
MATHEW TOM

Can you tell a bit about the inspiration 
behind this series, society of friends? 

I lived in India for a bit when I was 

younger and traveled all around to the 

different temples, ashrams and monas-

teries.  I found them so fascinating and 

amazing.  I always thought I should just 

stay here and live the rest of my life here 

in perfect harmony.  But I always kept 
moving in my travels.  I think because to 
me I know it is a false reality.  I think af-
ter the initial charm wears away I will be 

left in a place like Society of Friends - a 
place where dullness and monotony take 
over my life.  However, I am fascinated 

with this idea. 

I can’t seem to escape wanting to live in 

this form of society so I make my own 
utopia for my characters to live in instead 

of me. 

How would you best deine your ap-

proach to videoart?
I would say my approach to video art is 

probably different since I come from a 

painting background.  So to me, video 
art is just a way to make more narrative 
paintings.  I was struggling with painting 

since it was so dificult for me to convey 

What Inspired You to Work in the Vi-
sual Arts?
I would say I was always interested in 

creating things.  But I didn’t always know 
what medium it would take.  I would say 
since I was about 21, I have been fully 

dedicated to being a visual artist.   

I often think it is more like a mental 
disease than an occupation since I can’t 

really stop thinking about and making 
work.

How would you describe your work to 
a complete stranger? What themes are 
you working with?
For the past 3 years, I’ve been develop-

ing a ictional spiritual community called 
Society of Friends.  Through video, pho-

tographs and installation, I have been 

describing a utopian society turned dys-

topian through boredom, vanity and a de-

sire to believe.  On the outside, a perfect 

place where beauty and belief reign, but 

within the society, the onset of boredom, 

lack of structure and narcissism lead to 
dissatisfaction.

I am working with ideas of cultural con-

fusion and also ideas of using satire as an 

artistic structure to make artwork.  
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HE KnoWs HE Is noT rEAl
HD Video

Duration 49” 

2014



frIEnd In GrEEn
Photography - Giclee Print

12,40 x 16 inches - 31.5 x 40.5 cm

2014
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frIEnd In BluE
Photography - Giclee Print
12,40 x 16 inches - 31.5 x 40.5 cm

2014
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frIEnd  WITH BAnAnA
Photography - Giclee Print

12,40 x 16 inches - 31.5 x 40.5 cm

2014
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frIEnd EATInG pEACH
Photography - Giclee Print
12,40 x 16 inches - 31.5 x 40.5 cm 

2014



some of my ideas.  By making video, I have 
a lot more control over the way I tell the 

story.  

Tell us about He Knows He Is Not Real 

One day I was thinking about some of my 
friend’s relationships with religion.  In a 

way they are obsessed.  They love their god 

more than anything else - more than their 

family, their work, their life.  I thought this 
was actually quite sexual.  They seemed to 

actually be in love. So I wanted to make a 
work where one of my friends in the society 
crosses the line between familial love and 

romantic love with one of their idols.  Also, 

I thought if the idol actually did reciprocate 

their love, wouldn’t it be terrifying instead 

of joyous? That is why the man is in a con-

fused state after the kiss.

Tell us also about Fun and games, what 
is the meaning behind this work?
In He Knows He Is Not Real, the idea 

is about the supernatural.  In Fun and 

Games, it is about the super ordinary.  

I wanted to make a work that visually il-
lustrates the concept of boredom.  So my 

guys are eating and playing games, but 

lack any excitement or fulillment in their 
activities.  They are caught in this pur-

gatory like existence and are just going 
through the motions.  

I wanted the images to become almost 

hypnotic by removing their emotions.
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mEdITATIon In rEd
mEdITATIon In BlACK
mEdITATIon In GrEEn

Watercolor on Paper
11 x 15 inches - 28 x 38 cm

2014
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mElAnCHolY dIsCIplEs
Oil and Charcoal on Linen

55 x 43 inches - 140 x 110 cm each

2012
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What is your working process like? 
How do you get from idea to inal 
product?
I am usually inspired by something I read 

or a conversation I might have had.  Even 

something simple might start the cre-

ative process.  For example, I will usu-

ally think something like, why do I never 
see any women go on spiritual journeys?  

That inspired me to make my irst video, 
Spiritual America.  

So I will think of an overall idea then try 
to lesh it out by bringing previous expe-

riences I’ve had into the mix.  Then it is 

just a matter of inding the right actors, 
materials, locations, etc.  I try to make 
all my own props so the inal works end 
up taking ages to make.  But I think it is 
worth it since I have more control over 

the inished product.  

What are you currently working on?
Right now I have decided to work on 
some small paintings and sculptures.  As 

I mentioned earlier, I originally come 

from a painting background so I thought 
it would be nice for my future videos to 

incorporate a more traditional art element.  

I was thinking that some of my members 
in the Society of Friends should be arti-

sans.  So I will make the paintings and 
sculptures be a part of future storylines in 

addition to them being displayed next to 

the videos and photographs.  I hope this 

creates a more immersive viewing expe-

rience, where you can connect each work 
of art into each other.  

Also, my good friend, Ting Tong Chang, 
and I are working on a double show 
which would be about the idea of dueling 

utopias.  There will be his version next to 

mine in the space so the boundaries be-

tween the utopias will blur and hopefully 

create a really unusual show.  

sprITuAl AmErICA
HD Video

duration 4’28”

2011 



Mathew Tom was born in Sarasota, Florida, to a Chi-
nese father and an American mother. He has always 

been interested in this idea of cultural melding leading 

to identity confusion. 

He received his MFA at Goldsmiths, University of 
London and also has previously studied at the School 
of the Art Institute of Chicago. 

sprITuAl AmErICA
HD Video

Duration 4’28”

2011 

He most recently inished a residency at the Royal 
Academy, London, where he was he awarded the Starr 
Fellowship from 2013-2014. 

He has shown internationally in the United States, Eng-

land, Wales, Spain, The Netherlands and India. 

www.mathewtom.com/
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