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ABSTRACT 

My paintings are about the ways in which communities of color strive to protect and 

heal themselves from a matrix of oppression, and how they succeed in ways that foster joy, 

new cultural practices, and moments of contented solitude and stillness. I focus on the 

evolving Brown identity, drawing inspiration from my own lived experiences and the stories 

of those with which I am in community. Scenes depicted in my work include a series of 

moments of quiet reflection represented simultaneously in one static image, the process of 

recognizing and unlearning anti-Blackness as a form of self-care, and the spaces of intimacy 

we create when we allow ourselves to be seen in all of our fullness. 

 This body of work strives to locate a collective Brown identity that calls in its 

problematic origins while also celebrating the resiliency of a present and future colonized 

people that have sometimes been severed from their indigenous heritage. In doing so, it 

contains visual cues to historical violence, the Chicano movement, and the various liberatory 

practices which are used as tools of survival by Latinx peoples of today.  

 To create these paintings, I combine a spontaneous and instinctive gestural 

drawing phase in which I construct scenes and figures from imagination with a methodical 

multimedia process that requires many passes over a period of time. Together, this process 

results in images that reflect the urgency with which we must address the issues currently 

facing marginalized communities. Layers of meaning reward multiple readings of each 

painting, much as when we are rewarded by a deeper investigation into our own traumas, 

biases, and methods of survival. 
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EPIGRAPH 

 
 [Paulo] Freire’s sexism is indicated by the language in 
his early works, notwithstanding that there is so much 
that remains liberatory… I came to Freire thirsty, dying 
of thirst (in that way that the colonized, marginalized 
subject who is still unsure of how to break the hold of 
the status quo, who longs for change, is needy, is 
thirsty), and I found in his work a way to quench that 
thirst. To have work that promotes one’s liberation is 
such a powerful gift that it does not matter so much if 
the gift is flawed. Think of the work as water that 
contains some dirt. Because you are thirsty you are not 
too proud to extract the dirt and be nourished by the 
water. 
. 

-bell hooks 
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AGUITA SUCIA 

DESCRIPTION 

An artist’s duty, as far as I’m concerned, is to reflect the times. I think that is 

true of painters, sculptors, poets, musicians. As far as I’m concerned, it’s their 

choice, but I choose to reflect the times and situations in which I find myself. That, to 

me, is my duty. And at this crucial time in our lives, when everything is so desperate, 

when every day is a matter of survival, I don’t think you can help but be involved. 

Young people, Black and white, know this. That’s why they’re so involved in politics. 

We will shape and mold this country, or it will not be molded and shaped at all 

anymore. So I don’t think you have a choice. How can you be an artist and NOT 

reflect the times? That to me is the definition of an artist.  

      —Nina Simone 

This statement from Nina Simone was a call to action for every creative person to not 

settle for the world we know but to have the courage and conviction to create a better one. 

Upon first hearing her words, it was as if the musician, activist, and icon was calling me out 

directly, reaching from the grave through the decades since that interview to wrap her fingers 

around my creative jugular. As an illustrator, for 15 years I earned a living and defined my 

creative identity as a storyteller. But with Simone’s statement, the inescapable truth before 

me was that I had avoided telling stories of consequence in my work. I was neglecting my 

duty to “reflect the times” as she had put it. I was in the habit of making lazy, non-

controversial statements in my work, and her words imparted a sense of desperate urgency. 

She was telling me to stop trying to make everyone comfortable, stop consuming everything 
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around me, including my own culture, without a critical lens, and start making art that dares 

to change the world. 

In my painting De Volver (figure 1), the main figure is shown in the midst of a similar 

revelation.  Evidenced by the open book at the bottom of the painting, she is in the process of 

educating herself on Latin 

American history, focusing 

specifically on the roots of anti-

Blackness throughout that region of 

the world. By taking the steps to 

learn uncomfortable truths about 

her own culture that she clearly 

loves, established by the cultural 

signifiers with which she has 

lovingly adorned her bathroom, she 

has also placed herself on the path 

of acknowledging and unlearning 

the racism that is inherent to her 

own cultural identity. This process has resulted in a moment in which she is literally 

expelling this harmful ignorance and complicity from her being, almost as if she has 

poisoned her body from over consumption. Indeed, she has uncritically consumed her own 

cultural traditions to feed her identity, to the point that a purge is the first painful but 

necessary step toward restoring her health.  

