























ABADIE:

Before the dwellings, what kind of artistic activity
did you have?

SIMONDS:

That was a whole four years’ work and would be
very complicated to explain, but basically it was
the following: an elaborate project that transformed
my loft into ‘‘stations’’ using clay, my body (hair
and fluids), fantasy images, and art historical and
architectural image quotations, as a means of
creating a fantasy history of a thought. The
ingredients were in all different scales; there were
fragments of “‘the colossal dream,’” small biological
specimens, child-like paintings, shadows made with
hair, broken and bandaged timbers, tadpoles in
various stages of growth, sculptured reliefs of a
voyage to Cythera, figures with birdheads, sacrifi-
cial columns, fragments of a large stairway covered
with plasticene, and all sorts of other things.
ABADIE:

What is the origin of the Little People?

SIMONDS:

In the beginning, I laid down a piece of clay and
sprinkled it with sand and it was a place. First
there were objects — different ritual places, then
slowly the notion of a people developed and the
earth was populated. As landscapes, the pieces
seemed most natural outdoors, as part of the real
landscape. The Little People began migrating
through one street. At this time (1970), there were
actually two different peoples who were warring
with each other. There were cliff dwellers (hunters)
who lived on the walls and ledges of buildings; and

there were herdsmen who lived on the plains of the
street — in the gutters and against the bases of
buildings. The cliff dwellers periodically descended
to raid the plains people. Finally the two peoples
merged through conquest and assimilation.
Internally the Little People’s origin lies somewhere
among my childhood visits to the Southwest,
running away from my parents while I was there,
my upbringing as the son of two psychoanalysts
trained in Vienna, having an older brother who
worked realistically in clay at home — and my own
interest in clay as the most traditional art material,
and as a prima materia of life.

ABADIE:
Why did you choose to work in the streets?

SIMONDS:

My house was filled up with fantasy places and it
seemed so easy just to make them outside, where
more people could see them. The street was exciting
and adventuresome. The Little People were met
with such good will there that they stayed and
grew. The architecture of the city is filled with
strange crevices, cliffs and ledges that could be end-
lessly explored. The dwellings have a peculiar way
of transforming a man-made space (such as niches
of broken bricks in a wall) into a natural landscape,
a cliff where a dwelling can be built. It was also fas-
cinating to confront people’s proprietary interests
in the street. What seemed like open and vacant
space was really charged with territorial energies.

I worked in SoHo in the beginning (1970-72), at a
time when the area still had many laborers. The
Little People made contact with two audiences

there — the art people and the regular workers
loading trucks. Generally, the art people’s reactions
were predictable and also inhibited by social
conventions that made them try to attach me to
their context — the art world. The workers reacted
spontaneously with excitement and comments
certainly as profound as the art people’s. They
picked up on many of the associations I found most
interesting.

Thinking of this, I decided I wanted to explore one
neighborhood of the city — a coherent geography
and sociology with which I could work over a period
of time. That way the Little People could establish
a history and mythology of their own in relation-
ship to one group of people. I wanted a neighbor-
hood that had an active street life, and the Lower
East Side seemed right. Many of the workers in
SoHo had been Black or Puerto Rican. Actually it
was curiosity that brought me to the Lower East
Side — the same kind of curiosity that makes me
want to explore reactions to the Little People in
foreign countries.

I did the first dwelling on the Lower East Side with
some trepidation, feeling like an outsider, not
really knowing the structure of the neighborhood.
I did it on Avenue C — the Broadway of that area.
Many people gathered and it was an ecstatic day
for me. Little children climbed all over me; police-
men, plumbers, junkies checked me out; a store-
owner brought me coffee. I was convinced I should
stay, and now I've one or more dwellings on every
block in the area — about 200 of them, most of
which have been destroyed, either by little kids play-
ing bombardier or people trying to take them home.
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CHECK LIST OF THE EXHIBITION:

