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When Tom Cullberg sets out to make an abstract painting he must be driven by the 

certainty that he will arrive at an uncertain place.  If he is successful, it is one that will 

perpetually escape him and potential viewers.  To ensure this occurs, he sets up a sort 

of game with himself where he isn’t completely or consciously in control. It often begins 

with identifying source images for figurative works that may later lead to the abstract 

ones.  He describes this process of selection as one driven by “both ambivalence and 

decisiveness. The choices I make are a mix of calculations and intuitive decisions.” 

 

He tends to select a diverse array of symbols that are seemingly banal, random or 

disconnected; a watch, a couple on a motorcycle, a knife, a double-storey house. 

Houses and cars have been reoccuring motifs in his work, evoking the pursuit of 

hypermasculine materialistic desires but this pattern is countered by source imagery 

pertaining to African culture, events – a wooden effigy, a refugee camp during the civil 

war in Rwanda. Political, gender and social concerns interest him, though he never 

digs into them; rather he evokes symbols that can operate as touchstones for the 

viewer to construct their own discourses. He doesn’t want to tell us what to think, 

but rather provide visual planes that may elicit thinking. The sense of ambiguity that 

pervades his work allows this to occur. 

This quality also marks his figurative works, where these symbols or subjects are 

decontextualised from their original settings or sources. This mode brings to mind 

film posters, where key symbols are extracted and combined in a representation that 

seemingly distills the essence of the narrative and can often only be decoded after 

Reading between the Lines
Mary Corrigall
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The Frenchies
2014
Oil on board
30 x 42 cm
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watching the film. This isn’t a coincidental analogy; when Cullberg was at school in 

Sweden he earned extra money putting up film posters.  Of course, in his art Cullberg 

doesn’t offer narratives that will allow us to unravel the significance of each symbol or 

a combination of symbols which are piled on top of each other in a work such as Los 

Angeles. He prefers to set the stage for a multitude of subjective narratives to flow, 

which would be more revealing of our own state of mind rather than his. 

The couple on the motorcycle in The Frenchies are inspired by a photograph from 

a French film, however, there are no clues alluding to the setting they inhabit. As 

with the theme that underpins the Rwandan refugees depicted in the work Camp 

1, displacement is a leitmotif of his figurative and abstract works. This process of 

decontextualisation is akin to a form of abstraction for it facilitates a kind of distortion 

that liberates the sign from any definite reading. 

In this way Cullberg not only collapses the traditional dichotomy between figurative and 

abstract painting but appears to have identified a space where these two vocabularies 

are interconnected. This occurs in his process: the act of painting figurative works 

paves the way for the abstract ones that follow. It is via meditating on the objects or 

subjects of these works and untangling the multitude of associations linked to them 

that he gains access to an abstract vocabulary.  

This process also shapes how he intends for his paintings in Tower to be read; not 

in isolation but in dialogue with each other, which would activate them in different 

ways. Like a pseudo-curator of his own work, through the display of his paintings 

Cullberg establishes discrete groups of works in anticipation of a relationship that 
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might emerge or has existed in their creation. This affords Cullberg a rare liberty; the 

opportunity to keep ‘recomposing’ his work. This is something that is usually denied 

to painters who are typically forced to fix the composition in the act of painting. 

This unconventional model ensures that viewers can remain locked in an endless 

pursuit of configuring connections and creating (self-imposed) narratives. It also allows 

him to remain a stranger, so to speak, to his own work, as the multiple meanings it 

might elicit are constantly shifting.  This idiosyncratic mode challenges the temporal 

life of paintings or at least exploits the way in which the meanings we assign to an 

artwork are in constant flux. 

Cullberg consequently embraces the spirit of abstraction on every level; beyond its 

ambiguous vocabulary he denies fixity of any kind. This is further aided by the fact that 

he mostly confines figurative objects/subjects to small canvases that imply that they 

are pieces of a larger puzzle (are incomplete in themselves). As such they only gain 

significance through proximity to each other. 

Interestingly, the abstract vocabularly that he most commonly gravitates towards 

superficially announces certainty and predictablity. The lines may differ - either bold 

or transparent, wide or thin – but they are constant.  They have a practical purpose, 

the repetitiveness allows Cullberg to enter into a meditative state that similarly opens 

up for the viewer, allowing us to check in and make sense of things, but also to check 

out – being present and absent. 