Figure 1 – Ramón Vargas, De Volver, 2022, Oil on canvas panel, 
46” x 48” 
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The same figure is repeated as a secondary character who is tenderly offering support 

in her own moment of healing, driving home the idea that this entire process of unlearning 

harmful practices, no matter how distressing, is a form of self-care. Unfortunately, self-care 

is not something that is prioritized in our society. We live in a capitalist society designed to 

maximize profit, consumerism, and convenience over the lives and general well-being of the 

global majority. This is why the process represented in De Volver is so essential to our 

survival. To willfully ignore our own part in upholding and perpetuating harm not only 

injures us, but also makes us complicit in the oppression of others. Once an awareness of this 

reality has been established, it’s difficult to ignore how it impacts every aspect of our lives.  

Every day we are beset by structures that uphold systems of white supremacy, 

patriarchy, cis-heteronormativity, and imperialism—systems that weave together to form a 

fabric of daily micro and macro-aggressions. To say it can be overwhelming and exhausting 

is an understatement. For many people targeted by these tenets of our society, their mere 

existence can be deemed radical in the face of such oppression. And this is why self-care is 

so important. Yes, we have a responsibility to hold ourselves accountable and think critically 

about our own positionality in this matrix of oppression, but we must do so with the 

tenderness that we’d extend toward the imperfections of any loved one. 

My art envisions a world that loves and celebrates both the people who are 

historically marginalized by these structures and the process of healing the generational 

trauma that is inherited through the very act of our survival. All of these paintings center on 

people who identify or can be identified as Brown, a marginalized group of which I am a 

member. The racism experienced by Latin American immigrants in America has evolved this 

collective identity, which is also heavily informed by the history and racial politics of Latin 
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America. This includes the concept of mestizaje, the Chicano movement, and the term 

Latinx. Indigeneity also plays a role in this history, as many of us have had those ancestral 

connections severed by colonization, and while some are working to reclaim that heritage, 

others have been left with no way of doing so. Brown people in North America are racialized 

as neither white nor Black, and therefore can simultaneously be subject to, and benefit from, 

racism and other privileges.1  It is our proximity to whiteness that provoked the formation of 

a Brown identity.2 Thus, in the face of a world that seeks to exploit us for labor, criminalize 

us, and exterminate us, our liberation can only begin with the expulsion of our own anti-

Blackness. As a whole, this series of paintings expresses our diverse and nuanced history 

while rooting the Brown experience firmly in our present reality by depicting scenes in 

mundane spaces of contemporary daily life.  

Taking all of this into account, the question that my studio practice has led me to is 

this: with regards to our cultural heritage, how do we rid ourselves of the bad while holding 

onto the good? Like the figure in De Volver, how do we cut away the pain and harm of our 

society, our culture, our very identity, without chopping away all the parts that nourish us and 

enable our survival?  

 

1 Dash Harris Machado and Javier Wallace, Otoño Negro: Black Latin American History & 

Contemporary Topics (AfroLatinx Travel, 3 November 2021, 4 November 2021, 9 

November 2021, and 10 November 2021) Virtual workshop. 

2 Juliet Hooker, Theorizing Race in the Americas: Douglass, Sarmiento, Du Bois, and 

Vasconcelos (Oxford University Press, 1 May 2017) 183. 
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One way is to simply allow ourselves the time it takes to undergo this healing 

process. The passage of time is central to my painting titled Cocoon (figure 2). In it, we see 

the same figure repeated several 

times in different poses 

throughout a bedroom scene. 

Although this repetition makes 

this a multi-figure composition, 

in spirit this figure is alone in 

this space. Her isolation is 

indicative of the isolation that is 

sometimes imposed by 

immigrant families when 

younger generations are vocally 

critical of their own culture. As 

in De Volver, this is a scene of a 

contemporary domestic space 

that has been decorated with Latin American cultural signifiers, such as the cat-like creature 

with the patterning of an alebrije, and the long trenzas that are a popular hairstyle throughout 

Latin America and denote the influence of indigenous heritage. There is also the partial 

image of the Virgen de Guadalupe, an extremely popular religious devotion throughout Latin 

America and national symbol of Mexico. The Virgen was also a tool of religious conversion 

and subjugation of indigenous people by colonizers from Europe. Each pose of the figure in 

this painting conveys a stillness that taken together implies the passage of hours, days, or 

Figure 2 - Ramón Vargas, Cocoon, 2021, Oil on canvas panel, 42" x 
48" 



   

 

6 

even weeks. This acknowledges the reality 

that undoing decades, and in some cases 

centuries, of harm requires much patience.  

