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Tntegrity, creativity, sex...
Lena Dunham learned
everything she knows from
her artist mother Laurie
Simmons. As a retrospective
ofSimmons'work is unveiled
in L ondon, Luke Crisell meets
the inspiration behind the
voice uf a generation

0

n a clear day you can see most
of New York City from the pent•
house in Williamsburg rh:u Laurie
Simmons shares with her husband
Carroll Dunham (known as Tip).
It's a multimillion-dollar glass
ei-rie, Ii floors up, which doubles
as a studio for both these artists.

and il ·s spectacular. The wraparound balcony
has a view all the way to the Statue of Liberty.
'I like to wake up in the middle of rhe night,
just to look out at this,' says Simmons.
The couple have two daughters: the elder,
Lena, 28, is one of the most famous twcnty
sumcthings in the world an A.merican Vague
and Vanity .Fair cover girl who has given a
voice to a generation of young women as the
creator and star of the groun d-hreaking TV
series Girls, which chronicles che lives of
four rudderless friends trying to make it in
New York City. Grace, 2i, who graduated from
Brown University last year, has a large bed·
room here. 'She says we·re the best room-mates
anyone could ever hope for!' laughs Simmons.
Lena owns a smaller and by all accounts
humbler apartment in Brooklyn Heights,
where she went ro school and where the family
lived between 1998 and 2004. She lives with
her boyfriend Jack Amonoff, the drummer
from the band Fun, with whom she's bee11 in
a relationship since 2012.
The recent wblicalion of Lena's bestselling
book Not 11,ar Kind of Girl, in which she \alks
candidly about her upbringing, has put the
family under the spotlight. The book begins
with a nine-year-old Lena asking her mother
to sign a vow of celibacy to 'prevent me from
having lnrercourse too early in life'. Simmons
refuses and Lena quotes her reason: 'You just
don't know what life will bring, and I don"t
want you feeling guilty.' Another passage,
involving Grace, led Twiner trolls and rightlof ES MAGAZINE • STANDARD CO.UK/1..IFEST\'LE

.
i
!

i
·

Laurie

wing nutcases to level accusations of sibling
abuse at Dunham that were so upsetting she
cancelled her book tour late lasI year. This has
only i11lensified the interest in this tight-knit
and unconventional family.
Lena has frequently cited her parents, and
the environmenr they tOStered, as a foundation
of her success. As she told The New Yorker in
2012: 'I feel like nothing would be going on
with me now if l didn't have the parentslhave.·
In fact, the character of Hannah Horvath, a
Lwcnly-somcthing struggling writer, often
borrows from Simmons' life. The very first
scene of the very first episode ofGirls, showing
Hannah at dinner wirh her parents when they
announce they will no longer be supporting
her financially, was Simmons· experience in
the early 1970s. 'When art school was over
and I moved lo New York, it was like, "No more
money." Arid there I was, really hung out to
dry - it was insane.' But Simmons, like her
daughter's on-screen persona, believed in her
arr and set abnut doing whatever she could to
suppnrr herself. 'I Think Lena's always been
obsessed with lhal part uf my life. She loves
hearing stories about the preposterous jobs I
did because I wasn't qualified for a full-time
job. She particularly loves the brief period I
had going out on dates \.\dth...' She corrects
herself: 'I just had to sit and have a drink with
Japanese businessmen. It didn't last very long
because they didn't like the dresses I wore - I
was roo much of a hippie. Lena has a real kind
oflove affair wirh rhat part ofmy life/ Lena has
recently admitted her own dating experience
is actually very limited: 'Something I feel
embarrassed about in mv twenties is that I
didn't go on enough real dalL-s.'
Simmons, 65, grew up in Great Keck, Long
Island, a short distance from New York City,
but another world culturally. She was one of
three daughters born to a dentist tarher (and
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amateur photographer) and a housewife
mother, both first-generation Jewish Ameri
cans. •r self-identified as an artist from the time
I was a li11le girl; she says. 'I always sort of
lived in this fantasy world that I was different
frpm everyone anyway... I was a weird tough
girl who liked lo draw.'
I ask what life was like in the family home
when Lena and Crace were growing up. 'It's so
hard to describe the kids' childhood and our
life as a family,' says Simmons tentatively. 'We
don't know yet if Grace isan artist. But this idea
that the air is rarefied because of what. we all
do.. .' She shakes her head. 'We are arguing,
loading the dishwasher, figuring out who's
going to pick who up, buyin)( the goddamn
cupcakes for the birthday parly because I don't
have.time to bake them. When you're in the
middle ofit, it'sjustreal life,' she says. 'And it's
harsh. It's harsh. [Back then] it was a two-artist
family trying to figure out how to stay alive,
putting your kid at a desk with pencils and
paper, because that's what you have.'

