also typically contains impurities,
which give it color. The red clay from which Simonds often fashions
his landscapes is colored by ferric oxide, hematite—a name derived
from the Greek word for blood. A strong biblical precedent exists for
a conception of clay as the materia prima of life, a term Simonds has
used in discussing this subject. In the Book of Job, one speaker says,
“In God’s sight I am just what you are; I too am only a handful of
clay.”

The equation of earth with body can be quite literal, as in one sec-
tion of the installation Simonds built for the Museum of Contem-
porary Art. A city is set into a hole in the wall; the ground beneath the
dwellings and the overhanging ‘“cliff’’ converge in smooth folds at the
deepest part of the hole; the vaginal allusion is unmistakable.

With The Dinner Party exhibition happening across the city while
Simonds was working, a woman stopped to watch Charles. He

stepped aside so that she could see, and she poked her head into the
hole. ‘““Where’s the rental office for the apartments?”’ she asked.

““It’s very exclusive,”” Simonds said. *‘And there’s not much plum-
bing.”’ A

‘‘Have you been to Judy Chicago’s show?’’ the visitor asked. ‘‘No,
I haven’t, but I intend to.”
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“You’ve got some of her . . . uh, symbols.”

Simonds laughed. ‘“The response to that is, I’ve probably seen as
much of that as she has.”

The idea of growth implies time. Circles and Towers Growing nar-
rates the rise and decline of parallel civilizations—the people who
build circular dwellings and those who build towers. Twelve versions
of the same landscape are seen at successive moments in an imagined
history.

The first landscape looks like a dry, cracked lake bed. No features
serve as landmarks; the setting is Nowhere. The cracks may simply in-
dicate a drying out, but they may also mean that the earth is cracking,
emitting forces from deep within.

In the second landscape, pink womblike domes have broken
through the crust. Some of these have tiny holes at the top, like air
holes; some of these holes have developed into labial openings. A
dome near the center almost appears to have lips. We sense that the
earth has been impregnated and is about to give birth.

The third landscape shows the first signs of structural imposition:
two tiny corduroy roads of willow twigs wind into the area from dif-
ferent directions. Stakes, as if for measurement, appear, surround-
ing several of the more prominent domes. This landscape represents
a hermaphroditic possibility. The central dome has now sprouted
a phallic projection, so that it exhibits both a female and a male
nature.

After this landscape, the imaginary history branches. To the right a
female circular architecture develops, building on, then supplanting
the original geologic forms. On the left the towers rise, mimicking the
phallic protrusion. The circle people continue to be obsessed with
time in their subsequent structures. We see celestial sighting devices in
several of their landscapes.

At the penultimate landscape, reading from front to back, the two
paths converge again on a ruined foundation having features that sug-
gest both the female and the male lines. In the last landscape, even the
outline of a foundation has been obliterated. Nothing remains but
scattered, weathered bricks. The landscape is approaching the state of
nothingness from which it began.

Circles and Towers Growing is Simonds’ most conceptually am-
bitious treatment of his growth theme. Though he doesn’t discuss
work in progress, he did indicate that in it he will explore the
metaphors of growth further.

MAKER

“‘I’'m interested in how organisms live, the ways in which they live.
It’s not just the objects, it’s the means of inhabitation—how they go
about it.”’ Charles Simonds is a serious student of nests, of shells, of
all the strategies that creatures have developed to house themselves.
He has said ‘“‘I’ve learned more from watching the small-brained
genius of the caddis fly larva building its house . . . than by studying
the work of large-brained architects.””"

As pleasing as they are, however, the individual dwellings that
Simonds builds do not tell us very much about the Little People, ex-
cept that the level of their technology is pretty low. The Little Peo-
ple themselves are never seen. ‘‘Sometimes there’s a sense that they
left a couple of seconds ago and you just happened to miss them,”’
Simonds said, ‘‘and in other cases it’s as though they’ve been gone
for a long, long time.”’

The pattern of their building activity over time does give us a han-
dle on their identity. ‘‘They live a peripatetic life, which is seemingly
like a search but is also a wandering. It’s not exactly headed toward
finding a particular thing so much as it’s a movement from here to
there, each time trying to find a home.’’ The dwellings have evident-
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