Those decades of harm are 

represented in Selva (figure 3) as well. In 

this painting I draw allusions to 

photographic imagery of white supremacy 

from two different centuries, in order to 

assert that the effects of colonialism are 

still being felt to this day. In the 

photograph of a Native American mother 

and son (figure 4) that evokes the work of 

Edward S. Curtis, we see an example of 

how white notions of Native American 

culture resulted in imagery that was highly 

rigged and did not reflect the 

reality of these people. For 

decades this kind of imagery 

was lauded for providing the 

only evidence of its time of 

indigenous cultural heritage, but 

photographs taken by Curtis are 

now recognized as yet another 

Figure 3 - Ramón Vargas, Selva, 2021, Oil on canvas 
panel, 30" x 48" 

Figures 4 & 5- Photo by Heritage Auctions, Found photo in 
Christopher Murphy collection. 
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way that indigenous people of North America were, and continue to be, stripped of their own 

voices and historically denied the autonomy to define their own culture and experiences.3 

The artifice of this photograph is echoed in 

a found photo of a bride in the 1950s in the 

collection of Christopher Murphy (figure 

5). Half a century later, white America was 

still staging photographs to impose their 

invented concepts of culture, femininity, 

and modern society. In Selva, I am evoking 

these familiar poses and set dressings in full 

color to remind viewers that we are still not 

free from these constructs.  

The ramifications of colonization 

are present today in other ways as well, and 

my paintings seek to highlight and disrupt 

those effects. In Juan Diego (figure 6), as in 

Cocoon, we see the partial image of the Virgen de Guadalupe, this time tattooed on the torso 

of the central figure. Along with the rosary and gold necklace, his oversized white t-shirt, and 

 

3 Jenifer Rabin, “Three Native American Artists Challenge a White Ethnographer’s Legacy.” 

Hyperallergic (15 April 2016) https://hyperallergic.com/290705/three-native-

american-artists-challenge-a-white-ethnographers-legacy/. 

Figure 6 - Ramón Vargas, Juan Diego, 2022, Oil on 
canvas panel, 24” x 36” 



   

 

8 

Dickies work pants, La Virgen serves as a signifier of Latin American culture. However, the 

deeper context of La Virgen in this painting is her impact as a tool of colonization, having 

been used to convert native peoples of Mexico to Catholicism. Like many contemporary 

Brown people, this man is on the path of reconnecting with his indigenous heritage, and that 

process is illustrated by the flowers growing from his abdomen.  

In the original story of the indigenous Mexican peasant Juan Diego, he is instructed 

by the apparition of the Virgin Mary to collect Castilian roses.4 She assures him that this will 

convince his people that she has indeed appeared and is deserving of their devotion, but she 

does not explain how. Back in town he releases the hem of his tilma, a plain outer garment 

worn by indigenous men, and as the roses fall to the ground the imprinted image of La 

Virgen is revealed. The literal branding of the same image in the form of a tattoo on my 

version of Juan Diego, approximately where it would have been located on his tilma, 

indicates the ramifications of this story throughout our culture to this very day. Only this 

time, the flowers do not fall to the floor revealing the image of La Virgen, and they are not 

Castilian roses. They are wildflowers indigenous to Mexico, like him, and they grow from 

him, for he is of the same earth, and they nourish each other in kind. The understated 

violence of the stems piercing through his skin signal the violence of being severed from 

one’s own heritage and the inevitable violence through which our liberation lies in the future.  

 

4 The editors of Encyclopedia Britannica, “Our Lady of Guadalupe, Patron Saint of Mexico.” 

Britannica (4 April 2006) https://www.britannica.com/topic/Our-Lady-of-Guadalupe-

patron-saint-of-Mexico. 
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Aesthetically, my paintings challenge Eurocentric standards of design and beauty. 

The same colonization that led to our marginalization and religious conversion has shaped 

aesthetic standards in the United States, including tastes in contemporary representational 

figure painting. Preferences for fair skin, small noses, and straight hair, among others, are all 

signs of how European culture has shaped Western beauty ideals. This influence is reflected 

in many of the aesthetic choices made by American representational painters who are 

devoted to the traditions of European academic painting. Although several painting 

movements since the 19th century have refuted a conservative approach to figuration that 

avoids current social issues and tempers realistic colors, Eurocentric values nonetheless 

dominate the galleries of many museum painting collections.  

