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ORERT CUMMING FREQUENTLY

win contests k5 0 boy for his dn.'r'mp. whach

wErE mg-u]tr!]r ]:h.&ntiihad in i bocal newapapar.
Hi carly suzeeises nourished his ubentity as an artst.
By the time he was ready to graduate from the
Massachusests [:-n-llu-g: of Art m 1965, his :pu-ulhfu]
fascinarion with architecture, industrial machinery, and
medel building had begun toappear in the imagery of
[ F.q:id'mu:l:,' deeailed :p-rrl.-lnd.-i.ﬂh d.rlw'mgl that
ciien reesll the hyperhalic architectuml nnns depaceed
by the 18th-century Imlian Romantic artist Govanni
Firaness,

A skilled craftzman, L'umm.ing B alweays displayed
great tecknical virtuosicy. His urge to crcane handmade
obicets char appear to have been industrially fsbrcated
is wisthle im his earliest constricted seulpiires, which
leok like high-school wood shop projects gene awrey,
He made such works while in graduare scheol st the
University of Llinasis where e was also intreduced to
large-format photography. Fescinated by this medium,
he later bearned to wse an B-by-10-inch view camers,
aften documenting his seulprure with it & narural for
any mechanically precise proccss, he ssop became
intrigued with the optical distortions in the camer's
translation of three dimeasions into two, Thus intro-
duced o the deception impdicic in the photogrmaphic
process, he decided to explors the duparicy between the
experence of an object and the inevieble sherrsction
that occurs in its flat representation, Cumming then
realized that the photographs of his sculpture were as
interestieg as the objeces themselves because of this
discrepancy amd decided to eahibia them wogether.

Affver he finished gradoate pchool, Cumming began
rexching at the Uriversity of Wisconsin, Milwaukee,
and soon became iavolved in the phenomenon known
as Mail Art, an curgrowth of Flaxes, the international
-.m:-g.rd-: FTLMOE MR T :Iul;m'ig'iulmd in Eumprin the
194605, Creating such ant belped him expand and refine
ki Hhrq.,—}l ikills becasse be had to write every dn.].' o
keep up with the infinicely expanding network of artets
who used the post a8 a conceprual system of sculprure.
At first, Cumming wrote about whatever came into his
head. But, sypically, chis stream-of-consciousness style
gave way te hia highly disciplined approach—both
ratioral and convolured —always del'ﬂhting in the di-
gressive, the episodic, and the anecdotal. Simultame-
ously, he began to make studies for his photographic
works wath qui:k, often Hil:u.':,lm:l:llil: aketches. A few
years lacer these sketches would become mare elabarane
a3 he increasingly explored and applicd his conasderable
.l.r-w'-ﬁg ukalls.

In 1570 s tesching offer brought Cumming to south-
crn Califomia. The allure of Los Argeles—its exotic
envirams, decormtive aschitecturl demils, and cli
mate—indaced him to abandon the intellectual and
theoretical dogms of Conceptual Art. Ar artistof droll
wit wnd homor, he acknow his meed o shift
seschenic gears, saying: ~'1 didn’t want those puntasical
pm'l..'l:rl:. BRYEIDIE - - . I wanted to load up the work
with meaning. I wanted o cpen itall sp and et in some
bight, and some fanmasy, and turn metaphor boose
min.-ll

Cumi.ng': dexire Fur "l'igh.t and ‘r:.nlmgr" fownd
liceral counterpagts m the Hd.lrwdi:ﬂ. eyclwr sbills he
began colleceing from Lo Angeles arca shops. He
carefully studied the techniques of illusion revealed by
these highly detaded photographs of film sets takea by
studio professionals. The stills appealed to many of
Cumming's loves: sculptural and archizectural construe-
on, model building, fastelious yet casual deailing,
theatrical staging and lighting, oblquely lictitious itw-
anons, Lrld'PHtil-E.Jll‘E! format black-asd -white ]ﬂw-
mogripky. Owver the next several years he created the
body of work upan which his primary reputation has
been bailt. One of the earicst amists to cocare “set-
upa”—sculprural tableawx whese only raison d o was
gl — Curreting, skongwith Willlsm W
{;. fd'n.ll,r MEI,I' EnE|:11:|i;'rq|1:| clasumabe sh Bath art sl
graduate schoal), has everted significant inflaence on
numercus yoanger photographers, incleding Cindy
Sherman, Enﬂt%rhﬂﬁ'imh, and Bowd Webh,