S

immons has a mini-n:trospective

opening al The Arts Club in Mayfair
later this month, and two major shows
in America lacer in Lhe year. She is part
of a group of female photographers
who, in the mid·l970s, dared to
challenge female stereotypes and explore
photographyas a conceptual medium. 'I think
that in hindsight I could see myself as having
had courage, but at the time I was just <loin)(
my work. I think probably, I can't speak for her,
but I don't think Lena walks around the world
feeHng like a brave, courageous woman. I think
she's driven to do her work and she's doing it
the way she needs to do it.'
Simmons moved to Manhattan in 1973, posr
Warhol and after the zenith of the Chelsea
Hotel scene (she refers to the 1960s in New York
as 'like a glamorous fairy tale'). Sexism in the
art world was rife - 'I think it was always there,
and I think it still is. Tremendously. I'm so
sad to say that' - but it was an exciting time.
'Ev�rything was exploding,' she says. 'Painting
was dead in the water. Uncool. i\nd the art
world was so small that you could actually go
co a bar and sit at a table and eavesdrop on
the convers..1.rions of famous artists. Jr was
exciting.' She met Tip Dunham in 1977; they
frequented the same events and parties. 'The
funny thing was that he really lik�d my work.

And I thought, "Oh my Gud, he's a painter,"'
she says the last word witl1'mock disgust. She
looks at Tip, who is making a cup of tea in the

Snapshot, above: WulkingCumeru (Lillie).
1991-2014. Ri,:ltt! ThP Wate1· Tank Project, NYC, 2014

'I DON'T THINK LENA WALKS
AROUND THE WORLD
FEELING LIKE A BRAVE.
COURAGEOUS WOMAN'
kitcherl, within earshot. 'Now I'm r�ally talk
ing :-ihout you,' she says, smiling. 'I think that

he always thought that people were trying to
find a way to make him not a painter so that
he wuul<l kim.l uf fit in.· Tii' walks over. 'That
really irritated you,' she says to him. 'Yes, I
always thought it was odd,' he �ys wryly.
Simmons started making what she c�lls
her tirst 'grown-up' work in 1976. She photo·
graphed scenes meticulously created with
furniture from doU-s houses. Tentatively, she
began to add actual dolls to the scenes she
photoi(raphed, and when she landed her first
show, at a gallery called Artists Space, on
Hudson Street in downtown New York, in 1979,
the gallery director insisted she include the doll
pictures, something she was uncomfortable

Family matters Simmons with Lena Dunham in Tiny Furniture (2010); with husband Tip Dunhum and Lena
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with. 'Thal work was really embarrassing for
me. I was looking at this really tough; hard-ass
conceptual work and here I was takingpictures
of dolls and dollhouse interiors.'
Tiny Furniture, the 2010 independent film
that Lena wrote, directed and starred in, was

very much based on her own family (the title

is a relerence to her mother's props). A festival·
circuit favourite, the movie was the catalyst for
Lena's career. lt starred Simmons (as Lena·s
character Aura·s mother) and Grace (playing
Aura's sister). and manv scenes were filmed
in their apartment ar th� time, in Tribeca. In
one scene, Aura finds some of her mother's
old journals and reads them - an event based
on real life. The lines Aura speaks aloud in
the bath are those that Simmons actually
wrote when she was 23. I remind her of one of
them: 'Having a body ofwork seems more like
security ro me than ;mything.' 'I meant that as
emotional security: I think I was wishing or
longing to be an artist with work that I knew
was mine,' Simmons says after a pause. 'Nut
second generation, not derivative, but that
came fr0m me... So when Lena found them,
she was in the same platt! l was, and when she
read il, she probably thought, "Oh, if only I had
a couple of books that I knew were mine."'
People often mistakenly conflate the
t:hara<.:ters in Tiny Furniture with real life, but
Simmons - warm and articulate - is nothing
like Siri, her brittle character in the movie. Her

My mother the hero

Lena Dunham on Laurie Simmons
how she wore the
wrong shoes to
rop it off. So I \1vent
defiantly in the
or her direction.'

'M)• mum alwa}'S
said to me, "The
talent ts allowed to
act weird." She
embraces the Idea
that, as an artist,
she can act a little
pernlckety and
say exactly what
she wants.'