My paintings interrupt these biases in both style and form, using color and pattern to 

reinforce themes of decolonization. These methods of visual communication prompt the 

viewer to engage with non-narrative de-colonial concepts that they may otherwise find 

offensive, incisive, or repellent. The bright greens and yellows in Cocoon are common 

throughout Latin America, as are the densely repeating geometric patterns. Depending on 

your relationship to Latin American culture, you may find these choices challenging even if 

still beautiful, while others may find them familiar and welcoming. The same goes for the 

white gown worn by the figure in Selva. Viewers informed primarily by American tastes 

have called it old-fashioned, haunting, even frightening, drawing allusions to the popularity 

of the Mexican folktale of La Llorona with Western audiences. However, in my culture a 

bata is recognized as very common sleepwear, likely evoking nostalgic feelings of warmth 

and safety, given the likelihood that one was worn by a mother or grandmother figure during 

a Brown viewer’s childhood. For non-Brown viewers, these images have been designed to be 
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simultaneously confrontational and alluring. By doing so, I hope to disarm the reactionary 

combativeness or dismissiveness that often results when people are confronted with a reality 

that does not align with their own lived experiences. 

Existing with awareness of how violence and subjugation have shaped our past and 

present as Brown people is heartbreaking. Acknowledging that we have benefitted from 

white supremacy and unlearning the antiblackness inherent to our own identity can be even 

more painful still. Turning that 

critical lens toward our own 

culture is an agonizing yet 

necessary process. However, 

breaking cycles of generational 

trauma while preserving our 

inherited cultural bonds is not 

solely the painful process 

depicted in De Volver. Healing 

also leads to new and inclusive 

practices that become a form of 

modern tradition. Many of these 

new traditions are societal 

customs that are shared and 

nurtured by many people across a 

broad spectrum of identity. The formation of found families and the creation of our own safe 

spaces, as depicted in both De Volver and Cocoon as well as in Greenhouse (figure 7), are 

Figure 7 - Ramón Vargas, Greenhouse, 2022, Oil on canvas, 46” x 
48” 
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some of the ways in which contemporary Brown people are finding radical forms of joy and 

happiness. 

In Greenhouse, the viewer is invited into an intimate and comfortable space, which 

communicates the safety felt by the humans and animals that occupy it. This is a place they 

have forged together, where they can practice letting down their guard from the outside 

world glimpsed through the window. Along with the now familiar patterns of the alebrije, we 

see more evidence of plant life. But there is a difference here. In Selva we see the ancestral 

jungles that are not really there yet always present. In Juan Diego we see the indigenous 

plant life reemerging through our de-colonial work. In both De Volver and Cocoon we see 

how plant life is present in our daily lives, a signal of our ancestral connection to the earth. 

Now, in Greenhouse, plant life is represented in the patterns on which we rest our heads, 

because this very space has been forged in part by the healing we have achieved. This nods to 

the current popularity among Latinx communities of nurturing plants within their home.  The 

adaptation of these cultural practices into our contemporary domestic life has become a form 

of healing that grounds us in our shared humanity. 

RESEARCH 

Thanks to the impact of artists like Nina Simone, there is substantial and intentional 

social political commentary throughout my current body of work. However, when it comes to 

purely visual inspiration, it’s hard to separate conscious from subconscious influences. I read 

and drew comic books obsessively throughout my adolescence. I became a cinephile and a 

fan of anime in my teens. All these storytelling mediums have become part of my visual 

language and how I translate imagery from my mind to the canvas. Am I thinking about 

Akira while I paint? No. Am I looking at references of Marvel comics in my studio? Well…. 
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sometimes. But there’s no doubt that elements of these visual platforms are now inherent to 

my creative process, so much so that I don’t have to think about including them, they just 

show up. The same can be said about the painters whose work I hold in high regard.  

One such painter is Noah Davis. Davis was born in Seattle in 1983 and moved to Los 

Angeles in 2004 after dropping out of The Cooper Union for the Advancement of Science 

and Art in New York. He died of a 

rare cancer at age 32 in 2015, but 

not before founding the 

Underground Museum in the 

Black and Brown working class 

neighborhood of Arlington, Los 

Angeles. He also left behind a 

body of work from which I 

frequently draw visual inspiration. 

In his painting Delusions of 

Grandeur (figure 8), we can see 

that Noah’s painting style is flat 

yet dimensional, describing 

volume via drawing, as opposed to 

rendering objects in the full range 

of value and light logic. In my 

painting Cocoon, I have depicted a bedroom scene in which the perspective describes a three-

dimensional space. However, I have decided to paint in limited values, abstaining from 

Figure 8- Noah Davis, Delusions of Grandeur, 2007, Oil and 
gouache, Estate of Noah Davis. 
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describing the figures and environment with the full spectrum of light logic. This approach is 

also inspired by Kerry James Marshall, another painter whose work I admire, and it has the 

effect of communicating the image matter-of-factly, which echoes the approach to the subject 

matter. Overall this makes for a more impactful composition and prompts viewers to engage 

with the deeper message of the painting and focus less on surface level execution. 

