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CHARLES SIMONDS

What do vou dof "~

1) Birth: In 1970 | buried myself in the earth and was
reborn from it. This exists as a 16mm film and a
double series of 24 time-lapse color photographs.

2) Landscape/BodyiDwelling: (First done 1971). | lie
down nude on the earth, cover myselfl with clay,
remodel and transtorm my body into a landscape with
clay, and then build a fantasy dwelling-place on my
body on the earth. There are two Tilms of this (1971,
197 3)

3} Dwellings: Since 1970, most of my time has been
spent going around the streets of New York building
clay dwelling-places for an imaginary civilization of
Littie People who are migrating through the city

4) Praject Uphill: For the last yvear | have been work-
ing with the Lower East Side Coalition for Human
Housing and the community on East 2nd Street,
designing a parksplaylot — a hilly landscape between
Houston and 2nd Streets, Avenues B and C: construc-
tion begins in the spring

How do all these things refate to each other?

I'm interested in the earth and myself, or my body and
the earth, what happens when they become entangled

with each other and all the things they include
emblematically or metaphorically; like my body being
everyone's body and the earth being where everybody
lives. The complexities work out from this junciure.
Oine of the original connections between the earth and
my body is sexual, This infuses everything | do, both
the forms and the activities. In my own personal
mythology | was born from the earth, and many of the
things | do are aimed at refreshing and articulating
that awareness for mysell and others. Landscape/Body/
Dwelling is a process of transtormation of land inlo
body, body into land. | can feel myseli located be-
tween the earth beneath me (which bears the impeint ol
my body comtour) and the clay landscape on top ol me
ithe underside of which bears the other contour of my
body). Both Birth and Landscape/Body/Dwelling are
rituals the Little People would engage in. Their dwell-
ings in the streets are part of that sequence. It's the
arigin myth the arigin of the world and of man and
of the people. This progression establishes beliefs and
relationships at the very center, at the very beginning,
in a physical way. Then | am free to go and spread
these beliets, into the world as a tantasy through the
Little People, and into the world as a reality through the
park.
The dwellings and the park both articulate the earth

how people hive on it, and what they believe about it

ANTASY WORLD TO REAL WWORLD

Both focus on the earth as a sensuous experience.
Each dwelling is a difierent scene from the Little
People’s lives. They have particular beliefs which form,
or inform, that space. Some are religious places; some
are ruins; some are reinhabited ruins; some are just
houses and settlements. The park reinstates an image of
the earth which becomes a receptacle for the energies
af the people already living there. I'm interested in the
sense of values implicit in the notion of hills in a flat area
of the city, in how that idea can affect a neighborhood
and groups like the Parks Council, the Department of
Highways'Gty Playlots Program, and the Parks Depan-
ment, so they develop a feeling for the land as opposed
i ._'l:hpha;h_ hill forms as O wed to flats, and so on. The
dwellings are made of soft clay that takes every little
imprint; the park is a sensuously passive landscape. |
can't determine what people believe about the hills or
how they use them, and the survival of both dwellings
and park are dependent on the life torces around
them

Have you worked all over the cityf Exactly where in the
streets do the Little People build?

The Little People first lived in 5000, and then mn 1972
they migrated to the Lower East Side. They live wher-
ever the architecture of the city seems to offer them a



home in gutters, on window ledges, in niches in
walls, under loading platforms, in vacant lots, and so
O YWNET PEOpIE IS e what I'm doing 1 say I'm
building a house for Little People. It's such a simple
thought that nobody has to go through any contortions
tey wndherstand i, athor ri.,|.-| valuative ones abhout whs
I'm doing it and nol being paid. People reach a
juncture where either they believe the Little People
arg wanoenng around or they don't. Once  they ve
been in the Litthe People’s places, it's easv 1o believe
in them., They want to add a little tree, more tiny bricks
eCDmeEeE Dart of e lantasy

