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Gravity’s
Rainbow

it’s a brilliant metaphor, suggesting 

how an entire planet and all the life it supports can 
be construed as the reaction against one good, 
strong pull. For Pynchon, this commanding physical 
force is comparable to paranoia, which structures 
the world as comprehensively as any practiced poet
ic eye. Newman’s universe also lodges at the intersec
tion of sense and sensibility, of physics and emotion. 
The transcendent logic of mathematical and biologi
cal models gives way to sensations, often transitory, 
associated with the subjective language in which the 
models are described: there are figures under ten
sion and compression, warped and skewed, invo
luted and extroverted. Newman’s work hints at 
species half astrophysical and half organic, almost 
familiar but imperfectly known. In prints, drawings, 
and sculpture, he pictures gravity’s rainbow just as it 
uncurls, but not before it’s begun to disappear.

And like Pynchon, Newman believes words can 
be a trap. His excursions into contemporary science, 
including topology and, before that, morphological 
studies of organic form, were in part a way to short 
traditional ideological circuits, his own and his cri
tics’. These models were meant to frame his work in 
perceptual rather than narrative terms; in practice,

however, they ultimately served to replace old 
metaphors with new ones, which is not what New
man had in mind. Now as previously, he wants his 
work to be “stubborn to language,”1 and grows no 
less impatient when it is reduced to an illustration of 
scientific principles than to the mechanistic product 
of art-historical or psychological impulses. Still, all 
have a bearing. The son of a professor of linguistics, 
Newman is deeply concerned with how things 
acquire meaning, and especially with how meaning 
can slip the moorings of writing and speech. The 
symbolism-physical as well as personal-of gesture 
and touch, as expressed in knots, spirals, and circles, 
abraded surfaces and endlessly contracting con
tours, are key to his work.

Because it combines the processes of sculpture 
and drawing, printmaking can be called a fulcrum of 
Newman’s practice. Sometimes, the relationship of 
one media to the other is direct; for instance, he has 
used the same pneumatic tool for drypoint and for 
surface articulation on a metal sculpture. More 
broadly speaking, there is the similarity in sculpture 
and printmaking of returning again and again to the 
same piece; of building up and carving back; of 
working with experts, at foundries and print work
shops, who contribute to the final form of the piece. 
The relationship between drawing and lithography 
is, of course, fairly immediate, but analogies apply 
for Newman between drawing and other forms of 
printmaking. “In the drawings,” he says, “when you 
get close enough to see the smaller notations you 
can’t see the whole, so memory is always playing a 
big part in the work. That’s also true of printmak



ing—memory is such an important part of develop
ing an image over time.”2 Moreover, Newman treats 
the surface on which he draws much as if it were an 
etching plate, or the outside plane of a virtual space, 
sanding, gouging, perforating, repairing, and even 
scouring it with steel wool so that line and color 
literally recede into the paper, rather than resting on 
the work’s surface.

Clearly the imagery, too, of Newman’s graphic 
work ties it to his sculpture, although the drawings 
are never strictly preparatory or descriptive. With 
increasingly vigorous modeling and ever more 
ingeniously brain-teasing linear and volumetric 
configurations, he creates forms that have all the 
dazzling spatial complexity of his three-dimensional 
work. In fact, the graphic work could be called a 
rotating and penetrating vision of sculptural mass, 
a vision that, like Cubism, imagines its subjects from 
all sides, but as if enhanced by technologies-holo- 
graphy, CAT scans, and various kinds of computer
ized imaging-they resolve an object within a fully 
dimensional context, after reconstructing it entirely 
in their own terms.

The big lithograph Moving Target achieves its 
walloping impact in part by simulating, with an op
tical shifting typical of Newman’s graphic work, the 
physical movement required to see sculpture in the 
round. Its underlying structure is a Necker cube (an 
axonometric line rendering) whose leading surface 
can be made to alternate at the viewer’s will; the 
imagery laid over it tends to flatten the cube, offer
ing a third perceptual scaffold. At upper left is a 
heraldic figure that is symmetrical as a Rorschach

test, except for a meandering inner border that 
promises the eye a continuity it doesn’t deliver. At 
lower right, a spinning cluster of concentric circles 
and inscribed ovals, caught within the traced web of 
the same heraldic figure, announces still another 
spatial orientation.

In Sotto voce, an equally big lithograph (it is 
nearly five feet square), Newman again achieves a 
peculiarly unstable kind of symmetry. With its 
full-throated color and open-mouthed form, Sotto 
voce is anything but discreet; its gaping pink orifice, 
part flora, part fauna, and part video arcade, mus
cles the viewer into a space at once infinitive and 
mortally confining. The gears of this powerful visual 
machine are four red-lipped petals, delicate as a 
Venus flytrap. As this print shows, Newman likes 
nothing better than to send a great number of emo
tional as well as spatial worlds spinning, often in the 
same orbit and perilously close. The erratic magne
tic field of Auto-da-fe holds four satellites in posi
tion above the central form, none exactly replicating 
a single component of that form, but each related to 
it. Sometimes, the worlds are nested, as in an unti
tled drawing in which a spiralling pink tube is 
squeezed from an indigo-blue surface that is rolled 
into a cylinder and curved; this image is also the 
basis of an etching.

