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[Imperial Sand

Geological Curiosities

" any Californians don't
Mknow zbout the Imperial
Valley,” says artist Allan

MeCollurn. “It's out of the way of the

coastal eities.” He hadn't known about

it, cither, until be was in his 505 “Being
from LA Tnever even taok Highway 8
anywhere, althaugh [ have relatives in
San Diego and spent a lot of time down
here”

Then, one day in 1996, he heard
about Imperial Valley's sand spikes,
and they interested him so much he
decided to do a project about them and
their unique source 4t the hase of
Mount Signal,
Of these
gevlogical
curinsities, he
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the sand spikes
had more meaning i you understond
the context they came from.”

Sand spikes are coneretions —
sand formations cermented together
with erystalline calcite. Some resemble
their “spike” namesake, of course, but
they also ocear as spheres, in shes
ranging from bowling balls ta marbles.
Other sand spikes call te mind fanciful
vegetables, strange little animals, even
strange little people.

Dot expect to ind any yoursclf.
They are virtually gane from Imperial
Vallew, having either been bulldozed in
the early 20th Centory or gathered up
iz armloads by collectors and tourists,
some of whom mistonk them for extra-
terresirial debris, dinosacr bones, or
humap artifacts. They are seen only in
museums and private collections today.

When McCallum saw his first
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says, "T realized -

whes — it a museam in Flordda —
what especially intrigned him was that
they lnoked manmade, with “some
artistic intention.” His work is often
about distinctions to be made {or not)
between art objects and natoral objects
that resernble art.

When he finally traveled to
Imperial Valley, he became fascinated
by the whele landscape, including the
metamorplioses it has experienced over
eomns. As he deseribes it to friends and
assnciates back in New York, where he
now lives, “It once was a desert, and
befure that was asea. Andil'sgota
fabulous irrigation system that's been
controversial over the years but that
has brought farming to the arca. And it
never pets cold,”

He was particulacly captivated by
the mountain, which in prebistoric
times was an sland, experts say. “It's a
serious feature in the landscape.
There's nothing else vertical except it.”
Straddiing the U.5. Mexican border, it's
called Bl Centinela an the other side.

The result of his years-long
investigation is an exhibit epening this
weekend & San Diego State University.
Patts of the project have previously
been shovm in Mexicali and Calexico
and at the Ploneers Muscum of the
Imperial County Historical Society, in
Imperial. o

One of ity main features is an
outsized replica of a sand spike. “They
have a couple at the Pioneers Museum,
and they lent me one to copy,” says

McCollum. 1t lanks like 20 ondon or a

pumpkin or a gourd, with a spike stueck
in it.” 1t's 54 v 14 by 5% feet, made of
concrete and steel.

He also made a rinialure replice
(8 by 3 by 4 feel) of the mountain, in
foram and plaster, vsing topographical
data from the Mexican government,

Visitors to the exhibit will see
other replicas of each, souvenir-size,
made of plaster. Tn faet, svuvenics are
exactly what they’re meant to be.
MeCollum had them made by a man
and his famnily who fabricate souvenirs
fur a living in Tijnana. There arc about
1000 of thenyin total.

MeCollum acted as a cueator, too,
selecting 6 artworks by local artists.
Thev include numerous views of the
mouwitain from both sides. T spent
time in Mexicali, Bl Centro, all the
outlying places. The work is mostly by
amatewr artists, as well as a few .

_professionals and educators. A pair of
paintings done by someone whe 1 don’t
think had ever done a painting befose
arc actually two of my favorites.”

Imperial Valley postcards and
cphemera have found their way into
the show, too, He bought them on chay
and at Jocal antique shops,

As for the aggregate meaning of
these representations of gealogy and

iconograply, McCollum leaves thatto

< viewers o decide.
When the show closes, the large
sand spike replica will be permanently
installed as an outdoor scuipture at the

Alian MeCailuuzm with cancr el s
Pioneers Museuny. That part of the
project has personal meaning for
MeCollum, “There wers landroacks
that T pemnember furever, from when T
was a kid. The giant lemon? Where's
that? You know, they'te ‘roadside
attractions,” Mavbe | don't remember
too much about my childbhooed, but T
do remember thent. So Twanted to
leave behind something like that.”

He denies he's any sort of local

hera. “The lecal paper wooldn't even *

print a pictare of my worl,” he says.
speaking of the large sand spike,
“hecause they thonght it looked Loo
phallic. Some people get upser about it,
Some people ugh. Seme don't even
notice. Uyve had people say, 'Oh, it
looks like a big ice cream cone.” Others

- say ‘Ohy il's a tadpole,” “Phallic spmbol’

isn't cveryhody’s first reaction — anly
those who studied Freud in college,”
— Jeaune Sclinte

“signs of the Imperial Valley:

Sand Spikes from Mount Signal™

An InSITE2000 Project

by Allan McCollum

Qpening reception
Saturday, january 20,

4:00 to G:00 p.m.

Through Saturday, March 3,

University Art Gallery

San Diega State University

5500 Campanile Drive

Free

Infor €19-584-5171 or

wwwv.sdsu.edu/artgallery
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