Intially | was very excited about the Little Prople
nvading a "'I'.'..';"'III"""lI-‘h'i Al mugraltimg ':|"|__|.!_||,1_|-| it
leaving bichind a tremendous number of places theyv'd
been. They would become pan of vour consciousness,
alwavs brushing their world against vours. In a sense,
it has been a loss that on the Lower East Side the
dwellings are destroved very quickly (mostly by chil
dren playing bombardier or wanting to take them
horme). At first | was upset that | wasn't able to build L a
papulation as 'd done in Soho, but since | can't in
|:.1|'r_ | i |u'|-|| .||‘|||' Iy |1l.|||-:1 Lifr a |"|r'|;:||_1|.1ri1"|'1 1 ]'H-'Hl.r]lql-l.
minds. The Little Ferople exist to a muc by greater exbent
in thi IMARINALION than thes aver could i real lite
Dince vou've thought about them, they're evenywhere
| like thee iclea that a bittle kil will come up and sav, " 1"'wi
Py thainking abeiet ke 1 attle i'.-r;-r'g- " People have a
vividd image of a partecular dwelling at a site where 've

made one, even though the thing is no longer there

Doesn't it bother you that there isn't anything people

can look back o from a grealer distances

Well, some of the effect of the things | do is strengthened
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by the fact that they re ephemeral. [T vou leave thoughls

behind you that other people can develop, you've had
an effect on how the world looks or how s thoughl
gbdut. 1 don't ses any reason o lEave i:whih(l- "[|!-1II.:.-'I'.”

W it

1 lose thelr meamning in Bme, oF even exist as a
swimisal of A NN 4l a Eivien L paasd .’r.q_- few OgECTs
I do make each year, also landscapes with life
architectures an them, are much more |._r|'|-:.-e_l|1!u.|.||4-'r'||
one thought brought to one place in one lorm,
w il le the Little |"1'||||||_' are more low IngE, moving i and
ot 'l'||_|1‘,',_1||1|3." arcund. e things in The streel ane ||,'-'\-
things than expenences, gestures, a bit of small-scal
landscape splaltered on a large-scale landscape. [he
pecple on the Lower East Side see me as a kind ol
folk figure who comes and delivers the Little People
it's not like I'm making things. It's like I'm the carie
The r':._|!.".I'J.':!.,'_t'.J G l'l,J:u..,::il'r a% -.-..1_-ii A% ::li':'-. sically. the
dwellings tall apan when thought of as objects that can
be taken home, They lose all ther spatial and temporal
EXpansIveness
For myselt, 1think of them in terms of making. Their
high point for me is the moment when | finish them
when the clay is still wet and I'm in control of all the
welhen earth s
sprinkled on the clay and it's soft and velvety, very rich

tExtures of the sand and the colors

As they dry, they fade, and cease ta be as vivid for me,
Actually, I'm constructing a little world of my own
Allowing part of me 1o make a place to be. I's a very
Calim !1_'4_':1.':!; tven when I'm sumounded by lols ol
activity, mww loCus 15 on this wvery small world, The
Little People, as they inhabit that space, take on their
own energy and draw me along

| think of the dwellings in a very narrative way. It's
thi Lo I..III d R ol ;:ll.'l.ii.lll.' TN It'll'l_rlj!.'_|| lite and
the possibility of their sunvival as 3 fantasy in the ciby
I he IMHEAMIng COMmes anly rhrm.-:.-j.u SECINE more than one
in relation to another. There is also a sequence ol
ivenls within each l|'|.=.-'le'||'|n;..:, each i ene: the |;|,|[|'|.:_|u ol
something coming 1o be and being destroved, living and
il 1ng The dweal iniEs oxisl as '--||::'||'|h|'|;.; I.h_u.'l Lthie pasl
remnants of another people’s exstence frozen out of
some memory of internal image and then laid out in
real time. There's a telescoping of time and space
When | first appear they are beginning to build, and by
the timee | leave they Wi lived a whole lite cvcle, [he

dwellings have a past as ruins and they are the past o

o |
the human race, a magralion. They throw into reliel

the scale and history of the City. You have thal feeling

of 1allimg indD a small and duiant place which, when
enterned, becomes Dig and real a dislocation which
BIVESs it a |.|I1_'1|I‘I1|lL1.' 1;|l.|.||||'-I