Just as the spatial mechanisms of Newman’s 
graphic work are basically sculptures, albeit pushed 
beyond practicability, his sculptures is based on mani
pulations of lines and planes. Like a Mobius strip, its 
chief principle is the elaboration of a single flat sur
face into a fully dimensional shape. Having once



made sculptures exclusively for the wall, he now 
creates freestanding work as well. But even these re
main governed by an essentially graphic illusionism. 
In Behind the Back, an uncharacteristically anthro
pomorphic piece-its head and base are united by a 
slouching column of slipped vertebrae, painfully 
cinched by a metal knot-the curving progress of 
open and closed forms is articulated with flat areas 
of color. As he has done before, Newman positioned 
Behind the Back halfway between wall and floor, 
enlisting these coordinates in its construction of 
a three-dimensional but still schematic space; in 
a similar gambit, he has also made a sculpture that 
spans a corner.

Redoubt, which sits on the floor, is a pair of 
forms identical in shape but inverted in color—brass 
colored areas on one are black on the other, and vice 
versa. They are placed next to each other head to 
foot, offering the kind of all-sides-at-once compari
son that Newman so often suggests in his prints and 
drawings. Turning the Tide, like the elements of 
Redoubt, is a doubly flaring form. A wall-mounted 
piece, it swings freely between pictorial and actual 
space, the mutually cancelling illusion of its fore
shortened horns defying perceptual grasp.

Referring to Minimalism, which prevailed when 
he began making art, Newman has said that “the 
whole myth of reductivism involved this almost 
eschatalogical implication that art ends at the zero 
degree... What I realized, reading about mathema
tics, was that there are a whole set of numbers that 
come after zero,”3 including negative and irrational 
ones. It is in this realm that he has found analogues

for his forms, but only insofar as they spur his “im
pulse to make something that I have never seen be
fore.”4 If one thing characterizes Newman’s imagery, 
it is convolution, the turning in of forms upon them
selves. “No, this is not a disentanglement, but a 
progressive knotting into,” Pynchon writes of the 
movement of wartime evacuees in “Beyond the 
Zero,” Gravity's Rainbow’s first chapter. They will 
not be released from their condition, but absorbed 
by it, enfolded in the interior of a world whose 
parameters are conflict, new military technology, 
and the collective imagination that generated both. 
Equally, they are headed for the inescapable whorls 
of the author’s imagination. Newman’s work is 
formed within a parallel matrix, delineated by 
paradigms of contemporary science, the cultural 
forces that bear forth such paradigms, and above all 
the singular vision through whose sights all are 
focused.

NANCY PRINCENTHAL
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“Untitled” 1989, pencil, chalk, pastel and china marker on paper. 60 x 53" 
(152,4 x 134,6cm).
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“Untitled” 1990, pastel, chalk, pencil & china marker on paper. 

80 X Go" (203,2 X 151,8 cm).



“Afterimage (for Moving Target)” 1990, lithograph.

45 x 4z" (114,3 x 106,7 cm). 

Edition of 30.
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“SottO VOCe” 1990, lithograph.

57 1/2 X 57 1/2" (146,1 X 146,1 cm). 

Edition of 42.



“Auto-da-fe” 1990, lithograph, etching, aquatint, engraving, drypoint. 

57 34 x 57 1/4" (146,7 x *45,4 cm).
Edition of 42.







“Twist in Time” 1990, etching, drypoint, aquatint. 

30 X 2.4" (76,2 X 61 cm).

Edition of 35.



“Turning theTide” 1990, cast aluminum.

48X36X7 1/2" (12.1,4 X 91 X 18,9 cm). 

Edition of 10.

'Redoubt” (bronze), 1989, cast bronze with stove black, 2 units each 

24 X 47 x 24" (60,9 x 119,3 x 60,9 cm).
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“Moving Target” 1990, lithograph.

57 1/2. X 57 1/2"(146,1 X 146,1 cm). 

Edition of 48.
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“Color Double” 1990, lithograph.

27 X 19 3/4" (68,6 X 50,2 cm). 

Edition of 32.



“Drawn Double” 1990, lithograph, chine applique, hand-colored. 

27 1/4 x 20 1/2" (69,2 x 52,1 cm).

Edition of 10.
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“Gray Double” 1990, lithograph.

23 3/4 X 18 3/4" (60,3 X 47,6 cm). 

Edition of 25.



“Twist in Turn” 1990, lithograph.

46 x 40 3/4" (116,8 x 103,5 cm)- 

Edition of 30.







“Spin Cloud” 1990, etching, aquatint, drypoint. 

30 X 24" (76,2 X 61 cm).

Edition of 35.
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