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HOME ECONOMICS AND IMMEDIATE REALITY

For three weeks in February and March of 1982,
Charles Simonds used the Walter Phillips Gallery
as his studio. That the gallery remain open to
the public during normal operating hours was
the only condition asked of Simonds. As simple
and unstructured as it may first appear, the
exhibition was an idea the gallery had been
working towards for some time. It was both the
culmination and the beginning of an investiga-
tion, which sought to define a more meaningful
relationship between this gallery and contempo-
rary artists.

The idea of using the gallery as an artist’s studio
came from a number of artists, who had been
asked: “Why would anyone want to exhibit in
Banff?"’ Their responses were remarkably con-
sistent. They wanted an opportunity to do new
work; a chance to experiment; the occasion to

take arisk with the possibility of failure accepted; .

an opportunity to lay aside the conventional

machinations of exhibiting in galleries and mus-
eums. What these responses seemed to have in
common was the (apparently) very real interest
of artists for a new, or at least different, gallery
context — a context which would permit artists
to do their work outside of their studio environ-
ment. With these responses and our own interest
in advancing the meaning of the gallery in mind,
it remained to define an operative structure for
the gallery which would allow for such open-
ended activities. This definition was embodied in
the concept of the gallery as artist’s studio.

This concept first came to fruition with the
Charles Simonds exhibition. What occured
during the three weeks that Simonds occupied
the gallery, was a shift of environments — a
change in the meaning of ‘studio’ and ‘gallery’.
There was, in fact, a convergence of these two
spaces, which are usually and possessively kept
separate. This convergence created a different

Lorne Falk

perspective on the phenomena of the gallery
and the studio, and it also stimulated a clearer
recognition or awareness of what each space
traditionally represents. Two spaces, which have
different activities and different accessibilities,
came together to provoke insights into what we
understand to be the art making process and the
art presentation process. The ingredients of this
experiment were: the studio and gallery; the art-
ist, audience and curator; what is conventional
and what is new. It should be made clear before
proceeding, that this description of what hap-
pened remains a first attempt at articulating a
problem, not the presentation of a theory. Also,
it should be apparent by now that the terms
‘exhibition’ and ‘experiment’ are synonomous
and interchangeable. And finally, this kind of
experiment is not without precedence.

As the artist in this experiment, Simonds was no
longer an individual using a gallery in the trad-
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itional sense. He did not exhibit work he had
already made, nor did he occupy the gallery for
a short time to make work that remained on
display after he departed. He was no longer con-
cerned with the problems of installing his work;
instead he was required to establish a working
space functional to his needs over time. The
beginning of an exhibition usually marks the
point where the artist’s responsibilities end. In
this situation, the start of the exhibition marked
the point where Simonds’ work really began.

Similarly, Simonds’ conventional notion of studio
changed. He was no longer working in a private
space, which he had chosen and in which he had
collected about him the materials and tools to
do his work. Instead, the gallery became his
studio. His studio became a public space (some-
thing not entirely unfamiliar to Simonds). By
accepting this situation, Simonds encountered
the public in a different way. Normally, in an
exhibition, Simonds might engage the public at
an opening, in a lecture, or not at all. But in this
situation, his interaction with the audience was

active and sustained through time, since he was
the dynamic ingredient of the studio. It meant
that he was prepared to share the privacy and
intimacy of his studio; even, at times, to share
the privacy of his thoughts. And potentially, he
was prepared to share the moment of creation —
that moment when a work is recognized to be
done, but when it has not yet suffered the
interpretation, criticism, acclaim or scrutiny of
others. To provide such access to his art making
process and to himself has no specific parallel
in what normally takes place in a gallery, with
the possible exception of performance art. And
in a certain way, Simonds was a performer. The
difference, however, lies in the fact that this was
not performance art but an artist working in
what was clearly his workspace — a studio made
public. What Simonds usually understood to be
a gallery and a studio did not exist. Instead they
coexist within an entirely different set of con-
textual references.

Traditionally, the public expects to enter a
gallery and see finished works of art, that are

typically displayed in a neutral environment
meant to enhance rather than detract from the
art. For many people, there is an inherent
expectation that the art they see in a gallery
has already been judged to be good. While they
will respond to the art and form their own
opinions of it, it remains art that has been
commodified: it has predetermined cultural and
monetary value. And of what goes on in the art-
ist’s studio, it is safe to say that most visitors to
a gallery have only a romantic vision.

