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“A Vast Retreat, Study” is an oil on canvas by Jono Tew. (Courtesy of Abbate Fine Art)

SANTA FE, N.M. — The timeless quality of life in northern New Mexico’s rural valleys fascinates artist Jono Tew.
It has held him in thrall for the eight years he’s lived here, and he expects it to do so for the rest of his life.

“Rural New Mexico has a pastoral solitude unique unto itself. The passage of time doesn’t seem to have the same
hold out here,” Tew commented dreamily in a recent statement. “Vintage trucks pass newer models on dusty roads.
A tractor sits in the shade of a tree next to an old horse-drawn plow. Nowhere else have I witnessed the same
humbling vastness of space coupled with the tiny reminders of human existence. Nature is the dominant feature in
this environment and mankind’s efforts are rendered less significant. We become the needle in the haystack. A
crumbling barn at the foot of a mesa, a fence amongst thousands of acres of open plain, a dirt road rambling through
seemingly abandoned hills: these are the images I have found myself trying to capture.”
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“Roadster Farm” is an oil on canvas by Jono Tew. (Courtesy of Abbate
Fine Art)

A selection of Tew’s striking American regionalist paintings opens today at Abbate Fine Art on Canyon Road. He is
calling the show “Winter’s Walk” but he said with a laugh that the title referred more to “people walking up and
down Canyon Road in winter” than to the subjects of his paintings; they represent all four seasons in northern New
Mexico.

The landscape intrigues and obsesses him. A child of coastal New England, it has occurred to Tew that the New
Mexico sky has replaced the Atlantic Ocean in his psyche. He lives near Rowe and he has become familiar with
village life, trees, mountains and plains. He loves the New Mexico landscape – its changelessness coupled with its
ever-changing qualities.

“I sometimes wonder what drives me in this endeavor. Perhaps I’m trying to reconcile the landscape of my past
with the landscape of my present. Perhaps I am replacing the ocean of my youth, and in its stead, creating a fluid
sea of plains, mesas, wind and trees,” he said.

Massachusetts beginnings

Tew grew up in Massachusetts and spent a lot of summers on Cape Cod. Later he lived in Rockport, Mass., on the
North Shore near Boston. He went to Tulane University in New Orleans, and then did some graduate school work at
the Savannah College of Art and Design. Most of his training there was in graphic design.

If you go 
WHAT: “Winter’s Walk: A Fortnight with Jono Tew,” a solo show
WHEN: Today through Dec. 29; reception 5-8 p.m. today
WHERE: Abbate Fine Art, 713 Canyon Road
CONTACT: (505) 438-8881

For a number of years he worked as a freelance graphic designer. In 2005, his personal life fragmented when he
separated from his wife.

“I was trying to figure out my next step,” he said. “My sister lived here at the time and my parents had bought a
second home way out in the middle of nowhere (in San Miguel County). My mom suggested I come out here and
paint for a little while, just to get myself together. I dropped all graphic design and started doing painting all the
time.

“I came for a little while and I never left,” he said “For two and a half years I lived in the middle of nowhere by
myself. That’s where all my inspiration comes from.” He lives now southeast of Pecos, a good bit closer to Santa Fe
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than he had been, but still in an isolated, rural area.

“I came west to rural New Mexico and was immediately awestruck by my surroundings,” Tew said. “Having grown
up by the ocean I’d never experienced anything like it. I loved the movement in the landscape: the contours of the
land, the winding roads, the wind in the clouds and trees. Until my arrival here, I’d never seen its equal in nature.
What was originally planned as a few months’ stay turned into a permanent move.”

“Depot in Rust” is an oil on canvas by Jono Tew. (Courtesy of Abbate
Fine Art)

American regionalist influence

Tew’s paintings have a strong sense of movement in them, with concentric and concurrent lines of oil paint driving
the images. “I’d say the most obvious influence on my work would be the American painters of the early- to mid-
20th century. Painters like Thomas Hart Benton, Grant Wood, Andrew Wyeth and Edward Hopper were
documenting the American scene in a style that could be both beautiful and haunting. There is a sense of isolation,
in both the subject matter and mood, that resonates with me. Another influence, perhaps less evident but just as
important, is Modernism. Through analyzing and deconstructing line, I strive to simplify and streamline my forms
in order to better reflect the flow of the landscape as a whole,” he said.

“I definitely consider some of the sort of mid-century American regionalist painters strong influences. I am strongly
connected to the American scene and that’s something I’m conscious of in my work.”

The artist has a lengthy, tripartite process: he paints from sketches that he has made from his own photographs. “I
don’t paint outside. I like having a more controlled environment,” he said. “I work from photographs: things I see
and take pictures of. I usually do a sketch and from the sketch a painting so it kind of goes through a couple of
filters,” he explained.

“I like oils better than acrylic; I think the colors have more depth. The paintings have a longer drying time and you
can tweak things here and there; the acrylics are a little less forgiving.

“The lines are the most important part to me,” he said. “They symbolize movement and they sort of pull your eye
around on the paintings. It takes a lot of layers. I usually spend at least three weeks on a painting and often longer.”

The show at Abbate will be up through Dec. 29. Tew said he will have about a dozen paintings in the exhibition. “I
am going to be showing a few paintings from a new series, in which are structurally the same, but the colors are
more monochromatic. I’ve toned down the palette some,” he said. “I’m looking forward to getting some feedback.”
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