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A woman in a voluminous hooded robe sits on an ancient bench. Her face turns in profile, low, mysterious, her eyes and mouth contemplative horizontal almonds. She carries a flat woven basket in one hand, in the other a sprinkling of dried corn. The face of God seems to peer from the center of the sun bathing her in orange light. The motion of seed against spiral seems furtive, delicate. She asks the universe for answer; does she like the response? Pecos artist Toni Truesdale's oil painting, "Divination," asks the viewer to consider the cosmic, the connection of woman to sky. 

Truesdale's women-centered muralistic work, along with Las Vegas resident Nacho Jaramillo's portait paintings and drawings are featured in the Las Vegas Arts Council's Heritage Week exhibition, People & Places. The juxtaposition of Truesdale's brightly colored pueblo dwellings and otherworldly women against Jaramillo's stark black and white faces offer a chance to examine the balance between beauty and discomfort, tradition and ego. 

Truesdale's paintings create a bridge from a world of mythology and spirit to our own world. Her vivid works bring to mind themes of connectedness, community, personal power, and vitality. In her oil painting, "The Source," a mother's womb waters the land, waters our hearts with a river of sheer blue love while two young children peer from behind her back. Truesdale's thoughts on her work reflect the spirit of her Pecos community, the very reason men and women attempt to capture the piñon-kissed lands. 

"In my work, I desire to build understanding by the use of universal symbols, history, and mythology," Truesdale says. "Hopefully, these images allow one to see the familiar in a different way; and to meet ancient, hidden things. All cultures have unique traditions yet share a commonality. I like to find those visual symbols that cross centuries, oceans, and language. The power of these archetypes charts the path to the center, the source, the crossroads; where we meet as all women, all men, all children, all animals, and all things, connected in oneness." 

Oneness feels less like a concept and more like something you can capture between your hands when you take in Truesdale's work. A metaphysical sprite seems to whisper soft answers in your ear, answers to the inner questions you don't realize you hold. Truesdale welcomes an air of goddess spirituality into her work. "Archaic little female figures unearthed all over the world reveal the complex spiritual nature of the early matrilineal societies," she explains. "These ladies have in common a significant beauty. The mitochondrial Mother gave our hereditary patterns in genetic seeds that are contained in the roots of a gestational world culture, indicating that the imprint of our human species is, as are all metaphors for the planet, female." 

Nacho Jaramillo's portraits force the viewer to park their sense of comfort at the gallery door. Born in Anton Chico, Jaramillo calls his artwork "manchas" because the technique he uses involves a "smearing," whether done with his thumbs or with sand paper. Using tempera and brush on paper and panel, Jaramillo's portraits or character studies of Chicano people, "Raza", reflect his Native Hispanic heritage, with a certain gypsy influence. He captures emotions revealed in faces, insights, allowing the viewer to sense or discover something within themselves. 

"I'm not a colorist," Jaramillo states. "I think I enjoy color in other works of art and understand it's properties somewhat. Color to me interferes with what I'm trying to say. It waters downs the essence of the piece. Line and tone convey feelings and emotions in a more direct and immediate way. Sometimes when I'm in a groove with brush and line doing this minimal drawing where the eye of the viewer completes the image. Where every line becomes important, and economy of stroke becomes very essential. I learned this method from my mentor, Raymond Drew, who taught watercolor painting at Highlands, my Alma Mater. He taught me to draw with a brush taking my pencil away and breaking it in two." 

In "Tattooed Back," a man stands, face to wall, his muscled frame covered in a cascade of dragons from shoulder to buttocks. The moon - a staple in Jaramillo's works - provides just enough illumination to taunt the viewer. The dragons seem to wiggle against trapezius and latissimus dorsi. Are they truly collected dots of subcutaneous ink or something more sinister? 

"Sometimes my work is compared to sumi-e or calligraphy," Jaramillo explains. "Although probably influenced by both I use a different method. I use a bristle brush which gives me the benefit of texture and tone using a dry brush technique. My subjects are mostly androgynous figures. Sometimes melancholy and withdrawn. I almost never put smiles on the faces as that only confuses the issue. I want to paint a direct and immediate image. I identify the subject, a solitary figure and make it to the point of enigma, using line, tone, and form to convey a feeling and emotion." 

An artists' reception for the exhibit will be held on Second Saturday August 13, from 1 to 3 p.m. in the LVAC's gallery space at 140 Bridge Street. For more information on this and other Heritage Week events, visit www.postcardsfromtheplaza.com. 