[olook at one dwelling on a formal, art-informational
level s a mistake. IU's more fruitiul 1o relate them 1o the
Amencan Indian image they recall because, like the
lmclians, the Little i"{'ui.-:i % lives Cenber around beliel
attitudes toward nature, toward the land: because ol
their vulnerability but persistence faken against a
capitalist New York City. The earth that the Little
F'I._"I.l]lli' liviee on 1S wiery Insg. I just APpeans I.J!!I‘II_‘T them
and they can nestle up o i or make their bricks trom
it or bury things in it they can wander aboul and De
wherever they want 1o be on the earth. The park
reflects the same thoughts in real space, the ditference
being that in the city, land is worth money, and political
[ROAET 15 TR sded 1o free it I'm interesiedd in .'||"|l‘.:!"!.1 ol
MW & o .|;i!L.|::i*-[ soCiely, the city bureaucracy, and the
communities have articulated a e O landl; winat ang
the wrinkles in that system which allow for that land
to have another lite, a diferent function, a ditferent way
for people to relate to i1, and a different form

The city has 1o do with A COn L"r.-l ol nature that
exphoils, pcionalizes, b {5 oultsede Of nature and res
o supenimpose on il both an abstract ideal of "good
design’’ and/or a short-sighted capitalism. By working
on land that’s already ruined. vou'ne hopetully pre-
venting what could happen in the future by working

with wihal did happen in the past. Right now, given thi

state of the city, the park’s undulating hills are a
superrmposilion, the same way the litthe landscapes
are drawn onlo the architecture, The park can be s¢en
4% 4 montage of honzontal Lanlsg ApE on e wirrliC
X5 of e Cily, Bt this Sl 15 IO II‘.1|:]l::lrl.lI|| o me
because pedestrians can also walk through it. It's a
passageway of real earth forms, a respite from the city,
(10| ||:-.r :'r'.n._r'-q' Wil DD :'-t‘[ arss which are ik Wl e
biaai EOrops, o g encs. To i!l-'::'...: he refalionsnep ol
city to land torm more into balance, many vacant lois
and odd PIECEs | ould e lanose apid to creale a me-
andering web of hills flowing throughout the City, a
continuaus reminder of the earth's contours beneath the
psgrhealt
Robert Smithson's idea of dealing with mining com

panes, with the real world that s visually and Con-
ceptually and economically concerned with the earth,
focuses on the relationship between an esthelic con-
sciousness and reality. Strip mining is based on what is
Ihe guid kst amd lieasd CXPENSIVE Wy Of npEng up LI
carth and akmg oul of i whatl 5 wanigd. Smithson
was trying to lind ways that his work could profit from
the amount of energy and earth-moving actually em-
ployed, and at the same time, ways he could restructure

T '\-1|!|__"! ITYIrsiers I|:|.|_,:._;|'::u to anclude olhier values mnol

stnctly Capatalishic. That' s wery

mportant, thal wGea o
moving oul imla the real world, attach s your T EALE
anto an already strong process and having them change
that process, Vacant space on the Lower East Side
represents a King of devastation of the earth similar to

a strip mine. Poor planning has made that land wun-




productive, |.e., unprofitable. A raped piece of land has
no lite lett o L, altracts no lite o it. Last week a

dead dog was found in the lot where the park will be
Dioes o Rave o be art that restores thar devastation

That's just it. Seeing it as ant is totally irrelevant in terms
aof what we know art's r|~E,'I|!|lr."|-L:"||;_:I i the real vwaorkd 1o
be right now. You wani o attect the consCiousnEss
thats actually chewing up the earth. What those people
o L |‘|1'||r'|j; to the earth s what we wall u“ln‘.ﬂi'lu
pxperience the earth 1o be. That great gash in the
miiddle of the country is whal comes back o us as a

visuial mage, a gestune, a Concepl.