Both of these painters also interject elements of whimsy or magical realism into their 

paintings to emphasize a point, and this is an element that I find very useful in heightening 

the storytelling in my own paintings. For example, Marshall’s painting School of Beauty, 

School of Culture (figure 9) includes the depiction of a Disney princess head, floating at the 

center-bottom of the painting at a severe angle to the viewer. Here Marshall is drawing an 

Figure 9- Kerry James Marshall, School of Beauty, School of Culture, 2012, Acrylic and glitter on 
unstretched canvas, 108” x 158”, Birmingham Museum of Art. 
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allusion to the 

painting The 

Ambassadors by 

Hans Holbein (figure 

10). In The 

Ambassadors, 

Holbein uses the 

skewed image of a 

human skull as an 

optical device to 

remind the viewer 

that death is always 

inevitable, even to 

those of wealthy 

status. In School of Beauty, School of Culture, Marshall uses the Disney princess head, 

distorted in the same way as Holbein’s skull, to remind us that Eurocentric beauty standards 

that are upheld by white supremacy in the United States are always looming, even in spaces 

created to celebrate Black beauty and culture.  

In my painting Selva, which also speaks to the impact that white supremacy has had 

on indigenous people, I have included the incongruous element of a hen perched on the head 

of the main figure. Chickens recur often in the spiritual practices of many non-Western 

religious beliefs, and they are also kept as pets or a source of food by many immigrant 

families in the United States. The African diasporic religion of Santería, which developed in 

Figure 10 - Hans Holbain the Younger, The Ambassadors, 1533, Oil and tempera, 
6’9” x 6’10”, The National Gallery, London.  
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Cuba, ritually sacrifices chickens for healing and protection.5 In ancient fortune-telling rites, 

chickens represent a knowledge of the future and signal impending challenges, and a bird 

perched on one’s head also signals protection in dream interpretation.6 There are many 

conventional devices I could have used to convey these ideas, but a chicken on the head felt 

appropriately odd and playful, one might even say hopeful, in the otherwise grim context of 

this painting. I’ve given this nameless indigenous woman a protector, a tool for survival in 

the form of nourishment, and 

the means by which she can 

continue to perform the 

spiritual practices that white 

supremacy works to strip away 

from her identity.  

These whimsical 

elements are present throughout 

my thesis paintings. In Davis’ 

Delusions of Grandeur there is 

 

5 Jerry Adler and Andrew Lawler, “How the Chicken Conquered the World.” Smithsonian 

Magazine (June 2012) https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/how-the-chicken-

conquered-the-world-87583657/.  

6 Hailey Brophy, “Chicken Symbolism & Meaning (+Totem, Spirit & Omens).” World Birds 

(25 October 2021) https://worldbirds.com/chicken-symbolism/. 

Figure 11 – Alebrijes, Carved copal wood and paint 



   

 

16 

a cloud of tiny stars coming from the open door at the top of the staircase, the interpretation 

of which is left open to viewers. Is this element meant to represent youthful wonderment, or 

the fearful imagination of a child left at home alone? It very well may be both, owning up to 

life’s many complexities. In Cocoon, I have interjected an element of fantasy with the 

alebrije in the main figure’s lap, disrupting the reality of the image. Alebrijes (figure 11) are 

Mexican folk art sculptures of brightly colored mythical creatures. Since their creation by 

artist Pedro Linares in 1936, they have gained a reputation for offering protection and 

warding off bad spirits. In Cocoon, this creature serves as a reminder that even when we have 

inherited damaging cultural beliefs and practices, that same culture can still be a source of 

healing.   

In this painting I have also included the image of a drawing by Judithe Hernández. 

Hernandez is a Chicana artist born in Boyle Heights, my hometown. After earning her BFA 

at Otis College of Art and 

Design, she became the fifth 

and only female member of 

Los Four, the Chicano artist 

collective that included 

Frank Romero and Carlos 

Almaráz, both also sources 

of inspiration for me. Like 

Davis and Marshall, 

Hernández includes fantastical elements in her work, such as the floating fish in El Mar de 

las Desconocidas (figure 12). In this drawing, Hernandez brings attention to the violence, 

Figure 12 - Judithe Hernandez, El Mar de las Desconocidas, 2017, Pastel 
mixed media on canvas, Private collection. 
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abuse, and exploitation that women of color face in this world. By including this drawing in 

the background of my own painting, I not only activate the composition, but also nod to the 

tradition of Chicano painters whose identity I share, bringing a deeper context to the need for 

healing and solitude for the woman in my painting.   

