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Meeting of the Minds 
By Fernando Mastrangelo 
February/March 2015 
 
Fernando Mastrangelo takes a trip to MANA Contemporary in Jersey City with artist John Newsom to 
explore his new solo show, “Rogue Arena.” Here, an excerpt from their meeting, where the two discuss 
transcendent art, animals and no-holds-barred art purchasing. 
 
FERNANDO MASTRANGELO: I’d love for you to tell me about a transcendent art experience you 
had. 
 
JOHN NEWSOM: It was my 14th birthday and I thought everyone in my family had forgotten about it. 
Turns out, my father had a plan to fly us both down to visit the Dallas Museum of Art. I boarded the plane 
without knowing where we were going. When we arrived in Dallas, he drove us to the museum, stopped 
the car and said, “Happy Birthday!” I bolted for the museum doors where I ran smack into Robert 
Rauschenberg’s Skyway, his masterpiece from the Combine Paintings series. I’ll never forget it. That’s 
when I heard ‘the calling,’ and I’ve followed it ever since. When I was introduced to Rauschenberg in 
1996, I was able to share this story with him. 
 
Music is important to you. What do you listen to and what types of music inspire you?  
 
I listen to a lot of opera and rap. I recently finished a two-year-long collaboration with Raekwon of the Wu-
Tang Clan on the artwork for his new solo album, “Fly International Luxurious Art,” which will be released 
very soon.  We were introduced through an art advisor and began this real collaborative journey as artist 
and musician with the development of the album. Raekwon is a great artist—a real artist.  
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You’re a painters’ painter; why has this been your only medium? 
 
That’s just what I do. It’s how I’m wired. There are painters, of course, who make sculptures… and 
multidisciplinary artists who make paintings and all kinds of other things, but for me, the concentration 
and seriousness of the inquiry must remain strictly upon the medium of painting itself. This is beyond 
natural expression or anything like that. If you are truly a painter, it’s only going to be about the paint and 
the paint alone. 
 
Why animals? Why geometry? Why superimposed? 
 
It’s simple; after everything is stripped away, that is what’s left. We are all cave people at heart, whether 
or not we want to admit it. The animals, shapes and gestural grounds are prehistoric and premodern and 
existed long before we were here. This is the reality. It’s a situation of the collective unconscious. It’s 
what has been and what will always be. Obviously, individuals will bring their own historical baggage with 
them, but the paintings are open. They have the ability to encompass that individual’s narrative and then 
give back, but not in an oppressive way. And that’s the goal: for the painting to give back and to inspire 
the viewer. 
 
What is your dream solo exhibition? 
 
Well, I just opened my dream exhibition at MANA! You can’t even find an exhibition space like this in 
Manhattan. It’s magnificent space with natural light that comes streaming in during the day. The space 
where the show is mounted is 5,000 square feet with something like 100-foot-high ceilings—and the 
paintings fit like a glove. It’s like being in a European museum—only with a little more east-coast Jersey.  
 
If you could purchase three works from Modern to Contemporary art, what would they be?  
 
Number one would be a painting of a wheat field in Arles by Van Gogh; second, a late Picasso painting; 
and third, a Roma painting by Twombly. If I could add three from around my generation, it would be a 
Houseago head, a gnarly Grotjahn circus painting and a massive Neo Rauch. 
 
I find myself puzzled by your work at times. It melds so many techniques—abstract, figurative, 
expressionism, photorealism… you’ve managed to smash everything into one frame. 
 
I’m glad you used the word “smash” in reference to how the things are put together in the paintings. I 
really do strive for perfect weight and measure, and the compositions must be balanced, but the way in 
which the marks, gestures and images are arranged is jarring. With that said, I think I have made strides 
in allowing these things to retain their own integrity while at the same time breathing new life into these 
forms of expression. My painting is not ironic, it’s sincere. Maybe that’s why there doesn’t appear to be 
any hierarchy when you’re identifying all these different approaches, because they are all given equal 
attention and resolve. I’m showing that these different modes of painting can coexist in a non-ironic and 
non-hierarchical manner. 
 
Is there a teacher, mentor or historical figure that keeps making you feel like you need to keep 
pushing harder and harder?  
 
My 4-year-old son. And probably Philip Guston; he was the most radical painter of the Abstract 
Expressionist era because he went beyond abstraction and returned it to the pictorial. 


