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VICTOR GRASSO IS BACK WITH A 
NEW ART SHOW. EXPECT MASTERFUL 
OILS, AND A SURPRISINGLY 
CHEERFUL OUTLOOK

Interview by Jack Wright

a lighter shade of grasso
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I
T’S August in Cape May, which 
means another blistering show 
by Victor Grasso at SOMA New-
Art Gallery. If you don’t know 
Victor’s work, you either walk 

around town with blinders on or this is 
your first time here. For the last five years 
he has been painting remarkable covers 
for Exit Zero’s special glossy color issues, 
as well as creating a spectacular portfolio 
of work that sometimes defies belief – the 
photo-realism, the mastery of his brush 
strokes. In short, and we will never tire 
of saying this here at Exit Zero, the boy’s a 
genius.

 We recently sat down with Victor at 
his studio in North Cape May – a hop, 
skip and a jump from the bay – to discuss 
his new show, which opens with an artist 
reception on Saturday, August 6 and runs 
through September 5.

What is the show called? “New Paint-
ings and Drawings by Victor Grasso.”

That seems a little straightforward 
for you, given the titles of previous 
shows, like “Up from the Wreckage”, 
“Goat Head Gumbo” and “For the Love 
of the Deep.” What’s the deal? This show 
has a much lighter side to it than previ-

ous shows. And I just wanted the work to 
speak for itself.

Tell us more about it. The focus of 
the show is my Exit Zero covers this year. 
There will be 15, maybe 16 works overall, 
and 10 of those are Exit Zero covers, five 
of them oil paintings and five pencil and 
charcoal drawings.

People who’ve seen the previous two 
covers have referenced Norman Rock-
well, the great illustrator known for his 
Saturday Evening Post covers. Good! 
Because that was the inspiration. I’ve 
been thinking a lot about his work over 
the past couple years, especially since it’s 
been five years since I started doing these 
covers for Exit Zero. Rockwell is America’s 
greatest illustrator, and I can’t help but 
be inspired by his work. Before Rockwell 
there was J.C. Linedecker, before him 
there was Howard Pile. I’m influenced 
and inspired by all these guys.

Last September, I saw George Lucas 
and Stephen Spielberg’s private collec-
tion of Rockwell paintings and drawings 
at the Smithsonian Museum of Art. I had 
always loved Rockwell, but had never seen 
one in person. This was the largest single 
collection ever. I was blown away by the 

technical proficiency, the boldness of his 
brush strokes laden with volumes of paint 
piled on top of each other, a sheer visceral 
technique. It mesmerized me. It was like 
Rembrandt meets Vermeer. I studied his 
painting for hours in there and felt 100% 
inspired and challenged. I knew I could 
paint with the technical proficiency I 
needed, but the challenge was to make my 
own story through painting. Well, with 
the witch’s brew of EZ covers and a new 
show on deck at SOMA in less than one 
year’s time, I thought – well, here you are 
totally inspired, living in a town rich with 
local characters and history and quirk that 
you can use to tell any story you want. 

So, I finally let a little bit of my lighter 
side in and went to work. And the result 
is pure Cape May. Let’s face it, this is a 
very Rockwellian kind of place. It’s the 
fairy tale of the classic American small 
town. I also wanted to incorporate some 
of my favorite local characters into my 
paintings. Plus, they’re cheaper than real 
models...

The previous Exit Zero cover was a 
self-portrait of you as a pirate, and your 
wife Alicia is on this cover. So I guess 
you really are saving money by not using 

Americana
Opposite: Exit 
Zero covers from 
May and July – 
“Black Bolt”  
and “The 
Picaroon,”  
update Rockwell’s 
iconic style 
with a Cape 
May sensibility. 
Previous page: 
“Hurricane” 
juxtaposes 
gnarled wood and 
curling smoke 
with a shot of 
garnet red
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models. Yeah, you could say that.
There are two more Exit Zero cov-

ers due out in September and in Octo-
ber. Will they also be in the show? Yes. 
For September, I’m doing a painting of a 
great local character called Parker Smith, 
an actor who thinks he’s a lawyer. He has 
a great face and a great personality and 
hopefully he won’t be giving up his day job 
[as a lawyer] so that he might actually buy 
the original at the show.

What is Parker doing in the painting? 
He will be playing the role of a birder... 
Cape May’s favorite pastime.

And what about the October cover? 
I’m thinking that will be a witch.

That doesn’t sound very light-
hearted. Are you going over to the dark 
side again? Witches aren’t dark! And 
anyway, it will be around Halloween. I 
don’t know... there’s plenty of time to 
change my mind. Or maybe not. Okay, 
more questions, come on... I have a paint-
ing to finish!

Last year’s show was your most suc-
cessful yet. Are you hoping to top that? 
Yes, I’m hoping to top that. I feel good 
about this one.

