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In an effort to keep up with the creatures from her dreams and nightmares, Suzanne Zhang thought it was 

best to speak to the master of all things surreal: Timothy Cummings. Painter, filmmaker, sculptor, but above 

all, self taught artist with a clear focus on the agenda of strange and eerie living things. Enthralling themes 

such as childhood, macabre, beauty and decay are explored in his work through a thick layer of fascination 

and madness. Cummings talks to Rooms about his childhood, his inspirations and his art works. Strangely 

terrifying and mesmerizing. 

 

You are a self-taught artist. How and when did everything start? 

 

My earliest memory is visual. A face: my mother’s. Then came sound: music. Then drawing. It seems that all I did 

was draw. Draw and stage elaborate musicals in my room and in my mind. I hated school. It proved to be a painful 

distraction from my drawing and fantasies. However, I met some teachers and friends who were very supportive of my 

art, and my mom also like to draw a lot. At some point in high school, I knew I was an artist, and knew no other job 

was going to work for me. I felt like a hopeless idiot without the magic of creation, so I became a dropout. A few 

teachers rallied and got me back in school. I remained and received a scholarship. Once in college, I felt like I was 

getting distracted from my art, so I dropped out again. So in all, my arts education was to remain what it always was: 

finding inspiration through books, museums, old films, creative friends and my own obsessive practice. 

 

Who are your biggest influences and how does that translate into your work? 

I remember seeing Egon Schiele and Gustav Klimt’s work when I was a kid, and I couldn’t believe they existed 

because they were too incredible. It was also around that time that pop culture, as well as the music and aesthetic of 

new wave and punk, started titillating my mind. Growing in Albuquerque [New Mexico, US] was a blast, there was a 

really strong culture of artists who interacted through films, music and wild parties. 

Another turning point was discovering foreign art, folk art and art by the insane. The intimate obsessive nature of the 

work along with the spiritual and psychotic nature of people still fascinates me. I am also a freak for all things lush and 

decadent: baroque, gothic, rococo, deco… Any aesthetic renaissance that spills gay flourishes will do the trick. San 

Francisco in the early 90s was a huge influence on me as well, it was a very exciting time filled with creative minds. 

Your paintings include a lot of childhood symbols, but with a macabre twist… 

The macabre references come from old horror films and fairy tales, two of my favourite things. I also find the concept 

of childhood being all ribbons and bows interesting considering that it’s also a traumatizing and baffling stage in 

development. I like this combination, ribbons and bows and trauma. Innocence is a shadow land for some. 

Art is, after all, about identity, right? 

Yes, I believe my art focuses a lot on identity. Its identity is dressed up in drag disguise and lots of theatrics and mask. 

http://www.roomsmagazine.com/index.php/2013/06/timothy-cummings/www.timothy-cummings.com
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Galactic Witchcraft, 2010. Acrylic on panel, 18 x 18 inches 
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Masks, 2003 Iris with handwork and monotype, 16 x 13 3/8 inches paper 
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Little Saint of Sorrows, 2003. Acrylic on panel, 37 1/2 x 44 inches 

 

Some of your paintings feature children’s faces on grown-up’s bodies. Why have these two mix 

together? 

I don’t know if it’s children playing at being grown-ups or if I see grown-ups as children… Or maybe they are 

deformed? Maybe I’m deformed. I’m not really sure. I believe it might just be a mix of images that subconsciously 

settle over time. 

How long does it take you to compose one painting? And what is your work ritual – if you have 

one? 
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I’m a night owl. I like the quiet time. I have been told I paint very fast, but the process of composing a painting can 

take a long time and should not be rushed. There is a lot of time spent just looking at a painting in 

progress, deciphering which way is best to complete the story. I will work from a very rough sketch or just a vague 

idea. This is the most spontaneous way of course and can be the most fun. It also produces the best results. 