Noah Davis will sometimes keep viewers guessing as to what is real and what is 

artifice in his own work. This has the dual effect of grounding the image in reality and 

introducing a hallucinatory potential. For example, in his painting Mary Jane (figure 13), it is 

unclear whether the floral backdrop is 

wallpaper, a field or wall of flowers, or 

perhaps just decorative abstraction. One 

could also interpret it as a painting within 

Davis’ painting. In my painting Selva, I 

am inspired by Davis to play with the 

reality of space in the image. I have 

painted the curtain backdrop with the 

image of a jungle. The folds in the 

curtain disrupt the jungle image and 

therefore the reality that I have composed 

within this painting. This creates the 

impression of a reality within a reality, unmooring the viewer in a way that evokes what it 

must have felt like for an indigenous person to have their reality and way of life disrupted by 

colonialism.   

Figure 13- Noah Davis, Mary Jane, 2008, Oil and acrylic 
on canvas, 60” x 52.25”, Estate of Noah Davis. 
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In addition to visual influences, there are a few writers whose works have deeply 

affected the stories I want my paintings to tell. Without the profound insights of For Brown 

Girls with Sharp Edges and Tender Hearts: A Love Letter to Women of Color, I would have 

much less awareness of how generational trauma disproportionately impacts Brown women. 

In that book, Prisca Dorcas Mojica Rodriguez clearly connects the systems of oppression that 

dominate Black and indigenous people of color, especially the reality of women. Her writing 

has empowered me to look critically at how my own cultural privileges have both propagated 

harm to others and inflicted mental and emotional damage on myself. In Latin American 

cultures, toxic masculinity is fortified by the social behavior pattern known as machismo. 

Figure 44 - Ramón Vargas, Blue Demon, 2022, Oil on canvas, 36” x 48” 



   

 

19 

Machismo emboldens men to exhibit an aggressive, overbearing dominant attitude that 

breeds violence in many forms upon women, and Dorcas Mojica Rodriguez shares her own 

painful experiences with this violence on both personal and structural levels.7 In Blue Demon 

(figure 11) a male policeman looks out at us from the passenger side of a cop car. The white 

police officer in the driver’s seat reminds us that white supremacy is always in charge, but 

the Brown officer gazing at us with malicious intent has been fashioned into the weapon of 

violence in this scenario. This shows how unchecked machismo is often exalted here in the 

United States and is one of the contributing factors of police brutality.  

Machismo does not only negatively affect non-men. In Up (figure 15), we see the 

debilitating anxiety, 

disassociation, and 

feelings of shame and 

inferiority that result 

from denying our own 

humanity in order to 

benefit from the power 

that toxic masculinity 

bequeaths men. 

Machismo leaves little 

 

7 Prisca Dorcas Mojica Rodriguez, For Brown Girls with Sharp Edges and Tender Hearts: A 

Love Letter to Women of Color. (Seal Press, 2021) 113. 

Figure 15 – Ramón Vargas, Up, 2022, Oil on canvas, 36” x 48” 
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room for vulnerability, for healthy expressions of emotion, and for genuine affection with 

other males. This extreme emotional restriction leads to loneliness and self-isolation, with no 

acceptable outlet besides anger and violence.  The male figure in Up is burning bright with 

this frustration. Although he has a partner lying next to him, he is alone with his feelings in 

the middle of the night. Only the alebrije is there to bear witness to the pain that his adoption 

of machismo has created within him. 

There was a time that I was careful to approach the meanings behind my paintings 

with vague ambiguity, making sure to say nothing too personal or critical. This worked well 

for me as an illustrator and allowed me to remain in the patriarchal trap of hiding my 

vulnerable feelings from the public. But the inspiring influences I have named here have 

greatly expanded the breadth of storytelling in my artwork. Reducing the tonal range of my 

paintings has made for stronger, more impactful compositions. The addition of whimsical 

elements has allowed me to communicate nuanced statements, and more of them, in each 

painting. Exposing myself to the lived experiences of others has inspired me to be more 

vulnerable than I ever thought I’d be comfortable with, which has led to the most honest 

work I have ever produced. The transition from subconscious influence to intentional 

investigation has made all the difference.  

METHODOLOGY  

I’ve always been someone who needs to believe in what they are doing in order to 

continue doing it. This applies to everything in my life: work, relationships, hobbies, and art. 

Coming out of art school, the goal was to establish a sustainable creative career by any 

means necessary. I accomplished this by accepting any paying art job that I could reasonably 

perform, and even some I could not. After this was achieved, my next goal was to make a 
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living as an artist that focused almost exclusively on illustrative painting. This was a more 

difficult task, but I did it by figuring out what people wanted, and giving it to them in the best 

way I knew how. That was my job for 14 years as an illustrator, and I got pretty good at it.  

