T R T T T R T P T AT

reverse. Sensitive to the resonant history
of erasure as practiced by artists from
Rauschenberg and Twombly to Kentridge,
Simmons invests this wrenching process
with a performative aspect and brings it
to the forefront of his project.

In the past Simmons has applied the
formal and conceptual strategy of erasure
to subject matter derived from sources
in popular culture, where an insidious,
instructional racist subtext often lurks. In
the late *8os he began making chalk-on-
blackboard drawings of Disney crows and
cartoon bug eyes along with sculptures,
such as a row of Ku Klux Klan robes in
miniature. Like Kara Walker and Kerry
James Marshall, Simmons has invoked the
atmospherics of history, but unlike them
he has concentrated on locations restricted
to the privileged. Several series of draw-
ings from the early ’gos imply powerful
narratives through vacant, grand architec-
ture (ghostly ballrooms, abandoned gaze-
bos, echoing staircases) and regal fixtures
(thrones, chandeliers). These works gave
rise to his first large-scale site-specific wall
drawings in 1995.
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black” (Golden’s term, meant to unpack
the notion of race as a cultural burden,
inevitably functions as a normative label
itself)—Simmons insists that race con-
sciousness is embedded in his representa-
tions no matter how much he might tone
it down.

Simmons’s erasures generate fluvial
swirls, lacy residues of chance that conjure
waves, feathers, and vapor. Anxious to
sleuth out images that have been intention-
ally obscured, viewers must resort to titles
for clues then reenact Simmons’s prcess
in reverse. In 1996, preoccupied with the
notion of abandonment that had informed
his wall drawings, Simmons traveled to
Death Valley to film the skywriting project
Desert Blizzard. The result was projected
on a wall here: The white trail of a tiny
plane inscribes a slow storm of asterisk-
shaped snowflakes, one by one, each
evaporating when the next begins, in a
Sisyphean circuit of visibility and invisibil-
ity. Tantalizing and mesmerizing, the drone
of the plane lulls you away from the idea of
war evoked by the title; as in the erasures,
appearance and disappearance coexist in
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grotesque toys are the other of the other.
The Simmons show coincided with
the blockbuster “Mies in America,” which
had traveled from the Whitney Museum,
and in the juxtaposition difference is once
again writ large. Certainly this disjunctive
pairing with the international modernist
who built spirituality into the American
skyscraper was not lost on Simmons. For
Ramshackle Tumble, a site-specific forty-
foot-long chalk drawing on a slate-painted
wall, he drew three humble lean-tos,
America’s vernacular constructions, and
then blew them away on a majestic scale:
A trio of tour de force swirling forms—
twelve-foot twisters—have dismantled,
indeed almost obliterated the abandoned
cabins. To make this monumental work
Simmons projected drawings onto the
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