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Los Angeles... Spanning both North Galleries and the outdoor courtyard, Gary Simmons’ first exhibition with 
Hauser & Wirth will debut new paintings, wall drawings, and sculpture, as well as the installation ‘Recapturing 
Memories of the Black Ark,’ presented for the first time in Los Angeles. For over 30 years, Simmons’ multidisciplinary 
practice has probed American history to examine the pervasive nature of racist ideology and its manifestations 
in visual culture. Drawn from both personal and collective memory, his works address themes of race, identity, 
politics, and social inequality, and the ways in which these issues are both evident and concealed in the cultural 
landscape.

About the Exhibition 

‘Remembering Tomorrow’ foregrounds Simmons’ distinctive contributions to contemporary image making, 
particularly through his use of erasure as a form of Action Painting freighted with deep cultural significance. Simmons 
wipes the surface of his work while the paint is still wet in order to smear the image so that it simultaneously 
emerges and disappears. This tactic is central to the new paintings on view, in which Simmons presents the 
viewer with racialized imagery once prevalent in American popular culture, including such archetypical cartoon 
characters as Honey and Bosko. Intentionally erased from public view in recent years, these characters – and the 
impulses and prejudices revealed by their enormous popularity – nevertheless remain alive in the soul of America. 
Simmons’ signature use of humor as a tool to convey fraught truths is further explored through the resurrection of 
these figures, which first appeared in his seminal chalkboard drawings from the early 1990s. Here they reappear 
on the surfaces of works like ‘Honey Typer’ (2021) and ‘Joy Ride’ (2021), that depict their subjects engaging in 
carefree activities like typing on an antiquated typewriter or innocently kissing on a date. By doing so he draws 
attention to the fundamental disconnect between the topical sweetness of the images and the inherent violence 
of the racial stereotyping they embody as caricatures. 
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The exhibition also includes four new massive wall drawings created onsite that employ the same erasure 
technique and feature similar motifs as those found in the paintings. Their fragile textured surfaces, achieved 
through either inky black paint or dusty chalk, highlight Simmons’ technical prowess and ability to capture the 
poignancy of time’s passage: by retaining the lasting gestural marks of his working process and physical presence 
in the space, these drawings hint at their own ephemeral nature and the transience of memory. Creating the effect 
of a continuum, Simmons’ large-scale wall drawings envelope the viewer in the performative act of their creation.

Revisiting pedagogical motifs found in his early works, Simmons reconsiders the aesthetic possibilities of public-
school cafeteria tables and benches in ‘You Can Paint Over Me But I’ll Still Be Here,’ a new sculptural installation. 
Occupying the center of a gallery, five tables are arranged in a dynamic configuration demonstrating various 
states of installation from folded upright to fully extended. A group of figures representing racist tropes from 
historic cartoons, including the heckling crow characters of Disney’s classic animated film ‘Dumbo’ stand on the 
benches, iconographically linking the works with the paintings nearby. In this work, Simmons establishes the 
school lunchroom as analog for society at large – a site where a distinct social hierarchy reigns and identity is 
shaped and performed. 

Simmons’ practice is informed by music and performance, and draws inspiration from dub, punk, hip-hop, 
reggae, and rap. On view in the gallery’s outdoor courtyard, ‘Recapturing Memories of the Black Ark’ is a work 
comprised of amalgamated materials sourced from the Tremé neighborhood of New Orleans in the aftermath 
of Hurricane Katrina. Inspired by the studio of legendary Jamaican record producer Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry, this 
sculptural installation will be the site of numerous activations and performances throughout the duration of the 
exhibition. Constantly evolving over time and in different contexts, this work offers both contrast and complement 
to the erasure paintings on view in the nearby galleries. 

About the Artist

Born in New York in 1964, Simmons received his BFA from the School of Visual Arts in 1988, and his MFA from 
the California Institute of the Arts in 1990, studying under the tutelage of Charles Gaines, Michael Asher, Catherine 
Lord, and others. 



Simmons has been the subject of solo exhibitions both nationally and internationally, including the Henry Museum 
of Art, Seattle; California African American Museum, Los Angeles; Pérez Art Museum, Miami; Museum of Modern 
Art, Fort Worth; and Kunsthaus Zürich. Selected group exhibitions include Museum of Modern Art, New York; 
Walker Art Center, Minneapolis; and the Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam; among others. Simmons was featured 
in Thelma Golden’s landmark 1994 ‘Black Male’ exhibition at the Whitney Museum of Art in New York, Franklin 
Sirmans’ 2014 Prospect New Orleans Biennial, and ‘All the World’s Futures,’ curated by Okwui Enwezor for the 
2015 Venice Biennale. 

In 2021, Simmons was appointed a National Academician from the National Academy of Design. He is the 
recipient of the Joyce Alexander Wein Prize, Studio Museum of Harlem; USA Gund Fellowship; Penny McCall 
Foundation Grant; and InterArts Grant, National Endowment for the Arts. 
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Rogue Wave
2021
Oil and cold wax on canvas
274.3 x 304.8 cm / 108 x 120 in
Photo: Jeff McLane

Honey Typer
2021
Oil and cold wax on canvas
213.4 x 274.3 cm / 84 x 108 in 
Photo: Jeff McLane

Recapturing Memories of The Black Ark
2014/Ongoing
11 hand-made speakers, scrapped 
wood, paint, and
electrical components
Dimensions variable
Installation view, ‘Prospect.3: Notes for 
Now’, New
Orleans, LA, 25 October 2014 – 25 
January 2015
Photo: Scott McCrossen / Five65 
Design