W hibe in Californis, Camming continued re develop
kis wrining. He published soveral books himaell tha
nu.'rﬂ:l'.r.pd |1l|; qnulhll] ma rnl:nlp !I:r.lli with IIhﬁh\E'ﬂ'ﬂui
andd dewings serving as illastations. Charscteristical-
Iy, he moved roward s rejection of the methed for which
ke was (and probably seill &) best known in favor of
charcol drawings and scrylic paintings on paper. Like
Bruce Mauman and Jonsthan Barofaky, two ether
A merean artmds af hiw e il ina, Camming @ ar his
best exploring the possible permuntions of idess i
many modia—sculpiure, dawing, photography, widec,
printmaking, prose, and painting. The change to
drawing and prinring represenced in this exhibitios
parallcled his decision in 1978 to aceepr a teaching
posttioa at the Harfand Sehoal af Art and move o
rural Conpecticus. ™1 moved back ro New England to
find out who | am and where I come fror, aad sbout all
these memaries | have from childhood.™

Arrhis ime, Cummil;u;':-wri.l.'ingbrn.m: hia '.'ﬂl‘hil:lﬂ
context, which ultimately yielded anether book. Egui-
fibrium and the Rotary Dice (1980) fearures no
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humin protagonist, a pamile to his visual work and its
arsentation toward objects. *'1 depict objects usually;
they're my vehicle. Strung togetacr over the years,
they've been my tickets of passage.’") The rotary disc
|F1'|g. 1]is the central charcter aad domingnt metaphor.

raem this point forward, Cumming understood that his
writing and his visual work were rebared symbactically.
*|deas becyme words and pictures. Pictures become
words and generate ideas. Words goerais pictures and
idegs.” Since about 1980 the image: in hie demwings
and paintings appef entirely plausible and almost
loggaeal, yut -nmzn-.- disconnected, nearly melanchelic
i1 their dislocation from the camest ideasthat they echa
rather than illuszmaze.

The amist's love of dawing is matched by his
spprecition of history, capecially han focation on the
Endu:trilet'nlu:iunuwt'lluh'r-.l.nh:nuiamti.ﬂum
imevitable chanbescence symbolized by the dise,
Once the driving source of power (a water thuli,m-m
2 building tocl (3 circular sw], ts Cumming the disc’s
circalar motian mow implics the precaricaaness of &
world within a salar system thas is comparsbl  whaped
snd spiraling inexombly aurward, connimuoasly getting
farther away fram the other salar systems in irs gakay.
His gentke but relentless pessimism bas gssumed an
increasingly desperate urgency.

Cummng's world is filled with eccontrae machinesy
and desotate dwellings, much of which appeared after
he visited Hiroshima in 1981 while a Japan-US.
Friendship Commission fellow. The logic of physics
and technical dingrams, so long an escape far Cumming
from the perplexing and eppressive reality of the
postnaclear workd throws inte in omincus state, alio

ay a pare. In Momuments JOE2 Made Sense, 1982

fig: 2] completed saon sfter he returncd from Japsn,
Cumming depicts a seeraw weighted down with an
artillery shell, a manmade symbol of destruetion, A
bechive, whose oocupants represont industricusncss
and the selless work ethic, sits at the other end.
Berween the two conically shaped ohjecms i a vewsel
dramatically frozen in the moment before it tips, flusds
spilling. and sharters. It is not insignificant that the
st saw fit to creste Momumenis, 1982, a three-
dimensional realization of the same subject.

Orher imagges of impending demisc or disastes, never
avenly sposalypric but charged with amoldering omens
and dask murmars, recut throoghout Cumming's
rarure work, Even the luminous color and sensuality
of & work such as Shiekd Howre of the Sourh, 1966
[eover], donat offsetits imagery —awnings turned into
armor, implying the depressing realiny of the need to

fortify and sccure private homes, once syenbols of the
Amercian dream and personal freedom.

In 1984 Cammirg cefined an art werk as "an out-
loud (chijectified) speculation, an answer tothe rhetoni-
cal tions of the physical universe, a personal
antidote to the chaos of the world and finally, s gestuare
of interpretation and geod will o my fellow humins in
hpes that these inzuitive inventions may somcwhere
generste 1 amall degree of enlightenment.”® His work,
visually complex and rich, probes the relutionship of
truth to fiction in order to eRTique pur technelogically
based society. The recarrence of grometric patterns in
many of his images, for example, the precisinn af the
watermelan wep-cut by same eccentric kitchen device
[fig- i]. manifests his struggle to maintain & balance
between order and chaos, and perbaps his need for 2
dynamic equilibrium between the . He prefers now
ta make hisart by hand again rather than asea camers.
Although his spproach has changed vechnically over
the course of his career, Cumming's vision has act
radically alezred, only decpened.

Ned Rifkin
Chief Curator for Exhibitrons
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