This directs our ‘inner eye’ to this space of dislocation, which is echoed in the rendering 

and display of the figurative works, or contemplation or disconnection. It is a quality 
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 Camp 1
2014

Oil on canvas
30, 5 x 30, 5cm

 Camp 1
2014

Oil on canvas
30, 5 x 30, 5cm
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that provokes “a search, more than a feeling of being lost, with the acknowledgement 

that we are all lost and perhaps a longing for us to be lost together,”  says Cullberg. 

The work Camp 1, which presents a throng of refugees, best illustrates this on figurative 

and ideological levels, he suggests.  

These decontexualised objects or subjects suspended beyond time and place operate 

as the visual or ideological anchors to hold onto as we immerse ourselves in the large 

abstract paintings.  They almost function like symbols from a dream; you know they 

are loaded and the psychic or even physical connection is palpable, but you never 

fully understand their significance.  

The repetitive lines that appear to  continue beyond the confines of Cullberg’s 

canvases could be read as the invisible threads that connect all the works, the multiple 

routes between them where they overlap and the points at which they coalesce. Or 

perhaps they are traces of the ebb and flow between thoughts, objects, emotions 

that define how we engage with art, visuals, the material world or what characterises 

consciousness. 

Cullberg appears fixated with this pattern, this to and fro between what things are, 

have been or could be. He is interested in this state of flux, which is determined by the 

ways in which we load and unload signs or symbols, rather than the straightforward 

or linear narration of say a film. This interplay or intertwining between the figurative 

and abstract evinces the ways in which viewers become too caught up in constructing 

meaning, when in fact it can be more revealing to discover how we can detach from 
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the act of doing so. We remain locked into this activity, to avert the sense of dislocation he 

implies is inevitable. Or is perhaps a defining end product of his practice. 

You could argue that Cullberg has aestheticised dislocation, made it pleasing to the eye – 

his works on Tower are defined by a satisfying and united palette and have a distinctive and 

ordered appearance. The lines imply order and predictability, though they ironically deny 

anything that is fixed. This divests this pervasive sense of dislocation of the seeming chaos 

and darkness you would imagine it to evoke. Has he made peace with spatial and ideological 

displacement? Certainly the works on Tower exude a sense of freedom and pleasure, though 

they are tinged by a nostalgia for that which has been lost or is forever at a remove. In this way 

Cullberg implores us to revel in the unknown, this state of flux, as a space where perhaps an 

authentic sense of catharsis is within grasp, if only through the absence of fixity.  He achieves 

this by revealing the dance to secure meaning and the poetry inherent in never being able to 

completely do so. 

Mary Corrigall is a Joburg-based art critic, journalist, historian and writer.
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Ando’s Eyes 

2014 
Oil and acrylic polymer emulsion

 on canvas 
23 x 30 cm 
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Untitled (Tower 3) 
2014 
Acrylic polymer emulsion on canvas 
170 x 225 cm
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The Whites 
2014 
Oil on board 
30 x 42 cm
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Yellow Clouds
2014 

Acrylic polymer emulsion on canvas
41 x 51 cm
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There’s Snow in  the Air 
2014 
Oil and acrylic polymer 
emulsion on canvas 
225 x 170 cm

(Opposite, Right)
There’s Snow in  the Air [Detail] 



21



22

(Above) 
Friday Night
2014
Oil on board
30 x 42 cm 

(Opposite) 
Untitled (Tower 4)
2014
Acrylic polymer emulsion on canvas
170 x 225 cm
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The Old Woodstock Hotel 
2014 
Oil on canvas
45,5 x 60,5 cm
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Six to Twelve

2014
Oil on canvas
20 x 25,5 cm 
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(Above) 
Mountains of Modernity
2014
Oil on canvas
45,5 x 60,5 cm
 

(Opposite) 
Empirical Questions
2014
Oil and acrylic polymer emulsion on canvas
225 x 170 cm
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 (Opposite) 
Okapi 1

 2013
Oil and acrylic polymer emulsion on canvas

61 x 91 cm
 

(Above) 
The Neighbours

2014
Oil on board

30 x 42 cm  
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Los Angeles [Detail]
2014
Oil on canvas
170 x 225 cm
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Sphere (Tower) 11
2014
Acrylic polymer emulsion and oil on 
Styrofoam
20 cm ø