In the case of this exhibition, all of these con-
ventional notions were either eliminated or dir-
ectly challenged. The audience was confronted
with the chaos and rubble of the artist’s studio
and the physical presence of the artist. They
could engage the artist, watch him working, and
see the products of his efforts. They saw the art-
ist’s work and the artist working. They could
still judge the finished works as good or bad, but
it was evident to most visitors that such a judge-
ment was irrelevent — the artist had not yet
made a judgement himself. Judgements and ex-
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pectations associated with conventional ideas of
exhibitions were suspended. At the same time,
their illusion of what goes on in an artist’s studio
was made real. The public was permitted to part-
icipate, to perceive the art work prior to comple-
‘tion and commodification, and to gain some
insight into the hidden processes that lead to
conventional exhibitions. The audience, which
normally enters a gallery with predetermined
expectations about what they will find there,
was confronted with an activity they usually
only speculate about. The convergence of gallery
and studio forced the audience into a more act-
ive role, one which challenged their conventional
notions of the gallery, the studio, the artist, and
art itself.

A curator works for the artist and the public.
Traditionally, the curator selects, interprets,
cares for and displays works of art, and the gal-
lery is the place where most of these activities
occur. The artist’s studio is a place that a curator
can (by invitation) visit to consider work for
presentation in the gallery. For the curator, the

artist is more than creator; he also informs the
curator about the work and he negotiates with
the curator for its best possible presentation. On
the other side of the process, the curator is res-
ponsible for a number of activities for the public
that visit the gallery: installation, didactics, open-
ings, lectures and so on. These activities are
meant to enhance the art work and inform the
public. -

In this exhibition, the curator was no longer an
agent for display and interpretation, but an agent
for making art — and not as a commission, or an
installation for subsequent display. Instead, the
curator provided the practical means and facil-
ities for art to be made. The curator also created
an opportunity for interface between the public
and the artist, and in doing so, stepped out from
between the audience and the artist. The respons-
ibility of information transfer (that is, the infor-
mation and activities that compliment the work
itself in an exhibition) was left in the hands of
the artist and the audience. There was no media-
tion by the curator. The curator’s only responsi-

bility was to maintain the means and facilities
for their interaction and for the production of
work. In a sense, the convergence of gallery and
studio almost completely devolved the conven-
tional need for a curator. Like the artist and the
audience, the curator had to adapt to a different
context, born of conventional ingredients, to
find how best to participate.

I think it is clear at this point that by bringing
the studio and the gallery together, something
very different than what we normally perceive
in a gallery and a studio occurred. Overall, the
responses from Simonds and from those who
visited the gallery were positive enough to con-
vince me that this kind of activity should be
continued and investigated further. There are,
however, some critical comments that should be
made.

Mention has been made of the performance — or
performing — aspect of this experience. What
took place could be called theatrical, and there
were visitors to the gallery who viewed this



theatricality negatively. I think they saw Simonds
not so much as a performer, but as an object on
display and that this somehow belittled the artist
and the sanctity of the art making process. This
reaction was specifically to the gallery context,
since these critics did respect Simonds’ past
work in the street, where he was always the
focus of attention. This is a curious distinction.
Simonds, himself, was aware of this theatricality
and not only referred to it, but chose to accent-
uate it positively. He wanted his work space lit
to focus attention on his hands, in a sense focus-
ing the theatricality away from himself towards
what was central to his activity — his hands
making.

There was also the problem of audience disori-
entation. Some people felt uncomfortable enter-
ing the gallery. They weren’t sure how to react.
Could they enter the artist’s work space, or were
they to walk around it to look at the work that
had been completed? Could they talk to the art-
ist? There were times when Simonds was so en-
grossed in his work that visitors who wanted to

talk to him were intruding, but, again, his previ-
ous work in the street had equipped him with
ways of dealing with such visitors; far more, it
seemed, than visitors were able to deal with his
presence in the gallery. One can certainly specu-
late about the differences between gallery goers,
who are presumed to be interested and sensitive
to art, and the street crowds Simonds encount-
ered in his past work — people not interested in
art per se, but fascinated by what this man was
doing in the street. For some visitors, it was as
if these closely related and dependent parties
(artist and audience) should not cross certain
boundaries, or exceed certain limits, as defined
by their traditional roles.