'I remember
asking my mom,
like, four times
one day, "Do you
think that I will
ever have enough
money to live
outside of your
house?" And she
would say, "I just
don't know."'

'I always thought my
mother and I had
the best ability of
anyone I know to see
each other as a pair
of compeient adults.'

'My mother was a
female artist in a
malc•t.lomioatcd
art world [and
always) told me
what was
possible for me
asa woman.'

work has often been describ�<l as a feminisl
critique of tht: stale of lhe American house
wife. She disagrees: 'Sadness, melancholy.
regret, rncmory... all of these things I can
accept, but harsh critique is not in my work.'
Much of her work deals with arritice and
fa�ade, e::-a-ending to costumes; in the past she
has spoken ahour how women need armour to
interact with the world. I point out that this is
also a theme in her daughter's work. 'Well, we
live in a youth culture; she says. ·No one could
have predicted the effect that social media
would have on the world in terms of vanity :md
the possibility to put one's image om there ...
My work is very much about the experience of
being a woman in the 20th and 21st centuries.
And I think my daughter's work is about being
a woman in the 21st century, So, in a broad
sense; she conccUL-s, 'we share that subject.'
;;
Simmons is often categorised as part of
1:: the l'icturcs Generation. along with her
t;

� 'IT'S JUST REAL LIFE. WE ARE
� ARGUING. LOADING THE
DISHWASHER. BUYING THE
� CUPCAKES BECAUSE I DON'T
� HAVE TIME TO BAKE THEM'

j

�

contemporaries Cindy Sherman, Barbara
Kruger and Louise Lawler. Rarher than work,
albeit fiercely, in the margins of the art world
as their predecessors did, these artists wanted
a bigger role. 'I thought, "lfl'mgoing to do this,
1 want to play with the big boys,"' Simmons
says. 'It's so interesting to Lhink back on one's
younger. arrogam self silting there trying to
figure out how to pay your [electricity] bill
thinking, "I want to hang in MoMA." There's a
beauty to that kind of naivety and arrogance
all mixed together. Maybe that's the part that
I'm realli• proud offor me and my generation,
and whar I see my daughters doing: you're feel·
ing confused all the time, but you get yourself
through ii.' Five of Simmons' photographs are
now parl of Mo�1A's permanent collection.
This March, Simmons will direct her own
film, MyArt, about an ageing female artist. She
has made short films betOre, as well as a three·
parr musical called TheMusicofRegretin 2006
(which featured Meryl Streep), but this is her
first narrative feature. 'The story has been in
me for a long time and it came out of a frustra
tion with seeing the way women around my
age arc represented in film, coupled with tbe
way artists are represented,' she says. 'I feel
like many people get both of those subjects
really wrong. So I thought, Let me see if l can
start 10 get ii right.•' She will be playing the
main role and says there is a 'small part· for
Lena in the film. 'I would never call myself an
11

'My mother is six
inches taller than
me and ten pounds
lighter, but somehow
I can wear her stuff.
Kow sometimes
she horrows my
clothes, which is
very flattering.·

'My mother is the
Biggest Regretter...
[She) will talk about
how she ordered the
wrong thing at the
restaurant for two
days afterward, and

'The best :-icw
Year's Eve of my
life was watching a

Sex mid the City

marathon with
my mother.'

actor, but I really feel like this character I wrote
T understand so well. I thought five people
were going to see Tiny Furniture... I guess we
can thank Lena for creating a monster.'

C

onversation turns to Simmons' cur·
rent work which, she has said, has
made her feel like she did when she
was a child. There's this pre-adoles·
cent period when girls feel powerful,
and then there's a time immediately
afterward when young women start to realise
Lhat in order to exist in society in an appro·
priatc way they have to be a little passive; she
says. 'I think all the mothers in niy generation
are trying to work against our own adolescent
experiences and trying to keep our girls as
happy and strong �nd healthy as we possibly
can.' She looks out over the Williamsburg
Bridge to Manhattan. 'But there's something
about having made work for this long, and hav
i11g raised childl'en, that I feel a kind of freedom.
It's just like, "F0* it!" At this point, I can do
what I want. I know that you can survive all
the disappointments, you don't die from them.'
She turns hack and looks me in the eye: 'And I
know that not making your work, and not
pushing yourself, is a mm:h worse fate than
not trying.' i;s
Laurie Simmons' sfJow is at The Arts Club until
25 April, \Vednestlays anti Sarurtlays, 10am to
1

12pm, byappoi11t111e111 only (theartsc/11b.co.11k)
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