Since that show, your life has changed 

Jersey Rustic
“Nell” at right 
highlights 
Grasso’s skill 
rendering rough 
wooden textures. 
“Hiding from 
Peter,” the 
watercolor at far 
right, presents 
a brilliant yet 
earthy palette.

considerably. You and your wife Alicia 
had a baby girl, Gray, born on 1/1/11. How 
has that changed the life of the artist? 
Well, I’m in the studio at 4am every day 
now, instead of 8am. And I’m still work-
ing late most nights. So, yeah, that’s a big 
change right there.

The fact that your work is suddenly 
much more light-hearted, a bit softer... 
do you attribute this to the fact that 
you’re a father now? Softer? Nothing I do 
is soft. But yeah, it’s bound to have had 
some kind of influence on me, though 
that kind of thing is usually subconscious. 
I’m probably working harder than I ever 
had. Just ask Alicia. 

You are paying tribute to Cape May 
in this show, but do you ever get frus-
trated that your work is not getting in 
front of a wider, bigger audience? Mean-
ing – wouldn’t you love your work to be 
shown in New York? Who wouldn’t? But 
Rockwell never worked in New York. Nei-
ther did Andrew Wyeth – all his paintings 
were of rural Pennsylvania or Maine. I 
love the attention I get in Cape May, but at 
the same time, as an artist you alre always 
putting yourself out there, always putting 
your work up for criticism. That’s scary. 

And that doesn’t matter if your work is 
being shown in Cape May or in New York. 
Anyway, with these new paintings I think 
it can go in a direction that may garner 
attention in the art world. That’s the plan. 

You love Cape May, but what would 
your ideal lifestyle be? Summers in Cape 
May, New Orleans in the fall, New York in 
the winter, and in the spring... Paris. And 
I’ve been to all these places by the way, so 
I’m not just talking smack. But I might 
have to do a few more paintings of Parker 
Smith to make all that happen.

You are showing five Exit Zero covers 
as oil paintings, and also as these amaz-
ingly detailed pencil and charcoal draw-
ings. Is it normal for an artist to present 
his work like that? It’s definitely done by 
some artists. It’s a way of getting to know 
your subject. I see the drawing as courting 
– you’re dating. By the time you’re doing 
the oil painting, you’re fully committed. 
Also, it really helps when you come to do 
the painting because, by then, the image 
has really been burned into your head.

How long does it take to do the draw-
ings? Sometimes it can take as long as the 
painting. Usually, it takes at least a week.

You have a lot of freedom as a full-



Nobody Home
“Left for Dead”  taps into the 

desolation of  empty spaces.



Taking It
Slow
Victor Grasso at work on the cover of this magazine. To the right 
is the pencil and charcoal drawing of the cover. This, he says, 
is like courting, getting to know your subject, whereas the oil 
painting is making a full commitment. 

OVERWORKED
“The Longest Day of the Year”, 26 x 36 pencil on paper

time artist. You don’t have a boss 
to report to. But you’re also at the 
whim of the public who might or 
might not buy your work. How 
does that all balance out? I haven’t 
had a boss since I was 20, and I’m 
33 now. I couldn’t have it any other 
way, though I do love collaborating 
with other people, especially Exit 
Zero, and I’m not just saying that. I 
just wish you guys paid better. But 
yeah, the freedom is a great thing, 
but like most artists you’re always 
wondering where the next pay-
check is coming from, though you 
can’t worry about it. That definitely 
wouldn’t help the creative process. 
Don’t you have more interesting 
questions to ask me than that?

Not that you’re totally a free 
man. You have Gray to look after 
during the day when Alicia is work-
ing. Yeah, but I’m hoping she will 
eventually join me in the studio, 
splashing paint on to canvas, just 
as long as it’s not one of my paint-

ings. This morning I saw a pastel 
that Picasso did of his daughter, 
who was about three at the time. 
That really inspires me. I can’t wait 
to start drawing and painting Gray. 

Forget art for a minute. 
Describe your perfect Cape May 
night. Let’s see... it would defi-
nitely start with a nice big Man-
hattan and some hors d’oeuvres at 
The Ebbitt Room, and then dinner 
at... The Ebbitt Room. No, wait, 
that’s too much. Dinner at Gecko’s 
with a bucket of beer, cold wine and 
good friends, then I’d stroll through 
the SOMA gallery, then over to 
The Brown Room where I’d drive 
Steve the bartender nuts while I 
figured out what I wanted to drink, 
and would then decide on a beer. 
Then back to our house in North 
Cape May, light a fire in the firepit 
I recently built and sit back with a 
glass of Kraken rum, diet Coke and 
lime. There’s a lot of drinking in that 
perfect evening, isn’t there?