Another critical issue was the audience’s percep-
tion of the work Simonds had made versus what
his intention was in the situation. For Simonds,
this was an opportunity to work some ideas he
had not previously tried — to freely experiment
with these ideas knowing that immediate success
wasnot a criterion. The work was very important,
but the finished product was not. Like in any

new investigation, his interest was in clarifying
the problems. If good pieces did not materialize
right away, they would in the future. At the end
of the three weeks, not all of the work he made
was acceptable and he had half of them destroyed.
Of the remaining works, even though some were
drying out and deteriorating, they were import-
ant enough to preserve for future use and refer-
ence. All of this was apparantly not clear to
some visitors. They saw the finished work as art
on display in the gallery, even though the envir-
onment they were in was clearly the artist’s
studio. Perhaps because of their unfamiliarity
with studios, or possibly out of habit, some
people simply judged the work and ignored the
context they were in. In fairness to these people,
their reaction may have resulted from the way
Simonds chose to organize the space, setting the
work he finished on pedestals apart from where
he was doing the work.

What these problems of perception and interact-
ion seemed to define was the difference between
what is tradition, or convention, and what is
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new experience, or not convention. Too often
people are mesmerized and comforted by con-
vention — it is easier to respond to experience
based on what they already know than to feel
the discomfort of acknowledging what is new or
different. If there was provocation and tension
for some visitors, it was, finally, healthy and
insightful: when people are reactionary and
uncomfortable, it often means they are learning
something new.

The convergence of two traditional contexts —
the gallery and the studio — created a different
kind of art space with different dynamics. It
provoked a new order of participatign for those
who were prepared to accept it. It offered in-
sights into activities in art that are going on but
which are rarely seen. But it is difficult and
wrong to draw too many conclusions from an
investigation just begun. So instead, I would
offer a final comment. Charles Simonds is an art-
ist who has devoted his life to the relationships
of earth, body and dwelling:#1is work has roam-
ed over a great deal of territory: from an imagin-

ary civilization of little people, to the possibil-
ities for new concepts for dwellings we can live
in, to insights and perceptions of how we live
ourselves. Furthermore, his attitude to his work
invites ready access and conversation with him-
self as artist, as well as to his work. Certainly the
work he has done in streets all over the world
proves that he wants more than the direct influ-
ence of his environment. He has sought the
direct involvement and influence of people in his
work, too. In short, I can think of no other art-
ist who is more ideally suited to this first experi-
ment of -the gallery as artist’s studio than Charles
Simonds. He was able to entertain this experi-
ment with complete enthusiasm, without comp-
romising his own compulsion to do his work.
Beyond the work he did accomplish in those
three weeks, he made it possible to discover that
the studio and gallery are two unique dwellings
with more in common than we might have
suspected.

Lorne Falk is Curator of the  Walter Phillips
Gallery. . aali TS 204
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"‘AGESTURE OF BEING ALIVE": Charles Simonds at Banff

For a dozen years now, Charles Simonds has
been persuing his singular vision of an imaginary
civilization of little people. His little people are
a race of wanderers, travellers through time and
space. They first appeared in 1970 when Simonds
spread a layer of clay on a board and sprinkled
it with sand, making a landscape. As Simonds
toyed with the landscape, modifying its forms,
it began to suggest different places; these differ-
ent places prompted speculation as to the kinds
of habitations their denizens might construct.
Tiny clay bricks, twigs, multicoloured clays and
sand became the media for persuing this specul-
ation. Diminutive dwellings were built on cliffs,
others took shape on level ground. These differ-
ent dwellings suggested different peoples; cliff-
dwellers became distinguished in Simonds’ mind
from flat-landers. Both soon yielded to the far
more elaborately conceived linear, circular and
spiral peoples, who were named after the phys-
ical characteristics of their respective architect-

ures. As Simonds told it in his brief essay Three
Peoples, the dwellings of the linear people
“made a pattern on the earth as that of a great
tree laid flat, branching and forking according to
loves and hates, forming an ancestral record of
life lived as an odyssey, its roots in a dark and
distant past . . ."” The circular people likewise
migrated, but in a fixed ring of dwellings that
centred upon an underground chamber or kiva
that was the site of a yearly ritual of procreation.
The spiral people built their dwellings ever high-
er in a tightening band. Their aim was to attain
the greatest possible height while predicting the
precise moment when the entire structure would
collapse, carrying them to their extinction. They
aspired only, as Simonds put it, “to an ecstatic
death”. Thus, while the forms of their architect-
ure gave these people their names, the architect-
ure told more. It bécame the key to understand-
ing the social structure, work habits, reproduct-
ive behaviour and even cosmology of these ener-

John Beardsley
getic Lilliputians.