I was glad to have my training in classical figure drawing and representational 

painting when making art that I 

needed to sell to make a living. I took 

cultural imagery that was the zeitgeist 

of the time, specifically Day of the 

Dead aesthetics and traditional 

mariachi clothing, and combined them 

in contemporary representational 

paintings (Figures 16 & 17). This 

proved to be very lucrative for me, as I 

sold almost all the paintings that I 

created in this series. 

However, once I felt that I 

was commodifying my own 

culture in a popular style of 

painting for the sake of 

money, I simply could not 

continue to make this work. 

In fact, I couldn’t even 

bring myself to finish the 
Figure 18 - Ramón Vargas, Sing About Me/Desiree, 2015/2017, Oil on 
canvas, 24” x 36” 

Figure 16 - Ramón Vargas, Only Lovers Left Alive, 2015, Oil 
& acrylic on canvas, 36” x 36” 
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painting that I was working on 

when I made this observation. 

It sat half-painted in my studio 

for almost two years, while I 

reconsidered the motives 

behind my work. I no longer 

believed in what I was doing 

and had to move forward into 

new creative territory.  

Entering this MFA program gave me the 

impetus to start painting again. It’s not a 

coincidence that in my first semester, I painted 

portraits of Brown women over the last two 

mariachi paintings still left in my studio (Figure 

18 & 19). At the time I did not know where I 

was going as a painter or what exactly I wanted 

to say, but I knew I’d taken the first steps in the 

right direction. Looking back at these paintings 

now, I see that they represent more than just a 

change in direction in terms of the content of 

my art. They also portray a literal and figurative 

shift of focus in my paintings, from glorifying 

past signifiers of my Latinx identity, to celebrating its present and exploring its future. 

Figure 17 - Ramón Vargas, King's Crossing, 2014, Oil on canvas, 
24” x 30” 

Figure 19 - Ramón Vargas, Gabby, 2017, Oil on 
canvas, 24” x 30” 
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In addition, I shifted what I paint and how I paint it. As an Illustrator, I was trained to 

approach each new artwork in a manner that would maximize the odds of success and 

minimize the chances of failure. This was a process-heavy approach in which every 

conceivable choice could be anticipated, considered, and executed in orderly fashion. I 

explored many possible concepts in the thumbnail stage. Different compositions of the 

chosen concept would follow. Once these decisions were finalized, I’d basically create the 

final image in the drawing stage, working out all the remaining details. At this point, painting 

it was just adding color to the finished idea. It made for very consistent and reliable results, 

however the painting process felt like boring execution after a while. But when you’re 

expected to deliver results on a consistent, timely basis, safety is key.  

 Today, I’m a much different painter. I’ve discarded much of the preliminary work I 

did before and moved almost all of the process component into the painting stage. I’ve also 

fortified my method for developing new ideas for paintings, which involves word association 

and stream of consciousness list-making. Once the themes have presented themselves via this 

process, I list the feelings that I would like my painting to conjure within the viewer. This 

allows me to focus on achieving a feeling when I paint, rather than executing a scene. After 

that, I do a quick little sketch just to get my idea down, then I jump right onto the big canvas 

without any other preliminary drawing whatsoever. This approach makes the whole process 

of making a painting feel much more spontaneous, creative, and terrifying in the best way. 

The original concept for Cocoon was to convey a process of healing over time. 

Within that idea, I knew that I also wanted to touch on themes of cultural identity, modernity, 

and solitude. I decided very early that the basic composition would be multiple figures of the 

same person occupying an intimate space (Figure 20), and somewhere along the way I could 
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find ways to inject my thematic content. As the 

composition developed, I realized that the 

color palette would be bright and intense, 

reflecting the bold colors of my culture. The 

facial expressions and body language of the 

figures would then have to convey the sense of 

calm and serenity for which I was aiming. I 

also wanted to introduce an element in the 

background that commanded enough attention 

to balance out the large central figure that 

would dominate most of the composition.  

I decided that placing an important 

painting within my painting by an artist that 

reflected my subject matter would be a great 

way to check multiple boxes at once. It’s also 

something other artists I admire have done, 

such as Diego Velasquez in his painting Las 

Meninas (Figure 21). Within that painting, he 

paints two works by one of his heroes, Peter 

Paul Reubens. In Cocoon, I have included a 

drawing by one of my heroes, Judithe 

Hernandez.  

Figure 20 - Ramón Vargas, Cocoon Preliminary 
sketch, 2020, digital. 