One of your series of paintings is titled Neverland, and features a child with his intestines out, 

forming a beautiful flower-like figure, all the while standing in his own blood. Is there a desire to 

make the hidden beautiful? 

Neverland was the title of one of my exhibition I held in San Frnacisco back in 2001. I liked the play on the word 

Wonderland. That painting was done around the time of a bad break up, that’s all I can say about it, really. 

How would you characterise beauty? 

A gorgeous Greek nude youth from antiquity, cracked, disfigured and dismembered from time. 

Could you tell us a little bit more about the symbolic behind the masks? 

I like how a mask can reveal more rather than conceal the person behind it.  I’ve always collected lots of masks and 

I have a fascination for masquerades and Halloween.  The idea of taking on another form is one of life’s pleasures. 

Your series Horror Show: Masquerade, delves into the meaning of horror and beauty… 

I think I’ve always had a deep understanding of decay, along with an obsession for beauty. Horror Show was one of 

the first big shows I put on in SF with my friend Jim Winters. At the time, SF was still a new city to me and it was a city 

with a lot of ghosts. I arrived at the end of a time when the community had lost everyone to AIDS. So it seemed really 

clear there were sadness and a horror to this city that had lost all their loved ones. Also, growing up in the time 

of AIDS made the difficult task of exploring intimacy and sex even more terrifying. 

http://www.roomsmagazine.com/index.php/2013/06/timothy-cummings/
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Bird Boy, 2004. Acrylic on panel, 5 1/2 x 4 1/2 inches 
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Owl Girl Lives in the Garden, 2004. Acrylic on panel, 10 x 8 inches 
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Rain, 2011. Acrylic on panel, 20 x 16 inches 
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What about duality and merging identities? Your work features a lot of twins, do they represent symbolic 

polar opposites like good vs bad? 

I’m not sure how much this story plays into my theme of duality, but as a kid I had a growth removed from inside my 

head. Later my mother told me the growth had hair and teeth and that it was my undeveloped twin. Maybe there was 

going to be two of me…?  I do see the twin as representing two sides of the individual. We all have twin sides of the 

persona, one that we show to the world, and then the darker, more primitive nature we keep hidden. 

I really like your spot portraits. Like a disease, the holes take most of the face and give a frightening yet 

captivating look. Is there any meaning behind the spots? 

The spot portraits are interesting for me because they are a fun study in paint. It was a liberating experience to break 

up the precision of painting and be freer. In a way it was an experiment with paint, but in another realm it was a focus 

on decay. The portrait becoming obscured by shadow and disease or hidden by patterns and design… 

There is a short story by Maupassant, in which the woman believed she had holes on her face and hid herself 

for her entire life. It turned out she was mentally ill and her face looked perfectly fine. Is there a hint of 

madness in your work and its characters? 

Yes I think there is a fascination with madness in the work. An unbalance of nature in society. I believe much of my 

own madness is kept at bay through the creative process. If I didn’t have the creative outlet I would be a criminal. 

Creativity comes into several forms. Painting has been my main focus over the years but I also have fun creating on 

film too. I also enjoy making costumed disguises for myself and hope to go back into working more again with 

sculpture. 

And finally, what is your favourite piece you’ve created so far? 

A mother should never say she has a favourite child. And it would be impossible to pick just one but I will say I’m still 

loving a painting I completed recently called Brazil. It’s a work I finished after coming back from a residence in São 

Paulo. I wanted to channel all the power and beauty I experienced there into a large painting. I think it turned out 

pretty nice. 

Are you working on anything new, and can we expect any exhibitions soon? Perhaps in the UK? 

I will be having a solo show of my new work in São Paulo, at the Transarte Institute in August 2013. Then another 

solo show at the Catherine Clark gallery in San Francisco in March 2014. I hope to someday have the opportunity to 

show my work in the UK.  I have always wanted to show my work there.,, and most of my all-time favourite museums 

are in England. 

www.timothy-cummings.com 

Thanks to Catharine Clark Gallery 
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