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ARTS CORRESPONDENT

S
ix faces, each a white 
moon-like circle, each 
one with a distinctive 

gentle expression composed 
with a few lines of dark blue 
paint, seem to f loat at the cen-
ter of a profusion of abstracted 
elongated tulips. The deep 
blue tulips and lines of foliage 
burst upward with the energy 
of a fountain in Timothy 
Curtis’ painting “They Didn’t 
Realize We Were Seeds.”

Expressive and relatable 
faces and long stemmed tulips 
populate this new body of 
Curtis’ work — paintings 
with threads of inf luence 
from unexpectedly connected 
artistic traditions of his home 

city of Philadelphia, 19th-cen-
tury salt-glazed stoneware and 
1960s-’90s graff iti.

“Timothy Curtis: The Paint-
ers’ Hands” opened this month 
at The Current in Stowe. 
The exhibition features new 
paintings by 
Curtis, his 
photographs 
of Phila-
delphia 
graff iti, and 
selections of 
Pennsylvania Dutch stoneware 
from his personal collection. 
It is curated by Rachel Moore, 
The Current’s executive direc-
tor and director of exhibitions.

Accompanying Curtis’ new 
work, graff iti and stoneware, 
the exhibition features 

background on Pennsylvania 
Dutch calligraphy and pottery, 
and also history of graff iti. 
These displays include a help-
ful glossary with terms from 
both creative realms — tags 
and monikers (graff iti writers’ 

signatures) 
to Fraktur 
(a Pennsyl-
vania Dutch 
variation 
of Gothic 
calligraphy.)

A self-taught artist from 
Philadelphia, Curtis lives 
and works in Brooklyn. His 
introduction to art was with 
Philadelphia graff iti writing.

Graffiti has long been a 
democratic and accessible 
art form — from sketches 

and messages written on the 
walls in Pompei and earlier, 
to contemporary tags, throw 
ups and pieces. Graffiti is free 
art — not commissioned or 
sanctioned — in public spaces.

In the graff iti world, Phila-
delphia has a certain style. The 
city was declared the “Graffiti 
Capital of the World” in 
1971 by the New York Times, 
acknowledging the modern 
movement of graff iti writers 
there who tagged their names, 
neighborhoods and protest 
messages.

Darryl “CornBread” 
McCray, the “godfather” of 
modern graff iti writing, will be 
speaking at The Current later 
this winter. “CornBread,” an 
example of his work, is among 

Curtis’ photographs, started 
writing on walls with marker 
and spray paint from 1965, 
tagging his name around the 
city — subways, police cars, 
skyscrapers under construction 
and more.

Curtis’ own artistic practice 
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Timothy Curtis: “They Didn’t Realize We Were Seeds”

� THE CURRENT

The Current presents “Timothy 
Curtis: The Painters’ Hands,” 
through April 12, at 90 Pond St. 
in Stowe. Hours are: 10 a.m. to 
5 p.m. Monday–Friday, 10 a.m. 
to 3 p.m. Saturday; free; events 
accompanying the exhibition are 
posted on the website; call 802-
253-8358 or go online to www.
thecurrentnow.org
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Timothy Curtis: “Philadelphia Mud Garden — 156 Years Later”
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Timothy Curtis: “Water for the Dirt Will Get Us Closer to the Sky”
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Richard C. Remmey: “Elongated Tulips” (c. 1860s)
COURTESY OF THE ARTIST

Timothy Curtis: “Small Flower Face No. 1”
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began with graff iti, where from a young 
age his tag was AGUA.

During a seven-and-a-half-year incar-
ceration, Curtis immersed himself in art 
as much as possible. Along with drawing 
and painting portraits for fellow inmates, 
he studied art history. He formed a mural 
painting crew to create works around the 
prison campus — the f irst program of its 
kind in the Pennsylvania State Correc-
tions system.

Following his release in 2015, Curtis 
moved to New York City and was immedi-
ately involved in the Brooklyn Museum’s 
“Stephen Powers: Coney Island Is Still 
Dreamland (To a Seagull)” — a nearly 
yearlong site specif ic installation cele-
brating Coney Island’s style of colorful 
hand-painted signage.

Curtis’ work has been in solo presenta-
tions in cities including Tokyo, New York 
City, Berlin and Paris. He was recently 
included in “The Echo of Picasso” at 
Museo Picasso, Malaga, Spain, and 
Almine Rech, New York City.

At The Current, Curtis brings view-
ers up close to over two dozen graff iti 
pieces through photographs he took in 
Philadelphia. In these 11-inch-by-14-inch 

images are the stylized names and marks 
of CornBread, Moe with his spiraled “e,” 
the elongated letters of Jimi Astro and 
others, a recurring crown motif and other 
f lourishes.

In juxtaposition, in the center of the 
gallery stands a garden-like group of 
salt-glazed stoneware with cobalt-blue 

painting. These utilitarian vessels, 
mostly from the Philadelphia area, date 
from the 1860s-80s. These jugs, urns 
and even chicken-waterers, are hand 
painted with motifs including elongated 
tulips, a spiral and line “bee sting,” 
“Man in the Moon” faces, falling leaves, 
pentagrams and more.

There is not an obvious straight line of 
inf luence from the stoneware to graff iti, 
however, connections become clearer in 
seeing them together. The single color of 
most of the graff iti pairs with the cobalt 
blue of the stoneware; hand gestures to 
create the marks and lines of both were 
parallel, their assuredness and eff iciency 
yielding the bold strokes on both.

Curtis’ paintings, acrylic, oil and 
wax crayon on canvas, connect to both 
traditions, bringing them together and 
continuing their threads.

Underlying his compositions, Curtis’ 
canvases evoke the color and texture of 
stoneware or concrete walls — gray, but 
with an unevenness of a salt-glazed pot 
or poured wall. His blue lines are painted 
on the surface — but he also scratches 
into it, akin to the sgraff ito Pennsylvania 
Dutch process of incising the design into 
the surface.

Curtis’ tulips and leafy fronds and foli-
age tie to the earlier tradition — but really 
both, as those little f leurs de lis and other 
embellishments also pop up in graff iti.

Curtis’ paintings also connect strongly 
to the lines of graff iti writing, an intersec-
tion of drawing and painting.

Throughout Curtis’ work are his expres-
sive faces, rich with feeling and humanity. 
His masterful lines on those glowing white 
circles convey joy, bemusement, content-
ment, wonder and more.
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“Timothy Curtis: The Painters’ Hands” Installation, salt-glazed stoneware with cobalt-blue painting 
(c.1860s-80s).
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