Figure 21 - Diego Velasquez, Las Meninas, 1656, 
Oil on canvas, 125.2” × 108.7”, Museo Nacional de 
Prado, Madrid. 
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In the process of developing the colors of my painting, I felt that Hernandez’s work 

was too saturated with color to sufficiently compliment my composition. I decided that I 

would have to de-saturate her drawing within my painting so that it would not dominate the 

image (figure 22). However, once my painting came close to completion and important 

elements had been added, such as the alebríje with its intricate and boldly contrasting 

patterns, I observed that Hernandez’s 

drawing could now exist with its original 

color palette in my composition, and I 

reworked it. I’m taking great satisfaction 

from my current approach to painting. 

Illustration calls for collaboration, in that 

usually you are being employed to bring 

someone else’s idea into being, and 

injecting some of your own voice along 

the way. Initially, I believed that my 

transition from commercial illustrator to 

someone who makes personal paintings 

meant an end to this approach, that I would be the ultimate conductor of the images I create. 

Now I see that the creative collaboration I so enjoy is still very much a part of my process, 

but this collaboration is between myself and the painting. 

All of this makes for a much longer creative process, with many starts and stops and 

time-consuming corrections that I managed to avoid before. For example, sometimes I’ll 

paint a section that I love (Figure 23), and then as the painting evolves, I realize that I have to 

Figure 22 - Ramón Vargas, Cocoon Work in Progress, 
2020, Oil on canvassed panel, 42” x 48”. 
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change that section or paint over it to make the image work better as a whole (Figure 24). 

Thanks to the accessibility of technology, I can shoot some photos to document this process, 

but it’s often difficult to sacrifice a small section that brings me joy to better serve the entire 

painting. However, even this small measure of sacrifice and sensation of loss underline my 

investment in what I’m bringing forth into the world. The entire process now feels exciting 

and creatively engaging, which I believe has impacted the vitality of my current body of 

work.  

This mirrors my recent approach to other matters in my life outside of painting, and I 

believe that life-shift is significant to my newfound and fulfilling creative method. Thanks to 

many hours and months of therapy and personal growth, I’m much more comfortable with 

vulnerability than I ever was before. I’m literally figuring things out as I go, both in and out 

of the studio, and I couldn’t be happier about that.  

Figure 23 - Cocoon Work in progress 
detail, 2020, Oil on canvassed panel. 

Figure 24 - Cocoon Work in progress detail, 
2020, Oil on canvassed panel. 
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CONCLUSION  

Like most creative people who make things, I strive to paint what I know. In that 

way, my paintings reflect my personal experience and the communities that heal me, hold me 

accountable, and nourish my creative endeavors. Bright colors, intense patterns, 

anachronistic cultural artifacts, and references to cultural mythology populate my paintings to 

create a sense of magical realism in an otherwise grounded reality. This helps us to envision 

a different way of existing. My paintings can help create a visual language for the Brown 

experience that reckons with continued antiblackness and creates space for accountability. 

Sharing space with pets and other found-family members, cultivating houseplants, and 

finding affirmation in online communities are important contemporary forms of healing. 

These images are an antithesis to the depictions of struggle and pain that threaten to define 

the lived experiences of marginalized communities. My paintings convey contentedness and 

productive stillness as an alternative to a capitalist society that promotes destructive 

movement in the forms of labor, violence, and various vices. They communicate in a way 

that is accessible to many, that reflects the lives of those of us who are forging our racial 

identity as we go, and that empowers us to heal and thrive. 
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APPENDIX 

 

       

        Plate 1. Ramón Vargas, Selva, 2021, Oil on canvas panel. 30 in. x 48 in. 
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Plate 2. Ramón Vargas, Blue Demon, 2022, Oil on canvas. 36 in. x 48 in. 
 



   

 

33 

  

Plate 3. Ramón Vargas, Up, 2022, Oil on canvas panel. 36 in. x 48 in. 
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Plate 4. Ramón Vargas, De Volver, 2022, Oil on canvas panel. 46 in. x 48 in. 
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Plate 5. Ramón Vargas, Juan Diego, 2022, Oil on canvas panel. 24 in. x 34 in. 
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Plate 6. Ramón Vargas, Greenhouse, 2022, Oil on canvas panel. 46 in. x 48 in. 
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Plate 7. Ramón Vargas, Cocoon, 2022, Oil on canvas panel. 46 in. x 48 in. 
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ARTIST’S NOTE 

Throughout his career, Los Angeles artist Ramón Vargas has taught art for non-profit 

and grassroots community organizations. He is a known mentor for arts education and 

community outreach in Los Angeles and Orange County. In addition to painting, he is also a 

muralist and printmaker and has shown his work in Los Angeles, New York and throughout 

California. 

 

Website: www.ramonvargasart.com 

Instagram: www.instagram.com/rayvargas3/ 


