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Widely known for large-scale, partially-erased chalkboard drawings, Gary Simmons takes his signature themes of impermanence and erasure to a grand scale in Desert Blizzard.  
Filmed in Death Valley,  the video records a professional skywriter drawing snowflakes.  The pilot renders Simmons’ sketches using “freehand” instead of the plane’s usual 
computerized system.  As the plane hypnotically drones, one drawing will disappear just as, or even before, another is begun.  Simmons takes the ephemeral nature of drawing to the 
umpteenth degree, knowing that the wind will begin to erase each snowflake as soon as it is created. 

Invisibility plays a major role in Simmons’ work.  The artist states that his initial interest in absence was sparked by the performances of conceptual 
artist Vito Acconci who would sometimes be hidden while interacting with the audience.  Simmons work, however, leaves room for interpretation, 
and many critics believe this repeating theme is a subtle, but effective way to address the marginalization that accompanies being African-
American.  The marriage of black life and the idea of invisibility emerged in the 1950s with the publication of Ralph Ellison’s book, The Invisible 

Man.  Passages that read ‘Still I felt that even when they [white people] were polite they hardly saw me, … It was confusing. I did not know if it was 
desirable or undesirable” help illustrate how this association developed.  While Simmons takes full advantage of this archetype, he, conversely, 
incorporates abstract imagery that carries no universal meaning.  His shift to non-objective drawings happened in the mid-1990s.  By gradually 
changing his drawing, the artist hoped to “open up the dialogue so it wasn’t as isolated to the African American experience.” 

While most of the artists in this exhibition regularly use video, Simmons has spent most of his career focusing on drawing and sculpture.  In promoting an exhibit in 2001, Simmons 
described his show  to a New York Times reporter as being “very slowed down, there’s no video, no film, there are no circus acts … I’m interested in art, I’m not interested in trickery.” 
It wasn’t until video became an appropriate tool to tackle existing themes in his work that Simmons added the medium to his roster.  In Desert Blizzard, Simmons takes full advantage 
of video’s immediate and documentary qualities. 

The most accomplished artist in Currents, Simmons was honored in 2002 with a traveling mid-career retrospective at The Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago and the Studio 
Museum in Harlem.  The artist received his BFA at the School of Visual Arts and his MFA from The California Institute of the Arts.  His work can be found in important museum 
collections, including the Museum of Modern Art, New York and the Hirshorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington, D.C. 

 