Simonds has carried these little people with him
on his own sojourns throughout the world. He
took them first out onto the streets of lower
Manhattan, where he constructed their dwellings
on the sides of buildings, on window ledges of
abandoned tenements or in vacant lots. These
dwellings were executed quickly, often in a day
or less. They were exploratory, not so much
formal statements as the vehicle for Simonds’
direct interaction with an audience that inevit-
ably gathered to watch him. Simonds subse-
quently took the little people to Paris, Genoa,
Berlin, Shangai: everywhere he went, he would
make the occasion to work. Soon the art world
began to take notice and Simonds was invited to
construct these dwellings in the homes of private
collectors, in galleries and, ultimately, museums.
As the street pieces are inevitably temporary,
subjected to weather and vandalism, it is the per-
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manent, collectible pieces that provide the best
record of Simonds’ imaginative activities. His
clay landscapes and dwellings now exist in a
remarkable variety of forms: some approximate
plant shapes, others are precisely geometric;
some are ritual gardens, others necropolises,
observatories or arenas of justice. A recent and
particularly ambitious cycle of twelve works,
Circles and Towers Growing, details the evolu-
tion of architectural forms on a single piece of
ground. Starting with an unarticulated land-
scape, architectural forms begin to emerge.
These soon distinguish themselves into circles on
the one hand, and towers on the other; the
former implicitly female, the latter male. These
circular dwellings and towers both become larger
and more complex through a series of pieces
before falling into ruin. The cycle ends much as
it begins, except that the undifferentiated land-
scape now bears the rubble of its departed
inhabitants.

Some few of Simonds’ works depart from this
customary small scale. On the occasion of his

recent exhibition at the Museum of Contempor-
ary Art in Chicago, Simonds was given an entire
wall — some thirty feet long — on the museum’s
ground level on which to execute a permanent
piece. Chipping holes into the brick, Simonds
created clusters of dwellings connected by path-
ways that also led to quarries and ritual places.
Although the dwellings themselves were still
quite small, the net effect was decidedly monu-
mental.

This tendency in Simonds’ work towards more
permanent, ambitious, carefully considered and
executed sculptural objects has been arrested
with the series of thirteen pieces completed in a
mere three weeks in the Walter Phillips Gallery at
The Banff Centre School of Fine Arts. Simonds
here returned to the mode of his earliest pieces.
These, too, were explorations; they were improv-
isatory and intentionally impermanent. In this
exhibition, Simonds was incorporating found
objects into his work for the first time. Because
this was an unprecedented event for him, he
considered these works almost as sketches. He

cared less about how they looked than about
demonstrating to himself and to his audience a
moment of inspiration and an act of transform-
ation.

When Simonds was invited to come to Banff and
use the Gallery as his studio, he recognized this
as an opportunity to exercise an idea that for
some time had been in the back of his mind. He
asked that the Gallery be set up with two arcs of
raw materials on one side and two arcs of pedes-
tals on the other. In the centre, much like a ful-
crum, would be the artist himself with his clay
and his tools. He would select from the materials
to his left, use them to construct dwellings, and
place the completed pieces on the pedestals to
his right. As set up in the Walter Phillips Gallery,
the two arcs contained distinct forms of raw
materials. One was made up of manufactured
products, the other of natural matter. The form-
er began at the left with unarticulated blocks of
wood, sheet metal, styrofoam — things that had
not yet received any use. This arc ended with
detritus: manufactured materials that had been
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used and discarded, including car parts, vacuum
hose, a television set, a baby carriage and a bit of
quintessentially Alpine rubble, a ski boot. The
other arc contained natural materials, ranging
from hard to soft and from inorganic to organic
—gravel and stones on the one end, leaves, wood
chips and compost on the other.