Sphere (Tower) 12
2014
Acrylic polymer emulsion and oil on 
Styrofoam
20 cm ø

Sphere (Tower) 1
2014
Acrylic polymer emulsion and oil on 
Styrofoam
15 cm ø

Sphere (Tower) 13
2014
Acrylic polymer emulsion and oil on 
Styrofoam
20 cm ø
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Sphere (Tower) 14
2014

Acrylic polymer emulsion and oil on 
Styrofoam

20 cm ø
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Reporter
2014
Oil on board
30 x 42 cm
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(Top)
Elenor Rigby
2014
Acrylic polymer emulsion on 
canvas
 23 x 30,5 cm

(Bottom) 
In the Seventies
2014
Oil on board
30 x 42 cm
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(Opposite) 
Untitled (Tower 6)

 2014
Acrylic polymer emulsion 

on canvas
170 x 225 cm

 

(Above) 
Man of Mud

2014
Oil on canvas

30, 5 x 22,5 cm 
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(Top) 
Loud Summer
2014
Oil on board
30 x 42 cm

(Bottom) 
Cold Mountain
2014
Oil on canvas
20,5 x 29, 5 cm

(Opposite) 
Art of Japan
2013
Oil and acrylic polymer emulsion on 
canvas
170 x 150 cm
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Hipster Girls
2014
Oil on canvas
15,5 x 20 cm
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Untitled (Tower 8)
2014

Acrylic polymer emulsion on 
canvas

41 x 51 cm
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Pencil Stripe
2014
Acrylic polymer emulsion and oil on 
canvas
30 x 40 cm
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Pragmatic
2014

Acrylic polymer emulsion and oil on 
canvas

60,5 x 75,5 cm 
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(Opposite) 
Okapi 2
2013
Oil and acrylic polymer 
emulsion on canvas
61 x 45,5 cm

(Top) 
Somewhere Very Far Away
2014
Oil and acrylic polymer 
emulsion on board
20 x 25 cm

(Bottom) 
History Repeats Itself
2014
Acrylic polymer emulsion
and oil on canvas
50 x 70 cm
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(Above) 
Blues
2014
Acrylic polymer emulsion on canvas
41 x 51 cm

 

(Opposite)  
Camp 2
2014
Oil on canvas
45,5 x 60,5 cm
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The title of your new exhibition ‘Tower’ has very different connotations to ‘Periphery’, 
your 2012 solo. What are some of the differences in your conceptual framing for the two 
shows?

Where ‘Periphery’ was perhaps a view on the world from the sidelines, referencing a communal 
cultural heritage to speak about the issues that I was engaged with at the time — with imagery 
that directly could be tapped into — this new body of work I think is more directly personal and 
from a more intuitive work process. Most of the works have a non-figurative starting point. The 
Tower represents an elevated central position both magical and vertiginous. This is where I want 
to position myself and the viewer.

Towers certainly relate to lookout points, observation decks, broadcast stations etc, but 
they also have connotations to hubris (Tower of Babel) and surveillance/punishment (the 
Panopticon). How do you characterise this role that you are situating yourself and the 
viewer within?

I like your suggestions. I think the ideal position is when you can see different sides, get a 
broader view. Hubris is something quite closely connected to the act of painting but also 
vertigo and the fear of falling. In the clouds there is a freedom. In Wim Wenders 1987 film 
Wings of Desire, immortal invisible angels populate Berlin and listen to the thoughts of the 
humans. Kids could see the angels, an ability that was lost with adulthood. In my imagery there 
are connections and various quite specific reasons why the figurative elements appear in the 
painting. More or less known to me as I start the painting and sometimes only realised long after 
completion. The intuitive process leaves space for imagination not unlike watching a cityscape 
from above. For the viewer (being it me or someone else) there are different levels of reading or 
relating to the work, simultaneously a personal and a communal perspective. I can tell you my 
specific connotations and you can tell me yours. I also enjoy laying out clues with the wish for 
the viewer to take time, look properly and figure stuff out.

Your previous work extensively referenced LPs, books etc which actually exist. The newer 
work is far more fundamentally fictitious. Can you talk a bit about this shift?