TEMENOS, 1977
clay, stones and sticks
approximately 20 x 18’

19th Century Railroad Tunnel,
Niagara Gorge, c. 1920

photograph

19 x 13%"

Courtesy of Niagara Power Authority

Birth, 1971
color photographs
24 pieces, each 8 x 10"

People Who Live in a Circle, 1972
color photograph
16% x 25'%"

Dwelling, 1974
color photograph
16% x 25'4"’

Excavated and Inhabited 19th Century Railroad
Tunnel Remains and Ritual Cairns, 1974

color photograph
163 x 25%"

Landscape <— Body <— Dwelling, 1974
color photograph

16% x 254"

People Who Live in an Ascending Spiral, 1974
color photograph

16% x 25%"

Ritual Cairns, 1974

color photograph
16% x 25%"’

Park Model - Fantasy, 1974
clay and photographs

20 x 30"

Collection of Lucy R. Lippard

Park Model - Fantasy, 1975
clay and photographs
20 x 30"

Park Model - Fantasy, 1976
clay and photographs
20 x 30"

The Growth House, 1975
color photographs
3 pieces, each 8 x 10"’

The Growth House, 1975
ink on paper
25 x 29"’

Proposal for Stanley Tankel Memorial Hanging

Gardens at Breezy Point (drawing in process), 1976

ink on photostat
12x 173"

All dwellings and models are made of clay, %'’ bricks
and sticks.

ONE ARTIST EXHIBITIONS:

1975
Centre national d’art contemporain, Paris

Samangallery, Genoa

1976 Projects: Charles Simonds

Museum of Modern Art, New York

1977 Tompkins Square Library, New York

Charles Simonds Demeures et Mythologies,

SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS:

1971
1972
1973

112 Greene Street, New York
Willard Gallery, New York

8% Biennale de Paris, Musee d’art moderne
de la Ville de Paris, Paris

Interventions in Landscape, MIT,
Cambridge, Massachusetts

Artists Space, New York

1975 Biennial Exhibition: Contemporary
American Art, Whitney Museum of
American Art, New York

1974

1975

Primitive Presence, Vassar College Museum

of Art, Poughkeepsie, New York

Small Scale,
The Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago

Art in Landscape, Independent Curators,
Inc., Washington, D. C.

Not Photography, The Fine Arts Building,
New York

9€ Biennale de Paris, Musee d’art moderne
de la Ville de Paris, Paris

112 Greene Street, New York

1976 Scale, The Fine Arts Building, New York

Personal Mythologies, The Fine Arts
Building, New York

Subject, Object, Project, Philadelphia
College of Art, Philadelphia
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1977

La Biennale di Venezia 1976, Venice

American Museum of Natural History
New York

The City Project, The New Gallery of
Contemporary Art, Cleveland

1977 Biennial Exhibition: Contemporary
American Art, Whitney Museum of
American Art, New York

The primary focus of Charles Simonds’s activities
has been working in the streets of New York City

from 1970 to the present. A park-playlot-sculpture

1976
on East 2nd Street in New York was completed in

summer 1975 in cooperation with the Lower East

Side Coalition for Human Housing, the Association

of Community Service Centers, and the Young

New Yorkers.
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Simonds."”" Le Nouvel Observateur,
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Sondheim, Alan. Individuals: Post-
Movement Art in America. New York,
E. P. Dutton & Co., 1977.

CHARLES SIMONDS FILMS: (All films are 16mm)

Birth, color, 1970

Dwellings, filmed and edited by David Troy,
black and white, 1972

Landscape <— Body <— Dwelling, filmed by Rudy
Burckhardt, edited by Charles Simonds,
color, 1973

Body <— Earth, filmed by Rudy Burckhardt,
edited by Charles Simonds, color, 1974

Dwellings Winter 1974, filmed and edited by Rudy
Burckhardt, color, 1974

Niagara Gorge, filmed by Emil Antonucci, edited

by Charles Simonds, color, 1974
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