Simonds worked quickly in the Gallery, averag-
ing one piece a day. Rather than drawing from a
repository of images already in his imagination,
Simonds picked around in this raw material until
he spotted an item that suggested a dwelling or
some other sculptural idea; his principal curiosity
was about this inspirational moment when a
found object suggested some formal application.
He then took the object and gave it an appropri-
ate setting; an automobile ashtray became a split-
level home with a manually operated sunroof;a
feather hat became a cave inhabited by cliff
dwellers. Simonds steadfastly refused to be over-
ly serious about these pieces. He didn’t mind if
they looked frivolous, even ridiculous. Nor was
he concerned about their craftsmanship. Indeed,

because they were hastily made and allowed to
dry out too quickly, many of the works began
to crack and fall apart almost immediately upon
their completion. Simonds was not making fin-
ished art works. He was in persuit of an idea and
experimenting with a shift in the procedures of
his art making. What most artists do in the priv-
acy of their work space, Simonds was here dem-
onstrating in public.

All these thirteen works were executed by first
spreading a thick layer of clay on a sheet of ply-
wood, then building with the found objects and
tiny clay bricks on top of this clay landscape.
The bricks were made by cutting them out of
sheets of clay rolled thin like pastry dough; they
were allowed to dry, then scooped into sacks
from which they were drawn asneeded. Simonds
produced bricks of various sizes to use as requir-
ed by the scale of different works, and used a
thin solution of glue to hold them together. All
the completed works were given a light brushing
with the glue and then dusted with sand.

The pieces emerged as follows. For the first,
Simonds used a small forest of metal columns to
suggest a structure like a ruined temple, on a low
hill (this work consequently received the unof-
ficial title ‘“Persepolis”). A short path led down
the hill to a half dome made of a part of a wicker
basket. While this piece suggested a ritualistic
application, the second was clearly a dwelling.
It was made of an automobile ashtray, inverted
to form a house and placed in a hilly landscape.
A wire mesh archway led to the house, which
also boasted a brick patio and walkway. As the
ashtray opened and closed, Simonds explained
that it could be adjusted as dictated by the wea-
ther. He called this dwelling ‘“Arizona split-
level™.

The third was made by covering an inverted
canister with brick, and opening a doorway in
the base and a window in the roof. This struc-
ture, which suggested an observatory, was like-
wise on a hill, and was reached by an enclosed
pathway constructed of a piece of vacuum hose
that spiralled up the hill. The fourth work res-
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embled a pre-Columbian pyramid (albeit round)
with a stairway up the front leading to an alter-
like cairn. Simonds here abandoned his conven-
tional rectilinear bricks in favour of round rolled
bricks made of clay and crushed leaves that
emitted a rich, damp smell of decay. A hovering
cone covered with clay formed the focal point
of the fifth piece. It was suspended above a bed
of gravel in a hilly landscape.

The sixth piece was considerably more eccentric.
Simonds placed a feather hat on a small rise,
then bricked up the front to form a dwelling
with two windows. A piece of a hollow porcel-
ain plumbing fixture was placed in front of the
dwelling, providing access to it. The whole had a
rather amusing appearance of a face, with the
hat forming the hair, the windows the eyes, and
the plumbing fixture a long sloping nose. The
seventh work was composed almost entirely of
found objects. The burned styrofoam head of a
mannequin was placed on its side, hollowed out
and bricked up to form a dwelling. A plastic veil
was suspended over the face, and a brick patio

built underneath. The piece was dressed up
further by the addition of a circular driveway
and a sundial. A tightly woven mesh of sticks
composed the eighth piece, which suggested a
rudimentary shelter rather than a dwelling.

The ninth piece, like the second, had the look of
a contemporary ‘‘designer’’ house. It was an ass-
emblage of curved and rectilinear plastic, con-
crete and metal pieces slung together in an asym-
etrical grouping. The curved shapes formed
interior spaces, while the rectangular metal one
provided a shaded, open air patio. A windshield
wiper blade was arched over the brick approach
to the dwelling, forming a ceremonial entryway.
Like the seventh piece, which employed the
styrofoam head, the tenth was centered on a
burned ski boot. Both provided a similar and
engaging scale shift; the relics of a vastly bigger
race of people were being used to house Simonds’
Lilliputians. In this case, a brick terrace provided
access to the boot through a porcelain pipe.

