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Unblinking reflections on the internet age
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Laurle Simmons: How We See
Jewish Museum, New York

Ariella Budick

Laurie Simmons is a surrealist at heart,
discovering eeriness in the most run-of-
the mill places. Her latest show at New

the pictures is normal and familiar,
except for the staring eyes painted on to

the humans who wear them look as if

they’d been 3D printed insilicone.
Simmons’ small but profound installa-

tion, “How We See”, contains only six

consciousness.
glances off to the side in a typical three-
quarter portrait, yet whatever reflective-
ness we associate with the pose is mani-
festly fake.
“How We See” deals with narcissism
and blindness, the need to be seen and

notice when others ask the same from us.
“Look at it from my point of view,"” we
demand while regularly refusing to recip-
rocate. By covering up the face's most
putatively features, Simmons
revealsthat we observe inothersisa
le we tell ourselves to make sense of a
much more: truth.

In this searingly pessimistic series,
Simmons finally whips off her soothing
old mantle of nostalgia. She grew up Ina
Tudor manse in Great Neck, Long Island,
and spent much of her career reproduc-
Ing that domestic cocoon in miniature,
building tiny household sets, populating
them with plastic women and photo-

expressive light.
images riff off the comforts and limita-
tions of 1950s femininity. Real life, she
suggests, is just an imperfect replication
of avivid fantasy.

Lately, though, wistfulness has blurred
Into a sly kind of ghoulishness. The
change started In 2009, when Simmons
visited Japan with her daughter, Grace
Dunham. (Her older daughter, Lena
Dunham, has established a reputation

for her own brand of unblinking realism
by creating the HBO show Girls.) Ina shop
window they spotted a weirdly animate
“Jove” doll and were beguiled by its freak-
ish charm. Simmons ordered a couple of
the pliant sex toys to be shipped back to
her studio in the US, where she dressed

‘Lindsay (Gold)’ (2015)

Simmons claims to detest dolls, but
they form the core of her obsessions.
After the “Love Doll” serles she
embarked on a project inspired by Japa-
nese kigurumi culture, where men and
women dress up in public as life-sized
puppets. Simmons persuaded friends to
don the costumes, turning them into Twi-
light Zone-like amalgamations of the liv-
ing and the dead. All the outfits included
masks with huge, painted anime eyes —
but no eye holes, which means the wear-
ers had to be led about and posed like
marionettes for the lens.

Since she was a girl, Simmons has
enthuslastically embraced the role of
puppeteer. In 1980, when she was in her
thirties and already quite well estab-
lished, she commanded her father to
dress up in a sailor suit and dance with
her satin-gowned mother. The upshot
was “Sam and Dottie Dance”, a stagy yet
intimate sequence that induced in the
artist a vertiginous sense of power (prob-
ably quite similar to the way Lena Dun-
ham felt when directing her mother in
her feature film Tiny Fumiture).

The work at the Jewish Museum
crosses into new terrain. Over the course
of her carer, she has progressed from
mingature to life-sized dolls, to real peo-
ple dressed up as dolls, to live models

all-seeing and totally myopic,
which feels like a metaphor for life
online. “More and more, we're interact-
ing with people whose identities are
unclear to us,” Simmons recently told an
interviewer. “We don’t really know who
or what we're seeing. There's a kind of
blindness and lack of clarity with the way



