






AN INSPIRING SUBJECT

When it comes to selecting subject matter, Armendariz looks 
for people undertaking everyday tasks. While Chicago locals 
provide some inspiration, it’s more often travel that fuels his 
passion. It was in a section of Havana replete with industrial 
plants and loading docks that the artist encountered Wilson, 
the subject of his prizewinning watercolor. “I noticed his fair 
hair, the lines on his face and his bright orange hat,” he says. 
“Everything about him was so expressive. I knew I had found 
my subject.”

Armendariz began talking with Wilson in Spanish about 
work, family and the travails of everyday life, all the while 
capturing multiple reference shots from different vantage 
points. Juror Stephen Zhang was impressed by the rich sto-
rytelling the numerous points of view convey. “Wilson Tells 
It presents a creative composition, offering multiple angles 
of the subject, allowing us to feel very close to him, as if we 
know him intimately,” he says. “The painting also demon-
strates the artist’s confident command of human anatomy, 
lighting and color design.”

WORKING THE PROCESS
In the past, if Armendariz had wished to document a subject 
in multiple poses, he would have simply painted individual 
portraits. To capture the deep texture in Wilson’s face, how-
ever, he decided to depict three portraits within one piece. 
“There was so much emotion and so much contrast within 
the shadows,” he says, “I thought it would be most impactful 
to capture it all in a single painting.”

Prep work for Wilson Tells It included a graphite drawing  
to perfect the shadowing texture, and a miniature study to 
perfect the brushstrokes. “I like to use as a many brushes as  
I can to create deeper layers and detail,” says the artist. 

Armendariz progressed through the painting, working 
from light to dark and pinpointing white space before build-
ing up layers of paint. He wanted to accentuate the hard lines 
and deep, nuanced shadow that emphasize the subject’s skin 
tone. To play up the shadows and accents of hues, he avoided a 
monolithic backdrop and imparted a dark supporting tableau 
that imparts tones of purple, blue, black and burnt sienna.

With travel playing such an integral role in his work, it’s  
a bit surprising that Armendariz doesn’t have a ready list of 
destinations, but instead remains open to new scenes and 
challenges to allow space for new ideas. “Art doesn’t get easier 
unless you paint the same thing repeatedly,” he says, “but if 
you only do that, you aren’t growing.”

Steve Aust is a Cincinnati-based writer.

OPPOSITE 
JOSÉ 
(watercolor on  
paper, 371/2x121/2)

ABOVE 
FEEDING NAIROBI 
(watercolor on  
paper, 18x24)

RIGHT 
TOUCH OF RED 
(watercolor on  
paper, 24x18)

FAR RIGHT 
THE LIAR RETURNS 
(watercolor on  
paper, 24x16)
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