Wha is usd

Evervbody, as opposed to an ant audience, a small
group of people enjoying that image in a very specifi
context, If vou deal with a broader range, the focus is
less tight., It may be less immediate, but the effect
iy hq;- grieater | choose o work an the Lower East
Side as an example to other consciousnesses. | couldn’t
have dreamed from working in Soho what it would be
like on the Lower East Side, where the peaple are forced
o be concermod with the ingredients 'm involved in
The meaning of the dwellings comes more to De there
In Soho | el a Kind of stillniess; thamgs just sort of sat
as objects, a world unto themselves, On the Lowers East
Side | work at the vortex of an endbess stream of
passershy who energize me and are excited by the Little
People. The art people in Soho had to go through
elaborate circumlocutions to get at that kind of spon-
taneity. It | have 1o Vshow"” the dwellings to somebody,

the experience s completely altered. The whale notion
of surprise, of stumbling upon a civilization ol Little
Peaple, is lost. And certainly to put the dwellings in a
gallery would be 1o destrov them. The art world is very
small compared to all the different situations I'm en
tangled with, the different consciousnesses I'd like to
aftect. After all
world. At can, or should be able to enter the flow of life

the art world 5 only part of the real

Aost art is meaningless 1o most people. E's insanity o
exis! only within four white walls and a sociological
framework confined 1o narrow commodities and
values, It's foreign to that world that someone can call
himsalf an “artist’” and make art not involved in that
framework. Like here we sit and make some tapes, a
vierbal connection between those two experiences

art world/Lower East Side — but it doesn't convey the
situation on the street at all.

hen whal does the art world have o olfer!

There are perspectives that the art world has that no
ather world containg — a belief in freedom. In in
dividual expansion of consciousness, Even the fact that
the art world 15 not what | am articulates some things
| believe . I'm tnving o point oul that there ane
possibilities open to arists that can be meaningiul to the
wiorkd., Most artisis can'i find a supportive structure tor
their beliets outside of their social group. To leave the
art world is viewed as going to an absolutely barren
desert. From my standpoint to leave the ant world is to
g0 from a prison into the most richly textured jungle. |
think of the things | do and the ideas 'm involvied i

as imporiant in the context of what art has been

L harles Simoesah, Poapect Lipha!l 8

mistorically, which is drastically difterent trom what wie
think of as art right now.

Then yvour art is basicallv political, when aimed at the

art wowrld and i e dreefsd

Yos. The streeis are really where my owork finds s
THEariemge an I'jl!"l?'l_‘.'.{“lfl_ In 11"‘|"‘.'|ﬂ|r" ¢ reacthont W il
When the Little People get destroved, people start o
think .

brutalization |'|1.|‘|:|¢'|'. ha-g;i':e tarlasy wihneh i emblematic

I've offen sensed the feeling of loss about the

of the lives they themselves lead, that sense of "well,
rverytime vou try to do something good or beaut)
ful arcund here, it's alwavs destroyed.” It awakens and
politicizes that consciousness, The park 15 a gathering of
those energies and a channeling of them through exist-
Ing community organizations so they have a positive
result. That's a political act. It's intended that way. The
most exciting thing over the Last vear has been to watch
reactions bo the fantasy world of the Liltle People
develop into the idea, or fantasy, of the park, which in
turn has des t‘*’.{};':rE{I inta a3 realily '.i'lrnul.:_h e use of
exactly those politicized energies. The reality of the
park is the result of wo fantasies
which mel Ti'lr-l:lu:ﬂi'l the '|_'iT|:||,‘- !14"4'};1!1' { Mhier than the
dislocation from the citv, the mages of the Litle

e and thisirs,

F’ﬁ"p;‘:-!l:- are ot overtiy :jn:':-?ﬂzr; al: s the most InnoceEnt
litle world. But its ingredients, for instance the Ameri-
can Indian reference, which is emblematic of an
oppressed people, are political, though not slogan
political. It is political the way it's related to what it

does, which is more to the point. [l

*This texl asigsnaled 44 Laped comrversatiors with Lucy B, Lipgand
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