It’s a mixture of places, things and people from the past and the present, that exist and that 
are made up. Working on the big abstract watery colour stroke paintings inspired more 
imaginative settings for the action to take place, the tension of information supplied and 
denied. An ambiguity is created as the reference takes on another persona added to its original. 
It could be someone we know, a famous person or an anonymous figure from a newspaper. An 

Q and A with Tom Cullberg
Tim Leibbrandt
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anonymous person can seem intimate and an image of my mother is looked at a distance. My 
source imagery is made fictive by the shift. My work with the books and record references is also 
fictitious but it is relying more on what exists and our common emotive connotations.

What are some of the sources that you are deriving your imagery from for the new 
works?

A Vogue magazine from the 80’s left in the house I bought 2 years ago has been quite 
instrumental in some weird way. So has various books on architecture and mid-century design, 
my own snaps, newspaper imagery (I collect newspapers from around the world), stuff lying 
around in the studio like the Okapi knife that was given to me by my friend Ralph, and the 
Internet, obviously. Some of the figures that appear in the paintings are people that I have 
photographed on the street from my studio window in Woodstock. Listening to podcasts 
of various sorts seems to influence my work as well. The Camp paintings were inspired by a 
documentary on the Rwandan genocide.

The houses recall your 2006 exhibition simply titled ‘House’. Are you specifically referring 
back to past works with your new paintings? If so, are there other intentional references 
to past bodies of works?

The houses are not really referring back to past works but to my interest in buildings as hosts or 
containers of life, memory and history. The houses in the groupings of paintings are linked to 
figures in other paintings. In the paintings from 2006 the houses were uninhabited, new and void 
of traces. These ones have definitely seen some life and signify different things in themselves 
and in relation to the body of work.

Where do you position the painting Art of Japan within this current body of work?

If I would make a sub-grouping of paintings I would place it in a category called Totem 
handcrafted symbolism. The objects portrayed are not necessarily handcrafted in their original 
form but become that in the process of painting, in the pleasure of making, eye to hand. Art 
of Japan refers to the title of a book piled on an African stool featured in a photograph from a 
book I have on the famous American mid 20th century design couple Charles and Ray Eames’s 
home. This Photography book in turn is featured in the pile of books in my Los Angeles painting 
with an African mask and a seventies Jaguar on top. Art of Japan shares a conceptual platform 
with the paintings where objects interact with the painted surface ‘behind’, merging figuration 
and abstraction, like the Okapi paintings and the watches (History Repeats Itself, Six to Twelve 
and Pragmatic). These paintings talk about opposites; of clarity and obfuscations. It talks about 
possibilities, presenting the possibility of drawing the line in pencil or slashing the canvas like 
Fontana.
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You have included a portrait of Tadao Ando in your painting Ando’s Eyes which seems to 
form a neat conceptual link between the motifs of architecture and “the art of Japan”. 
Does Ando’s work form an inspiration for this body?

Not Ando and his work per se. I’m not sure that my painting is even a portrait of him, but more 
like a character of an architect that inhabits my imagery. But of course in this painting he is also a 
representative of the ideas behind Japanese architecture and craft. His gaze holds a vision and 
the determination and knowhow to achieve his goals. Encapsulating a dream that can hold both 
concrete construction and elusive artistic notions.

The Old Woodstock Hotel has a sort of Wes Anderson feel about it. What are some of the 
ideas behind that work?

Moving studio to Woodstock a couple of years ago placed me in the middle of a rapid 
gentrification process. The building depicted in the painting was in fact the old Cape Town post 
office and was situated not in Woodstock but in town where the Golden Acre shopping mall 
is now. Like Wes Anderson I use the buildings to describe structures of society and how they 
both revere the old and signify the unsustainable and perhaps absurd of both the past and the 
present reality. 

The spheres are a new addition. How did they come about?

They came out of the interest to make a spherical painting and what would happen when the 
brushstroke meets instead of having a beginning at the one end of the canvas and an end at the 
other, thus creating an eternal line. I want them to create further connections (off the walls) in the 
room. 

What role do the large abstract paintings serve in ‘Tower’ as a body of work and how do 
you approach them?

One could say that they are like towers in the landscapes of paintings. Making connections 
between the paintings, receiving and giving out signals. I approach them with openness.
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http://www.tomcullberg.com
Born 1972, Sweden
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Untitled (Tower 5) 
2014
Acrylic polymer 
emulsion on canvas
225 x 170 cm
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