Engineers or scientists must surely have inhabited

the eleventh piece. Its central component was
an automobile carburetor, fitted with an L-shaped
drain pipe that surmounted it like a periscope.
A phallic-shaped campanile 'stood next to it,
while steps led to its underground entry. A pile
of gravel lay under the carburetor’s intake pipe,
apparently ejected from it. The whole suggested
some curious alchemical contraption. The
twelfth work was similarly mysterious. A black
metal dome was held aloft by three curved brick
columns, and underneath was a large air filter as
from a vacuum cleaner. This piece, too, had an
underground entry, and suggested a malevolent
skyscraper or a laboratory of doom. This possi-
bility was reinforced by the thirteenth and final
work which consisted only of bits of industrial
rubble strewn throughout a landscape. Metal
pipes, spark plugs, a vertical tool handle, wire,
nuts and bolts, all blown over with sand, here
replaced the dwellings and ritual places of the
first twelve pieces. A metal rod partially encased
in a cap was a poignant reminder of sexuality,
of procreation amidst the destruction, like a
male praying mantis that goes on thrusting even
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after his mate has consumed his head. These
final images of devastation are perhaps a meta-
phor for our own capacity to lay waste our land-
scapes and dwellings, through a technological
capability that seems to exceed the limits of our
wisdom and sanity.

Simonds’ incorporation of found objects into
these works has numerous artistic precedents:
the elevation of the industrial relic to the status
of a cultural icon is as familiar to us as Duchamp’s
snow shovel or bicycle wheel. But Simonds is
not simply isolating the found object, he is
transforming it. In this sense he brings to mind
the pop artists and most particularly Claus
Oldenburg, in such works as the Mouse Museum
or those produced at the Ray Gun Manufactur-
ing Company. Shown at Documenta 5 in 1972,
the Mouse Museum included diminutive plaster
and plastic ice cream sodas, fruit, sandwiches
and toys, all commonplace objects assembled for
inspection in a miniature museum. In both the
mode of working and in the actual products,
however, Simonds’ project in Banff more closely

resembled Oldenburg’s activities at the Ray Gun
Manufacturing Company. In an abandoned store
front in the early sixties, Oldenburg set up his
own kind of store. He produced sculptures in
the back room, and exhibited them in the front.
The sculptures, made of cloth and plaster over
chicken wire, included representations of sneak-
ers, dresses, shirts and ties, letters and food.
Here again, ordinary objects were transformed in
a moment of artistic excitement and imagination.
It was precisely this impetuous, playful, improv-
isatory approach that Simonds utilized at Banff.
Indeed, an observation made by Oldenburg (in
Store Days; New York: Something Else Press,
1967, p. 15) describes equally well his activity
at the Ray Gun Manufacturing Company and
Simonds’ activities at Banff. “A show!”, Olden-
burg exclaimed when he opened his store to the
public. “Forget the commercialism and vanity
of the long prepared show. A show is the gesture
of being alive . . . a look into one’s continuing
daily activity.” This unselfconsciousness, this
willingness to let art be perceived as an expres-
sion of a vigorous wit and imagination was com-

mon to both Oldenburg’s Ray Gun Sculptures
and Simonds’ Banff ones. The finished works
were gesture, utterly without pretense.

Simonds compounded this transformation of the
commonplace object by interweaving it with his
enduring fantasy of the little people. While
Duchamp’s bicycle wheel or Oldenburg’s Mouse
Museum gave us reflections of our own culture,
Simonds’ Banff pieces incorporated our relics
with, those of the Lilliputians. They showed us
both the remains of the civilization of the little
people and icons of our own civilization of con-
sumption and conspicuous waste. Back when the
little people first appeared, Simonds recalls that
he had an idea for a group that was street wise
and savvy and capable of surviving on the detri-
tus of others. They never made their appearance
then, but they seem without doubt to be the
little people of Banff. It was thus not only in the
improvisatory technique that Simonds at Banff
was recalling his earliest pieces, but in the motiv-
ating fantasy as well. And he accomplished this
retrospection in a public experiment that few
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artists with established reputations might vent-
ure to make.

John Beardsley is Adjunct Curator, Corcoran
Gallery of Art, Washington D.C.
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